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Abstract / Summary 

 

The cyberutopian era when the spread of the internet was thought of as an emancipating and 

democratizing force, by giving a voice to every individual with access to the world wide web, has 

decidedly been replaced by a more pessimistic view. In the scholarly search to understand how the 

internet went from being a democratic promise to a democratic threat, the very core of the promise, 

– namely giving a voice to the individual before a large audience – is too often forgotten. In fact, the 

omnipresence of an audience in online interactions and how the presence of this audience might affect 

interactions is a much overlooked and understudied aspect of online interactions.  

In this thesis, I examine the hypothesis that the pervasive online audience fosters an 

interactional structure which promotes bad communication. I explore this hypothesis by drawing on 

the theoretical framework of language-use developed by Herbert H. Clark and his colleagues.  

Applying this framework allows me to set up a range of criteria for good communication, and I 

proceed to explore the criteria that have difficulty being met in online interactions. To investigate 

these criteria, I rely on a dataset of 3484 tweets in 669 conversations, that I scrape from the social 

media platform Twitter following eight press-conferences held by the Danish Prime-Minister during 

the Covid19-crisis between March 11th and April 14th, 2020. 

I find that the speaker lacks control in designating who participates in the interactions and that 

the composition of the participating group is fluid. This fluidity and lack of control makes it more 

difficult for participants to adhere to the principle of responsibility, and it makes it less compelling 

and more effortful to focus on mutual understanding in online interactions.  

I propose a new theoretical framework to better define the roles and the relations between 

these roles in online interactions. Insights and the framework provided in this thesis propose an 

explanation for how the interactional structures created by the presence of an audience induce bad 

communication. This can be used for further research in understanding the mechanisms the 

participants in an online interaction resort to in order to compensate for a loss of control or fall into 

because of a diffused feeling of responsibility or a lack of focus on mutual understanding. 
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1. Introduction 

 
“I just read the comments on JP’s [Jyllands-Posten, Danish newspaper] Facebook Page for an 

article I wrote. There are two who disagree, and then what happens is that they agree to disagree 

and bid each other a happy Easter. Don’t they understand how the Internet works?” (Hansen, 

2020) [my translation from Danish to English] 

 

The above Tweet sarcastically and pointedly captures how, in open, online interactions, cooperation 

is not the norm. It illustrates that it is more surprising when two interacting parties who disagree, 

recognize and acknowledge each other’s positions, than when they neglect doing so.  

In a report from 2017, Trygfonden found that 69% of Danes who follow online discussions 

agree that the tone is often “uncomfortable”. 80% state that they often encounter “very extreme 

viewpoints”, and 65% perceive the risk of being verbally abused as considerable (Trygfonden, 2017). 

I will venture to suggest that anyone who has spent some time on social media platforms, in discussion 

forums or in comment sections on news sites, will have experienced online interactions that seem to 

flagrantly refuse to even attempt to reach any form of mutual understanding.  

The dominant view in conversational theories, however, posits that holding a conversation is 

a collaborative endeavor that demands a high level of coordination between its participants, who have 

a common goal of reaching mutual understanding. A relevant question might then be: is there 

something particular about online interactions which acts to impede collaboration?  

 

One factor that clearly distinguishes many online interactions from other kinds of interactions is the 

pervasive presence of an audience. In fact, it seems that the interactional structures that follow from 

the presence of this online audience, render online interactions quite unique. To point out a few 

immediate observations, the audience is always present, but the scope and scale of the audience is not 

known to the interlocutors. The audience is also made up of potential interlocutors and the speaker 

has little control over who will engage with their utterance. Online interactions, then, cannot directly 

be compared to other interactions involving an audience. In interactions on a stage or on another 

platform such as television or the radio, the audience is mostly passive. Neither can it be compared to 

for instance a lecture in an auditorium, because although members of the audience might have the 
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possibility of raising their hands and contributing with utterances, the speaker is largely in control of 

who contributes and when.  

I hypothesize, then, that the interactional structures that this pervasive audience gives rise to 

– in themselves – have an enabling effect on bad communication. To explore this hypothesis, I draw 

on the theoretical framework of language-use developed by Herbert H. Clark and his colleagues (in 

Clark, 1992 Arenas of Language Use and more). This theoretical framework, which can be designated as 

‘the collaborative view’ enables me to set up a range of criteria for establishing and maintaining good 

communication, a central aspect of which is mutual understanding. These criteria will then serve as a 

foundation from which to understand what is going on in the interactional structures of online 

interactions. Specifically, I rely on a dataset of interactions on Twitter (twitter.com) that I scrape from 

the social media platform following eight press-conferences held by the Danish Prime-Minister during 

the Covid19-crisis between March 11th and April 14th, 2020. This dataset allows me to examine ‘what 

is going on’ in online interactions when communication turns bad and to relate these findings to the 

theoretical framework. 

 

The thesis is guided by the following overarching research question: 

 

How do collaborative theories from psycholinguistics inform how the presence of an 

audience affects an interaction, and how does this apply to online interactions? 

 

1.1. Context 

The problem described by the Trygfonden-report introduced above is typically referred to as ‘incivility’ 

or ‘uncivil behavior’ and can be defined as “features of discussion that convey an unnecessarily 

disrespectful tone toward the discussion forum, its participants, or its topics” (Coe, Kenski & Rains, 

2014, p. 660). Work on online incivility has predominantly focused on attempting to map who the 

individuals who engage in polarizing behavior are (the demographics, their political affiliation, etc.) as 

well as the kind of content they are likely to produce or engage with (e.g. Santana, 2014, Foxman & 

Wolf, 2013, Bail et al., 2018).  

Some recent work has attempted to direct the focus away from the individual and to, instead, 

investigate the structures which might induce polarizing behavior. This research has mostly been 
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occupied with the social media algorithms, and how these algorithms promote polarizing content (e.g. 

Ribeiro, Ottoni, West, Almeida & Meira Jr, 2020).  

I believe this work to be of great value, however, there is a lack of attention given to that which 

is at the very core of online interactions, namely the characteristics of the interaction itself: who the 

speaker directs their utterances at, who the roles of addressees, participants and non-participants in 

an online interaction are attributed to or taken by, and how this affects both the way utterances are 

shaped and how meaning is produced. And I will argue that one cannot give a meaningful account of 

online interactions without addressing all the overhearers that make up the online audience.  

 

Within online-research that has addressed the presence of an audience, the focus has, to the best of 

my knowledge, mainly been on how different media environments activate audiences with different 

characteristics and how individuals, in turn, share controversial news differently with different 

audiences (see Ihm, 2019 for review). With the concept of ‘imagined audience’ scholars have also 

sought to answer the question of who people envision as their audience when they perform in online 

spaces (see e.g. Litt, 2012).  

Within the fields of sociology and psychology the presence of an audience, an observer or an 

onlooker is generally thought to have some effect on an individual. In fact, there exists an array of 

theories and hypotheses about how the presence of an audience impacts an individual’s behavior. Let 

me name a few here (I refer the reader to Hamilton & Lind, 2016 for a more thorough review). The 

theory of audience effect describes a change in behavior induced by being observed or believing one is 

being observed. Zajonc (1965) showed that change in behavior in the presence of conspecifics occurs 

in several species including rats, monkeys and humans. Social facilitation theory (proposed by Triplett in 

1898) describes a change in performance induced by the mere presence of a conspecific, independent 

of whether this conspecific is watching or interacting with the participant. Self-presentation theory (or 

impression management theory) (Goffman, 1959) proposes that individuals strive to uphold a public image 

and that making mistakes in the presence of an audience affects performance. This suggests, then, that 

individuals adapt their behavior to their audience in order to regulate the impression others will form 

of them. This also implies that changes in the audience will cause changes in the individual presenting 

themselves before that audience (Litt, 2012). From the sociopsychological literature on negotiations 

and bargaining, we know that the mere presence of an audience motivates individuals engaged in a 

negotiation to seek positive and to avoid negative evaluation (Rubin & Brown, 1975). Some research 
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on negotiations has also shown that written media promote a rigidity in opinion, because of the effect 

of putting things in writing and thereby publicly crystalizing a position (Poole, Shannon & DeSanctis, 

1992).  

Although any of these theories would be interesting to pursue in order to understand how the 

presence of an audience affects online interactions, my aim here is to get at the very core of how we 

interact online by addressing the interactional structures. This does not exclude the relevance of 

investigating more psychological aspects in the future. However, I believe there is a primary need to 

understand whether the interactional structures themselves promote bad communication in online 

interactions. 

 

1.2. Structure 

The thesis is made up of ten sections divided into three parts. Section 2 gives a clarification of the 

central concepts in the thesis. It should be used by the reader as a registry, as most of the concepts 

will be elaborated on throughout the thesis.  

 

In Part One, I present the theoretical framework that I apply to set up a range of criteria for good 

communication and to identify areas where these criteria might be challenged by the pervasive 

audience in online interactions.  

First, in section 3, I provide some background to the collaborative view by covering the main 

assumption from which this theoretical framework springs. Then, I cover some key elements of the 

collaborative view: the concept of common ground, the contribution model, the process of grounding 

as well as the mechanisms by which grounding is achieved and the features which might regulate the 

degrees to which grounding occurs. 

In section 4, I turn to the theory of audience design, which is central to this thesis, and which 

rests on the concepts laid out in section 3. As we will see, a consequence of viewing conversations as 

a collaborative effort is that utterances are adapted to their audience. In other words, to achieve good 

communication, the speaker needs to design their utterances with their hearers in mind. This is 

referred to as the theory of audience design. The question then arises of how the speaker designs their 

utterances while taking their hearers into consideration in online interactions, where the different roles 

hearers can take might be less clearly defined than in face-to-face interactions? I cover the roles that 
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can be taken or attributed in a conversation, as well as the different responsibilities a speaker feels 

towards hearers depending on which of said roles they hold. I also introduce the informative-analysis, 

which will help in creating definitions for the roles that can be found in online interactions.  

In closing of Part One, I give a summary of the theoretical framework, and I lay out the three 

main areas that have emerged in the theoretical framework, where living up to the criteria of good 

communication might be challenged in online interactions. These three areas of concern are 

synthesized in three questions that guide the ensuing data analysis. 

 

In Part Two, I turn to the application of the theoretical framework on online interactions. I 

start by introducing the foundations for my overarching methodological approach as well as the 

motivations behind my methodological choices in section 6. Here, I also briefly introduce the reader 

to Twitter, and I describe specifically how I sample, collect and analyze my data.  

In section 7, I present my empirical findings. And in section 8, I discuss how the findings 

relate to the theoretical framework outline in Part One and I propose a new framework for defining 

the roles that can be found in online interactions.  

 

Finally, in Part Three, I lay out the conclusions that can be drawn from this thesis (section 9) 

and in section 10, I consider the limitations of my approach and propose avenues for further research 

based on my exploration of the topic. 

 

1.3. Relevance and Contributions 

Uncivil behavior in online interactions is perceived as a democratic problem because it hinders a 

process of good communication, which would otherwise be extremely valuable to a deliberative 

democracy. Bad communication might silence some voices by deterring participation in online 

interactions, and it might lead to increased polarization (Bor & Petersen, 2019). Solutions as well as 

explanations to this problem of bad communication is sought within many academic fields, from 

psychology to political science and computer science. In this thesis, I zoom in on the effect that the 

omnipresence of an audience has on interactions by looking specifically at how the audience alters the 

interactional structures and how these alterations might be a root cause for bad communication.  
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The primary contribution of this thesis is the development of a framework which accounts for the 

roles that can be found in online interactions. I specifically develop the concepts of manifest-

participant, intended-participant, intended-manifest-participant, intended-addressee, participant-

addressee, performative-addressee as well as presumed-overhearers. This framework allows us to 

better understand whether and to whom interlocutors feel responsible in online interactions. With this 

understanding, this thesis offers a novel basis for interpreting why and when interlocutors engage in 

or resort to bad communication. This thesis also adds weight to the voices arguing for a regulation of 

process (how we communicate) in online interactions rather than for a regulation of content (what is 

communicated).  

Moreover, this thesis offers valuable contributions to the study of language-use, by proposing how 

the collaborative view, one of the dominant approaches in the field, can be expanded and adapted to 

multi-party conversations and specifically to online interactions. Finally, this thesis contributes to the 

relatively new field of pragmatics of computer-mediated-interactions, by offering a framework for 

understanding the complexity of the ways language-use and computer-technology interweave and 

affect one another. 

 

2. Clarification of Central Concepts 

Online interactions 

In this thesis I am occupied with non-private computer-mediated interactions, that is, interactions that 

have an uncurated audience; where messages, posts, comments, replies or the like are publicly 

available. Examples of this are posts by public profiles on Facebook (facebook.com), tweets on 

Twitter (twitter.com), that aren’t made private, interactions on discussion-forums such as Reddit 

(reddit.com), open commentary-sections on online newspapers, etc. Although I am exclusively 

occupied with non-private, text-based, computer-mediated interactions, I will throughout this thesis 

– for simplicity – refer to these as online interactions.  

The classical terminology among communication scholars tends to describe such interactions 

as Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC). However, given that communication technologies are 

moving beyond computers, a range of alternative terms have been proposed such as ‘digital media’, 

‘new media’, ‘digital discourse’ or ‘keyboard-to-screen-communication’ (see Herring, Stein & Virtanen, 

2013 for review). As I am occupied with a subset of CMC, namely the public interactions defined 
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above, I will stick to the term online interactions throughout this thesis, conceding that it is an 

imperfect term. 

 

Audience(s) 

In the present context of online interactions the term ‘audience(s)’ should be understood as individuals 

or groups that aren’t physically present, but who are either virtually present in the online interaction, 

through their contributions, who are assumed to be present, or who are psychologically present in the 

mind(s) of the interlocutors participating in the interaction. Psychological presence is relevant even 

when the interlocutor simply believes that the outcome of the interaction might become known to an 

audience. That is, even if the interlocutor does not believe the audience to be present in time or that 

the audience will witness the exact interaction. 

 

Original post 

A post is a message submitted by a user on a platform. Usually it will appear as a block with the user’s 

username, a profile picture as well as the date and time of submission. Posts are usually arranged in 

threads, where they appear one after the other downwards, typically with an indent for every time a 

post is a reply to a specific other post. The first post, which starts the thread is often referred to as the 

original post. This is a term, I will also employ in this thesis. I will refer to the user who creates an 

original post as the original poster.   

 

Interactions 

Although the theoretical framework I apply in this thesis is mostly concerned with conversations, in this 

thesis, I will alternate between the term conversation and the more general term, interactions. An 

interaction can be defined as ‘a normatively organized structure of attention’ (Goffman 1957; 1964 in 

Sidnell, 2016, p. 2), in other words, when individuals interact, they are to a more or lesser degree 

attending to each other’s attention. This decision is largely grounded in the fact that computer-

mediated-interactions are not only made up of conversations, but can also be other types of 

participation, engagement or expressions of approval or disapproval, such as ‘likes’. And although I 

apply a theoretical framework developed for conversations, I do not want to assume that an online 

interaction can be characterized as such.  
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Utterance 

An utterance can be defined as a linguistic action performed by a certain speaker in a certain place at 

a certain time in certain set of circumstances. It differs ontologically from a sentence in that it is unique 

and cannot be repeated (Clark, 1992). In this thesis, I am concerned with written utterances. 

 

Speakers and hearers 

When A is addressing B, A is the speaker and B the addressee. Although I will be concentrating on 

written communication, I will maintain the terms from conversational theories and refer to the emitter 

of an utterance as a speaker, and to those who receive the utterance as hearers, participants, addressees 

or overhearers. 
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Part One: Theoretical Framework 

 
 

3. The Collaborative View 

“We never hear a piece of language that isn't produced by a particular speaker for a particular audience on a 

particular occasion.” (Clark, 1996, p. xiii)  

 

In this thesis, in order to set up a range of criteria for good communication and ultimately, to 

understand how the presence of an audience might affect an interaction, I draw on the collaborative 

view, a theoretical framework within psycholinguistics. 

One of the central tenets within the collaborative framework is that, in language-use, 

utterances are more basic than sentences. As the above quote indicates, utterances cannot be taken out 

of context. The opposite is true for sentences. While sentences can be repeated, utterances include a 

context: a time, a place, an audience, a speaker, and a set of circumstances. Any theory that wants to 

say something about the effect of an audience on online interactions needs to be able to account for 

context.  

 

How the presence of an audience might affect an interaction can be accounted for within the 

collaborative view through the notion of how speakers formulate utterances by taking their audience 

into consideration. This notion is described under the theory of audience design. The theory of audience 

design can, however, only be understood through a central concept within the collaborative view, that 

of common ground. So, before we turn to audience design in section 4, I will expand on the concept 

of common ground here in section 3. I start out by providing a brief background to the collaborative 

view. 

 

3.1. Background: Language-As-Product vs. Language-As-Action  

Psycholinguistics is the – often experimental – study of mechanics of language processing (Brennan, 

Kuhlen & Charoy, 2018). Within psycholinguistics there have been two dominant traditions for the 

study of dialogue: the language-as-product tradition and the language-as-action tradition.  
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The central assumption behind the language-as-product approach is that language evolved for 

thinking rather than for communicating (since Chomsky, 1957). It takes language itself as the object 

of study, commonly focusing on information-processing and isolating the study of either 

comprehension or production. The experimental paradigms within this approach will typically – for 

comprehension studies - ask a (solitary) subject to respond to stimuli in the form of fragments of 

language or idealized sentences. And for the study of language-production the subject will be asked to 

name words or describe stimuli, collecting choice and reaction time data (see e.g. Brennan et al., 2018 

for review). From the individualistic and static perspective inherent to the language-as-product 

tradition, its theories describe how individuals parse sentences and resolve syntactic ambiguity, how 

they plan and articulate utterances and how knowledge is stored, organized and accessed.  

 

There is a growing general tendency within cognitive science to understand human cognition in social 

and interactive contexts. The study of conversations is no exception at that, and for the last forty years 

or so, there has been a shift towards a much more interactive understanding and study of dialogue  

 

“The product tradition starts with language structure and investigates how it is manifest in 

speaking and listening. The action tradition starts directly with what people do with language 

and investigates how that works.”(Clark, 1992, p. xiii)  

 

The language-as-action tradition emerges from the belief that although useful research can come from 

studying sentences in isolation, language-use is best understood as a joint activity that is greater than 

the sum of its parts (Clark, 1996). Speaking and listening are not independent actions, rather they are 

highly participatory and demand a great deal of coordination. The consensus within this view is that 

conversations necessarily involve a high degree of cooperation between the individuals engaged, in 

order for them to understand the meaning of the dialogue as a whole to a sufficient degree. The 

production and comprehension processes are not separate but coupled. And the meaning of what is 

uttered depends on the participants mutual agreement on the meaning rather than on dictionary 

meanings, and it is therefore also subject to negotiation (Pickering & Garrod, 2004).  
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The collaborative framework was originally developed within the language-as-action tradition 

to do justice to the dynamic nature of an oral conversation and the notion of sequentially-related 

utterances. It builds upon Paul Grice’s Cooperative Principle: 

 

“Our talk exchanges do not normally consist of a succession of disconnected remarks, and 

would not be rational if they did. They are characteristically, and to some degree at least, 

cooperative efforts (...). We might then formulate a rough general principle which participants 

will be expected (ceteris paribus) to observe, namely: Make your conversational contribution 

such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the 

talk exchange in which you are engaged.” (Grice, 1975, p. 307) 

 

The collaborative view was first introduced by Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs (1986). It was later elaborated 

on in Clark & Schaefer, 1989; Schober & Clark, 1989; Brennan, 1990; Clark & Brennan, 1991; Clark, 

1996 and more. According to this view, participants in a conversation are mutually responsible for 

establishing the meaning of an utterance. For a speaker to contribute to a conversation, it is not enough 

that they simply produce an utterance. They also need to obtain enough evidence that the utterance 

has been heard and understood as intended by the addressee. All of this is done around a process of 

referring to and building on the participants’ common ground. 

 

3.2. Common Ground  

Common ground is a concept adapted from earlier work by Karttunen and Peters (1975) and 

by Stalnaker (1978). Importantly, common ground is what is assessed to be mutually known1 in the 

process of speaking or understanding. It can be defined as the mutual knowledge, beliefs assumptions 

and other mutual attitudes (Clark & Brennan, 1991). For our conversation to be meaningful it is not 

enough that we individually know the same proposition p (shared information), but we must both 

know that we mutually know that p (common ground). For me to produce the utterance “I look 

                                                
 
 
1 It is worth noting that Clark and Marshal (1981) specify that: “Which propositional attitude is appropriate – knowledge, 
belief, assumption, supposition, or even some other term – depends on the evidence [the agent] possesses and other 
factors. For simplicity we will use know as the general term, but we could replace it with believe or certain other terms 
without affecting our argument." (in Clark, 1992, p. 7) 
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forward to going to the movies once this lockdown is over”, it is not enough for the two of us to 

know, individually, that the movie-theatres have been closed down during the lockdown imposed 

under the corona-pandemic. For me to produce this utterance in a meaningful way, I must know, that 

you know, that there is a pandemic, that this has moved the government to impose a lockdown and 

that the movie-theaters have been closed. Were I talking to someone, whom I knew, did not know 

about the lockdown, my Alzheimer-ridden grandmother or my three-year old child, I would have to 

formulate my utterance in a very different way. So, sharing some degree of common ground is argued 

to be necessary for communication to be successful (Clark & Brennan, 1991). 

As a concept, common ground is central to the cognitive study of language as well as to the 

social psychological study of interactions (Keysar, 1997). Although the theoretical framework was first 

developed almost forty years ago, it is still widely applied (see e.g. Colston, 2008; Brennan, Galati & 

Kuhlen, 2010; Fusaroli, Tylén, Garly, Steensig, Christiansen & Dingemanse 2017; Ferreira, 2019). And 

even though there is an ongoing debate about whether conversations rest on a strategic or on an 

egocentric process, it is largely agreed that speakers and hearers can only understand one another, if 

they process utterances against a background of mutual knowledge and that language users have an 

ambition of coordinating understanding over the long run (Barr & Keysar, 2005). 

 

3.3. The Contribution Model 

Importantly, the collaborative view holds that participants in a conversation must establish the 

mutual belief that what has been said has been understood well enough for current purposes. Only 

then does it become part of the discourse record, the accumulating body of information. So, the 

conversational strategy of assuming common ground only works because conversation is highly 

interactive, with participants able to alter the course of the conversation almost immediately when 

they notice a problem. This is modelled in the contribution model (Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs,19862, Clark & 

Schaefer 1987, 1989), which addresses the detection and repair of communication errors.  

 

                                                
 
 
2 What became the contribution model was first launched as the collaborative model by Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs in the 
article “Referring as a collaborative process” (1986) 
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According to this model, conversations are made up of contributions and both speakers and hearers 

must act to ground a contribution. These contributions have a presentation phase followed by an acceptance 

phase. In the presentation phase, the speaker produces an utterance aimed at an addressee. This is 

followed by the acceptance phase in which “evidence of understanding is accrued until it is clear to 

both parties that the propositions put forth in the original or revised presentation are mutually 

understood and therefore part of their common ground” (Cahn & Brennan, 1999, p. 2). The utterance 

does not become a contribution to the conversation until it is accepted. Likewise, the acceptance phase 

is only complete when the addressee and the speaker share the mutual belief that the addressee has 

understood the utterance. Establishing the mutual belief that what has been said has been understood, 

is thus assumed to be a central tenet of a successful conversation.  

 

3.3.1. Responsibilities 

Clark and his colleagues (Clark & Carlson, 1982; Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986; Clark & Schaefer, 1987) 

suggest that what allows the contribution model to work is that, in a conversation, parties adhere to a 

Principle of Responsibility.  

 

“Each is responsible at all times for keeping track of what is being said, and for enabling 

everyone else to keep track of what is being said. Each party keeps a cumulative record that 

becomes part of everyone's common ground […] With each contribution to the conversation, 

the current speaker presupposes the common ground already established; and all the parties, 

the speaker included, add what is new in that contribution to their common ground.” (Clark 

& Carlson 1982, p. 208)  

 

Participants in a conversation continually try to make what has been said part of their common ground 

by keeping track of common ground and its moment-to-moment changes. The process by which 

common ground is achieved and maintained is referred to as grounding (coined for this phenomenon 

by Clark & Schaefer, 1987). In other words, grounding is making sure that what has been said, has been 

understood, it is “the interactive process by which people in dialog seek and provide evidence that 

they understand one another”. (Brennan et al., 2010, p. 312) The question then becomes: how is this 

done? In the next subsection, I will cover the most central grounding mechanisms.  
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3.4. Grounding Mechanisms 

The collaborative process of grounding takes the form of an array of mechanisms the interlocutors make 

use of in order to assess whether they have established enough common ground to understand each 

other, and in case they haven’t, they proceed to provide additional information, until an adequate level 

of common ground is achieved. Grounding mechanisms can take the form of feedback-mechanisms 

that convey either negative or positive evidence of understanding.  

 

Positive evidence is typically a signal such as acknowledgements (Clark & Schaefer, 1989; Schober & 

Clark, 1989; Wilkes-Gibbs & Clark, 1992). These mechanisms are ‘positive’ in the sense that they 

convey that what is being said is well understood. Acknowledgements can take the form of 

backchannel responses. Backchannel responses are phatic signals such as continuers (vocal expressions 

of the type uh huh, yeah, okay, etc.), assessments (gosh, really, etc.) and gestures (head nods, eye blinks, 

etc.) (Bangerter & Clark, 2003; Schegloff, 1982).  

Negative evidence on the other hand, is used to signal and address possible misunderstandings 

through clarification questions or through paraphrase (Wilkes-Gibbs & Clark, 1992). This is typically 

done by conversational repair. Conversational repair refers to the processes by which interlocutors 

indicate and resolve problems in a conversation (Schegloff, Jefferson, & Sacks, 1977).  

Positive evidence can also manifest in more implicit ways. For instance, in the initiation of the 

relevant next turn, that is, addressee A responds fittingly to an utterance by speaker S and thereby 

exhibits that they have appropriately understood S’s utterance. Or by continued attention. If A attends 

continuously to what S is saying, S can assume that they understand what is being said and that there 

is no need for clarifications. Acknowledgements do not take the floor in a conversation, but are used 

to exhibit interest, understanding, and perhaps even agreement with the speaker's utterance. They are 

used to signal that interlocutors are passing up the opportunity to initiate a repair on the turn and by 

implication, that they think they have understood the turn so far. In this thesis, I am concerned with 

text-based backchannels or acknowledgements only. 

 

A widely discussed form of implicit grounding is what is referred to as lexical entrainment (Brennan & 

Clark, 1996; Garrod & Anderson, 1987), or linguistic alignment (Pickering & Garrod, 2004, 2006). 

Roughly, the two concepts refer to the mechanism by which individuals, engaged in a conversation, 

have a tendency to reuse each other’s linguistic behaviors. But whereas the concept of lexical entrainment 
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refers to the alignment of low-level lexical, syntactic, and phonetic forms, the concept of linguistic 

alignment refers to the same mechanisms, but suggests that common ground is established through 

low-level, automatic priming-processes (Pickering & Garrod, 2004, 2006).  

Similarly, it is debated whether the entrainment is partner specific – which in turn is part of a 

much larger debate on speaker egocentricity, which I will not get into here. Also, linguistic alignment 

or lexical entrainment are, for reasons of scope, not mechanisms I will be looking at in this thesis. But 

I do think it would be relevant to design a way to quantify the levels of linguistic alignment between 

interacting parties in online interactions. In fact, in a study investigating antisocial behavior in online 

discussion communities, Cheng, Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil and Leskovec (2016) compared the online 

behavior of users who would at a later point in time be banned from the social media discussion 

platform, Reddit (reddit.com), with the behavior of users who were never banned (at least at their time 

of data collection). Among other findings, and although the study did not have a linguistic angle, the 

authors noted that users who were later banned tended to write less similarly to other users and that 

their posts were harder to understand. This could be interpreted as meaning that there is a resistance 

towards grounding in users who engage in uncivil behavior online and that this resistance comes to 

light in a lack of lexical entrainment. 

 

In this subsection we have seen that individuals engaged in an interaction provide and monitor others 

for evidence of understanding in a spontaneous fashion. When such evidence does not manifest, or if 

it is not what they expect, they attempt to procure it. Depending on the interlocutors’ purposes, they 

set a higher or lower standard for the strength and amount of evidence they seek or provide. In the 

next subsection, I will discuss degrees of grounding. 

 

3.5. Degrees of Grounding 

Communication is rarely perfect. In fact, it is extremely difficult to communicate 1:1 what one wishes 

to convey. Fortunately, in most situations, perfect communication is superfluous. According to Clark 

and Brennan (1991) interlocutors generally operate by what is called the grounding criterion: “The 

contributor and his or her partners mutually believe that the partners have understood what the 

contributor meant to a criterion sufficient for current purposes.” (p. 129)  
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Importantly, grounding takes different shapes in different kinds of interactions. Two central 

factors that shape grounding are purpose and medium. The purpose of the interaction refers to what 

interactants are trying to accomplish in their communication. The medium refers to the techniques 

available for accomplishing that purpose in the medium in question, and the costs the interactants 

incur to use them.  

3.5.1. Purpose 

Research on mechanisms of grounding in face-to-face interactions has shown that different contexts 

are likely to afford different degrees of explanation as well as different grounding mechanisms. The 

classical illustrative example within the literature is conversations among pilots and airport control 

towers (Prinzo & Britton, 1993). This kind of conversation requires extreme precision and high levels 

of certainty of mutual understanding. Comparatively, casual conversations might be more concerned 

with maintaining social relations (Fusaroli et al., 2017). In other words, we can expect that in situations 

where the amount of information that needs to be exchanged is either low or uncomplicated, the need 

for clarification is also low and therefore the need for grounding is also low. 

 

There are two broad distinctions to be made in conversational purposes, which scholars have begun 

to look at in recent years, and these are between whether the conversation is bound by solving a task 

or whether it is ‘free’. The prevalence of different grounding mechanisms in task-oriented 

conversations (TOCs) versus in free-conversations (FCs) has – among others – been studied by 

Fusaroli et al. (2017). They find that free and task-oriented conversations present clear differences in 

the mechanisms for negotiating and maintaining common ground. There is a higher prevalence of 

backchannels and repairs in TOCs, whereas alignment is more prevalent in FCs3. Also, the requests 

for clarification in TOCs are more specific and explicit (as opposed to open and implicit). They suggest 

that this is because, in TOCs, interlocutors seem to more carefully monitor potential 

misunderstandings. Because of their higher attention to detail they tend to prefer specific forms of 

repair.  

                                                
 
 
3 Another study by Dideriksen, Fusaroli, Tylén, Dingemanse, and Christiansen (2019) found the opposite effect: that 
alignment was more prevalent in TOCs. This should therefore be considered with some caution and further 
investigation is warranted.  
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These findings also suggest that free conversations have a more discernable social function in 

the maintenance of relations, and a lower need for detailed and precise referential understanding. The 

purpose of an interaction that is not task-bound ranges from playing linguistic and social games, 

exchanging specific information, coordinating decisions, to ensuring a “comfortable emotional 

environment” (Dideriksen et al., 2019, p. 1). It could furthermore be argued that such an interaction 

also encompasses more status-related purposes such as maintaining social reputation or positioning 

oneself within one’s in-group or in opposition to others. Interestingly, what this points to is that, while 

the reasons for the higher prevalence of some grounding mechanisms in task-bound conversations 

can be explained by the grounding criterion, the reasons for the lower prevalence of grounding 

mechanisms in free conversations might be a combination of a lower grounding criterion and of the 

focus on grounding being ‘pushed aside’ by other needs.  

Since online interactions of the kind we are addressing here will primarily be characterizable 

as free conversations, we can expect that that in itself has a negative effect on the amount of grounding 

that occurs. In the data-analysis I will not be quantifying grounding mechanisms. I will however, rely 

on the criteria set forth in this theoretical framework to identify whether there seems to be a process 

of grounding in the interactions at hand. 

3.5.2. Medium 

The effect of the medium on the grounding process can be approached at several levels. For one, the 

medium can have certain constraining effects on the interaction. These features will impose different 

costs on actions that the participants in a conversation incur. Let us first turn to the constraints. 

Constraints 

Clark and Brennan (1991) propose eight properties that act as constraints on the grounding process: 

co-presence, visibility, audibility, co-temporality, simultaneity, sequentiality, reviewability, and 

revisability4 (Clark & Brennan, 1991). “In media without co-presence, visibility, audibility, or 

simultaneity, timing is much less precise, and without co-temporality, it is altogether impossible.” 

(Clark & Brennan, 1991, p. 144) According to this framework, online interactions should pose 

                                                
 
 
4 See appendix A for detailed definitions of these constraints. 
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significant problems for the grounding process, since only reviewability and perhaps revisability5 are 

constant features. However, despite the common expectation that the more a medium resembles the 

features of face-to-face communication, the better communication should be, Brennan and Lockridge 

(2006) hold that “study after study has failed to confirm this ‘bandwidth hypothesis’” (p. 776).  

In fact, computer-mediated communication can offer advantages over face-to-face 

interactions. For instance, they make it possible to review utterances before emitting them, even 

sometimes editing them afterwards as well as saving them for future reference and they make it 

possible for the addressee to re-read the utterance. They can also be preferable in situations where the 

speaker wishes to address many people at once, or when the participants in the conversations cannot 

attend to the utterance at the same time (Brennan & Lockridge, 2006), which aptly applies to online 

interactions.  

 

A constraint, that we might add to online interactions, however, is the large number of participants. 

Some studies indicate that grounding does not occur to the same degree in larger group conversations 

as in conversations between two people. However, most existing work on conversations focuses on 

two-person dialogues (Esghi & Healey, 2016 for review). And most of the research on larger groups 

comes from studies of group-work, that is, task-oriented conversations. Bolden (1994), for instance, 

notes that participants in larger groups produce fewer backchannel-utterances than those in smaller 

ones. And there is some evidence of a change in the conversation process, when groups reach beyond 

a size of eight participants, while there are indications that participants behave like pairs of speakers 

with overhearers when there are up to seven participants (Carletta, Anderson & Garrod, 2002). “In 

these larger groups, speakers broadcast their contributions to the group as a whole rather than 

interacting with another individual in the group. This gives everyone an equal chance to understand 

each contribution but privileges those group members who speak the most.” (Carletta Anderson & 

Garrod., 2002, p. 41)  

There is no consensus on how exactly group-size affects grounding in communication, but 

the studies mentioned above indicate that there might be an effect of larger groups of participants, 

and that this effect might be that grounding occurs to a lesser degree. Interestingly, many online 

                                                
 
 
5 Twitter does not, however, let their users edit tweets after they have been posted. Tweets can be deleted or re-tweeted 
with a new, explanatory tweet. 
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interactions might have fewer than eight active participants, but there will almost surely always be 

more overhearers. How this applies to online interactions, then, depends largely on who the speaker 

takes into consideration when formulating their utterance and who we define as participants in an 

interaction. 

Costs 

When considering how the properties of a medium affect grounding processes, we need to consider 

how these properties shape the sub-tasks involved in grounding and how the efforts it takes to solve 

these tasks are affected. If the features of a medium make a sub-task more effortful, this leads to the 

process of grounding becoming more costly. According to the collaborative model, participants in a 

conversation follow the principle of least collaborative effort: “In conversation, the participants try to 

minimize their collaborative effort – the work that both do from the initiation of each contribution to 

its mutual acceptance.” (Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986, p. 140) So, participants will adapt the grounding 

mechanisms they employ to the features of the medium in question. The following table shows some 

of the sub-tasks that incur costs: 

 

Startup costs Getting a partner’s attention in order to initiate communication 
Production costs Producing a presentation by typing 
Asynchrony costs Timing the placement of feedback 
Speaker-change costs Timing the placement of a conversational turn 
Display costs Pointing, demonstrating, or gesturing in order to refer or clarify content 
Reception costs Awaiting and reading a partner’s utterance 

Monitoring costs Monitoring the partner’s focus of attention and, if the dialog is task-oriented, any 
relevant activities or tangible products that make up the task. 

Repair costs Preventing misunderstandings or repairing errors caused by self or partner 
Face-management6 costs Maintaining politeness 

Table 1 Adapted from Brennan and Lockridge, 2006 

  

                                                
 
 
6 The concept of ‘face’ is a sociological concept that can be traced back to G. H. Mead (1913) and which was later 
developed, most importantly, by E. Goffman (1956) and by Brown and Levinson (1987). Face, according to Goffman 
(1956), is ‘‘the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a 
particular contact" (p. 268). 
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It seems intuitive that if a process demands more effort, and if this process is essential to grounding, 

the cost of grounding increases. This, in turn, will affect the way grounding is established, and perhaps, 

whether it is established at all. For illustrative purposes, let us briefly go through some of the costs 

listed above, and how they relate to the constraints imposed by online interactions as the medium7.  

Start-up costs are defined by Clark and Brennan (1991) as “the cost of getting B initially to 

notice that A has uttered something and to accept that he or she has been addressed” (p. 143). In 

online interactions, this process is lengthier and often more cumbersome. Production costs are 

typically higher for text-based interaction, because, for most people, typing an utterance is more 

demanding than uttering something vocally. Speaker-change costs and asynchrony costs are typically 

high in online interactions for the following reasons: In face-to-face conversations it is fairly easy to 

monitor when one speaker is producing an utterance. However, timing the placement of feedback and 

the placement of a conversational turn might be made more difficult in online interactions where 

several participants can end up producing utterances at the same time, which in turn makes it difficult 

to keep track of the cumulative aspect of the grounding process. On the other hand, it could be argued 

that because of online interactions’ relative co-temporality (B receives at roughly the same time as A 

produces), and because turns tend to be short and informal, repair costs might be low. And as a result, 

any errors or misunderstandings can be addressed quickly. The higher production cost of text-based 

utterances, however, make the repair costs higher in online interactions than in spoken interactions.  

What is more, in online interactions the co-temporality is not reliable, so a lack of response 

can be highly ambiguous. If I respond to an utterance and receive no reply, I do not know whether it 

is because my utterance has not been seen, is unpopular, was misunderstood, or something else. Some 

grounding mechanisms might also be more costly to convey in online interactions than in face-to-face 

interactions. For instance, as we saw, acknowledgements are generally produced in face-to-face 

interactions without the speaker taking a turn at talk. Therefore, these might be less prevalent in online 

                                                
 
 
7 I speak of online interactions as a medium, although I mean to refer not just to computer-mediated-communication, 
but the kind of online interactions, I have described from the offset, including the inherent presence of an audience as 
well as the properties and structure of this audience. 
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interactions where chunks of utterances are finalized before they are available to the interlocutors, and 

they therefore do not offer the opportunity for interjections.8  

 

In many respects, grounding should be more effortful in online interactions. However, as Clark and 

Brennan (1991) state, in spite of these challenges, people manage to communicate effectively through 

a range of media. But how do they do this? Because communication follows the principle of least 

collaborative effort, if I have to give someone else instructions by writing, I might be more careful 

and go through more initial effort in order to give a more thorough, precise and perhaps longer 

instruction than I would, if I were giving the same instructions by telephone. Over the telephone, the 

cost of taking turns and changing speaker are low, so I might start out with a partial instruction, check 

if my addressee has understood, and give them a chance to ask for repairs, before I proceed with the 

next part of my instruction (example based on Cohen, 1984 in Clark and Brennan, 1991). “Once we 

assume that people need to ground what they say and that they trade off on the costs of grounding, 

we can account for some of the differences in language-use across media.” (Clark & Brennan, 1991, 

p. 146)  

Logically, if grounding is the process by which we reach mutual understanding, and if the cost 

of grounding increases in online interactions, this should lead to a decrease in mutual understanding. 

However, if the incentives to reach mutual understanding are strong enough, we might find ways to 

bypass the constraints. 

In a study, Brennan and Ohaeri (1999) suggested that electronic conversations seem less polite, 

not because interlocutors care less about being polite, but because the features of electronic 

communication media make it more effortful for people to be polite. They found that people were 

more likely to sacrifice politeness in electronic conversations than in face-to-face conversation. This 

bolsters the theory that costs have an effect on our utterances. It also shows how costs are inter-

dependent; when the medium imposes high production costs, this is countered by expending on 

another cost, in this case, politeness. Importantly, this was only true when it took more words to frame 

                                                
 
 
8 ‘Likes’ could be considered as a digital equivalent to feedback mechanisms of acknowledgement. These might, 
however, not always be a reliable measure of whether an utterance has been correctly understood. Although a study of 
the use of likes would be relevant, I reiterate that in this thesis, I only consider text-based data. 
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a polite utterance and not when it took the same number of words. Also, people who typed faster 

used more politeness ‘devices’ than those who typed slowly. This suggests that we are highly adaptive 

to constraints.  

 

Since my main aim in this thesis is to cover how the presence of an audience affects online interactions, 

you might ask why it is relevant to understand how the constraints and costs of the medium affect 

interactions. Well, if we understand that some of the constraints the medium imposes on an interaction 

increase the cost of grounding, we can ask how this interacts with some of the other characteristics of 

online interactions, in this case, the pervasive audience. If the cost of grounding increases in a face-

to-face interaction, participants will be willing to incur this cost, because the social cost of not reaching 

a mutual understanding will be high (embarrassment, awkwardness, loss of face, etc.) In an online 

interaction, although the cost of grounding communication is high, the loss incurred by not reaching 

a mutual understanding might be low.  

 

3.6. Summary 

We have now covered the central concept of common ground in some detail. We saw how establishing 

a mutual understanding is seen as central to successful communication. We also saw how mutually 

establishing that mutual understanding has been reached can be modelled through the contribution 

model. The contribution model holds that grounding is the tool through which interlocutors establish 

and maintain common ground in conversations by constantly monitoring one another for indications 

of understanding or potential trouble in the conversation. We then covered some of the grounding 

mechanisms interlocutors make use of. Finally, we turned to look at how grounding occurs to different 

degrees and at how both purpose and medium can impose different modulations on the grounding 

process. Having covered the central processes by which interlocutors can establish and maintain 

mutual understanding, we can now turn to the concept of audience design.  
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4. Audience Design 

To understand how a presumed audience affects the planning and production of an utterance 

the theoretical framework of common ground is useful. In section 3, we covered how, over the course 

of a conversation, speakers and addressees accumulate a body of mutual knowledge (common ground) 

that they draw on to move the conversation forward. The collaborative model emulates how 

participants in a conversation work jointly to establish that successful reference has occurred. This 

implies that speakers form their utterances in a way so that they build on information that is mutually 

known to the speaker and the addressee, and stress information that is new to the addressee. For 

instance, in an experimental study, Isaacs and Clark (1987) showed how speakers adjust to the 

expertise of their interlocutors as they talk. Speakers who were experts on New York City adapted 

their references to New York City landmarks to whether their addressees were also experts or whether 

they were novices. New and known information is conveyed in different ways – new information 

might be accentuated, whereas known information will be less dominant and referred to with less 

detail.  

“Addressivity, the quality of turning to someone, is a constitutive feature of the utterance; 

without it the utterance does not and cannot exist.” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 99 in Brennan et al., 2018) 

Utterances are not created in a vacuum, whether the medium is text or speech, utterances are to some 

extent produced with one or more addressees9 in mind. This is relatively undisputed within the 

literature (see e.g. Kuhlen, 2010 for review) and the process by which the speakers produce utterances 

with their addressee’s informational needs in mind is often described within the theoretical framework 

of audience design (Clark & Carlson, 1982)10.  

So far, we have mostly been occupied with conversations between two parties, a speaker and 

an addressee. But in designing utterances, speakers do not only have addressees in mind, in fact, the 

theory of audience design holds that speakers design their utterances “taking all potential listeners into 

                                                
 
 
9 The concept of addressee can be very broadly construed to also encompass the self, for instance when making a note 
to remember something, I am addressing myself in the future.  
 
10 Audience design can also be traced back to Clark and Murphy (1982; 1983) and to Bell (1984), although in a more 
restricted meaning. The concept has roots in Harold Garfinkel's (1967) “recipient design” later developed by Harvey 
Sacks, Emanuel Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson (1974). 
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account.” (Clark & Schaefer, 1987, p. 249) And in online interactions, I would argue, it does not make 

sense to attempt to say something about how we communicate, without addressing overhearers and 

potential participants. 

 

4.1. Chalking Up The Relevant Roles  

A central aspect of audience design is that speakers must indicate which hearers hold which roles. It 

is critical that all the participants mutually recognize which hearers are designated as participants and 

which are designated as addressees (Clark & Carlson, 1982).  

 

The different roles and their relation to the speaker is illustrated in Figure 1. At the heart of the 

conversation, Clark and colleagues (Clark & Schaefer, 1987; Clark, 1996) place the speaker and the 

addressee. The first and primary responsibility11 of the speaker is towards the addressee. Included in 

the group of participants – the ratified participants, those who are truly participating in the conversation 

– is what the authors term the side-participant. The side-participant takes part in the conversation but is 

not currently being addressed. Non-participants are all the other listeners, the overhearers, who have no 

rights or responsibilities in the conversation. The speaker is not responsible for making themselves 

understood to overhearers. Since they are not an explicit part of the conversation, it is not the speaker’s 

responsibility to make sure they understand the utterances (Schober & Clark, 1989). Likewise, it would, 

in most situations, be rude for the overhearer to intervene in the conversation. 

 

 

                                                
 
 
11 I remind the reader that the principle of responsibility is central to understanding how information can accrue in a 
conversation (see subsection 3.3.1) 
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      Figure 1 From Clark, 1996 p. 14 

Clark and Schaefer (1987) distinguish between two types of overhearers: the bystander and the 

eavesdropper. Both bystanders and eavesdroppers have full access to what the speaker is saying. The 

bystander is openly present, but not a part of the conversation. The definition of the eavesdropper is 

a bit muddier. In Clark’s book from 1996, ‘Using Language’, the eavesdropper is simply described as 

one who listens without the awareness of the speaker. However, in Clark and Schaefer’s 1987 article 

‘Dealing with Overhearers’, the eavesdropper is defined as someone who listens, but who’s presence 

is not fully recognized: “speakers believe that they and the bystanders mutually believe that they, the 

bystanders, have access to what is going on. But speakers believe that they and the eavesdroppers, if 

there are any, don’t have this mutual belief.” (p. 249)  

Now, is the distinction between bystander and eavesdropper important for our current 

purposes? On the one hand, no. In online interactions, only users who explicitly engage with an 

utterance by commenting or perhaps also by acknowledging in some other way (e.g. by liking or 

sharing), and to some extent users who are directly addressed in an utterance can be said to be 

participants in the interactions. Being openly present without to some extent being a part of the 

interaction, it might be argued, is not really an option in online interactions. It would then be 

inappropriate in an online context to speak of bystanders as openly present. And this would suggest 

that the roles of the eavesdropper and the bystander to some extent merge in online interactions, 

which would render a distinction superfluous. However, we must assume that speakers in online 

settings are aware of the presence of non-participants, although the identity of these non-participants 
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and how many of them there are remains unknown12. The definition of the broader category of 

overhearers would then have to be redefined in that there does not need to be an explicit mutual 

recognition that the speaker and the overhearers have access to what is going on, but that the speaker 

can presume that there are some overhearers who have access to what is going on.  

On the other hand, the concept of eavesdroppers in online interactions could be applicable to 

government agencies or companies collecting data, and perhaps also to the presence of other 

authorities whose presence the user does not expect.13 For instance, a teenager might comment freely 

on YouTube videos, being quite aware that it is an open platform, with many more users present than 

those who are making their presence explicit by commenting, but not expecting that their parents are 

monitoring their online activity and will reprimand them for watching inappropriate content or for 

writing something they deem unfitting. Although this distinction between eavesdropper and 

bystanders in online interactions would be an interesting avenue for possible research, it is not the 

main focus of this thesis.  

Since our aim here is to understand who speakers do take into consideration when formulating 

an utterance, the important distinction for our purposes is between participants (including addressees) 

and overhearers14. Going forward, we will hold onto the more coarse-grained categories of speaker, 

addressee, participants15 and overhearers. These are also the four basic roles, identified by Clark and 

Carlson in ‘Hearers and Speech Acts’ (1982).  

Clark and Carlson (1982) state that it is the speaker who, in designing their utterance, assigns 

different hearers to different roles. This division, then, yields three types of audience design: 

participant design, addressee design, and overhearer design. Clark and Carlson (1982) characterize 

participant design as the ‘basic design’, and addressees and overhearers are modulations of the basic 

design. As we will return to shortly, the basic design follows the Principle of Responsibility reviewed 

                                                
 
 
12 Although some platforms let the user see how many ‘views’ their post has gotten. That is, how many people have seen 
their utterance, including those who have seen it without reacting to it within the platform. This in fact could be said to 
express the number of participants and non-participants. 
13 Like Master’s students harvesting tweets to analyze in their thesis. 
14 I use the term overhearers and non-participants interchangeably to designate all the hearers, who are not participants 
in the conversation. 
15 Onwards, I will use the term ‘participants’ to describe what Clark and Schaefer (1987) would call side-participants. 
That is, participants will be used as a term to speak of all participants who are not addressees in a given utterance. 
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in subsection 3.3.1.. In the following I will review the devices by which the speaker assigns roles and 

I will briefly suggest how or whether these devices are applicable to online interactions.  

 

4.2. Devices for Assigning Roles in A Conversation 

4.2.1. Addressees 
In face-to-face conversations, addressees are generally designated by vocatives and by gestures (Clark 

& Carlson, 1982, p. 223). Gestures obviously do not apply to online interactions. However, the use of 

vocatives might be translatable to users tagging one another, as a way of directly addressing each other. 

On most social media platforms, users can ‘mention’ or ‘tag’ other users by using their ‘handle’ (that 

is, their username with ‘@’ in front of it) whereby the mentioned user will receive a notification about 

the mention. Earlier studies, however, have found that this kind of vocative in online contexts is used 

for several purposes, which might make the case more difficult. Tags or mentions are typically used 

to indicate a prior message the user is referring to (Garcia & Jacobs, 1999) and to minimize confusion 

in the event that a post ends up being displayed in a position removed from the post it was intended 

as a reaction to (Herring, 1999). 

An original post without an explicit mention of an addressee will most often not have a direct 

addressee. Replies to a post or to a comment, without explicit mentions, might however have the 

emitter of the post or comment it is replying to as an addressee. 

4.2.2. Distinguishing Participants From Overhearers 
Clark and Carlson (1982) hold that participants are often distinguished from overhearers by physical 

arrangement. “Hearers in the same group as the speaker can ordinarily assume they are intended to be 

participants, whereas other hearers cannot. What constitutes a group […] is highly constrained by 

physical arrangement.” (p. 223) Physical arrangement as such does not apply to online interactions. 

However, some users may carry markers of belonging to a group, may express that they have a 

personal relationship with the speaker, etc. and these features might act as similar distinguishing 

factors. 

Participants are also distinguished from overhearers by the history of the ongoing 

conversation. “If certain hearers were participants during the last utterance, and if the speaker gives 

no indication to the contrary, then they can assume that they are also participants for the current 

utterance.” (p. 223)  
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Addressees, participants and overhearers can also be designated through the content of the 

utterances. However, Clark and Carlson (1982) state that most of the devices, speakers have for getting 

hearers to recognize mutually who is to take which roles does not derive from the content of what is 

said. The opposite could be said to be true for online interactions, where it seems plausible that it is 

largely the content of what is said that dictates who takes which roles relative to the speaker. Although 

the history of the conversation might also play an important role. 

4.3. Informatives and m-intentions 

Now that we have covered the roles the hearers can take and how they are designated, let us turn to 

the central proposal in Clark and Carlson (1982): the concept of informatives. 

Roughly, informatives are participant-directed illocutionary acts16. “The fundamental kind of 

participant-directed illocutionary act is one by which the speaker jointly informs all the participants 

fully of the illocutionary act that he is simultaneously performing toward the addressee or addressees” 

(Clark & Carlson, 1982, p. 206). This is the informative-hypothesis. Importantly, a crucial part of Clark 

and Carlson’s proposal is the informative-first hypothesis, which holds that all addressee-directed 

illocutionary acts are performed by means of informatives. In other words, the speaker performs two 

types of illocutionary acts with each utterance. All utterances that are directed at an addressee, jointly 

inform all participants of the intention with the utterance. For instance, if I am standing with two 

friends and I ask A what he thought of the newest Spike Lee movie. And after A answers, I turn to B 

and ask her “how about you?”, B can only know that I am asking her what she thought of the newest 

Spike Lee movie, because by uttering my question to A, I jointly informed her of my question. As we 

saw above, the Principle of Responsibility holds that each participant is responsible for keeping track 

of what is being uttered, and speakers are responsible for enabling participants to keep track of what 

is being uttered. The authors hold that this poses a problem for standard theories. Speakers cannot 

fulfill this responsibility without the use of informatives. Unless the speaker informs the other 

participants of the illocutionary act they are performing towards the addressee, the other participants 

are not in a position to keep track of the progression of the conversation.  

                                                
 
 
16 An illocutionary act, roughly, is the act of performing an intentional utterance. It has illocutionary effects, which 
consist of hearers' understanding of what speakers mean. 
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Clark and Carlson’s proposal contains a basic contrast between participants and overhearers. 

Participants are intended to ‘take part in’ addressee-directed illocutionary acts, and overhearers are 

not. What then, is meant by ‘take part in’? “Hearers are intended to take part in an addressee directed 

illocutionary act whenever they are m-intended to understand it. What distinguishes overhearers from 

participants, therefore, is that overhearers aren't m-intended to understand.” (Clark & Carlson, 1982, 

p. 227) An m(eaning)-intention (Grice, 1957) is a reflexive intention, that is, the intention to induce a 

mental state in a hearer by means of recognition of that very intention. Or as Clark and Carlson put 

it, quoting Searle (1969) "the speaker S intends to produce an illocutionary effect IE in the hearer H 

by means of getting H to recognize S's intention to produce IE." (1982, p. 225) So, in online 

interactions, hearers can be defined as participants, whenever the speaker intends to produce an 

illocutionary effect in them, by means of getting this hearer to recognize the speaker’s intention to 

produce this illocutionary effect. 

This definition of participants seems to broaden the category found in online interactions. 

Earlier, we established that participants aren’t designated by gesture, co-presence and other such 

factors in online interactions. Perhaps then, it is helpful to understand participants as those that are 

m-intended to understand the speaker’s illocutionary act. The informative analysis, then, seems useful 

for our current purposes. “The essential aim of informatives [is] to make it public knowledge among 

the speaker and participants what the speaker is doing with his utterance” (Clark & Carlson, 1982, p. 

228). If the speaker wanted to address a specific addressee and no one else, there would be no reason 

for them not to do so in a private message instead. So, it seems reasonable to assume that when 

emitting an utterance, the speaker intends to produce an illocutionary effect in a range of hearers, even 

in cases where an explicit addressee is indicated. This is something that I will elaborate on and 

exemplify in the discussion. 

4.4. Summary 

In this section we have seen which roles are typically assigned in interactions and we have ascertained 

that we can be quite confident that speakers direct their utterances jointly at a range of participants, 

even in situations where there is an explicit addressee. We have also determined that speakers take 

overhearers into account when formulating their utterances. In the following subsection, I will provide 

a brief summary of this first part of the thesis. I will then outline the main areas of concern that can 
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be said to stand out for the application of the theoretical framework to online interactions. These areas 

will be our focal points of interest in the second part of the thesis. 

 

5. Summary and Questions for Analysis 

This thesis is guided by a broad research question in which I ask how theories within the collaborative 

view can be applied to understand how the presence of an audience affects online interactions. Put 

differently, I set out to investigate whether the seeming prevalence of bad communication could (at 

least partially) be explained by the pervasive audience, which is an inherent feature of online 

interactions. To this end, I have relied on the collaborative view to lay out a range of criteria for good 

communication, which I can then hold up against online interactions to see whether these criteria are 

met. In the following, I will briefly sum up part one by naming the main assumptions that are carried 

over from the theoretical framework to my work on online interactions. 

 Central to the collaborative view is the concept of common ground: what is assessed to be 

mutually known. Conversations involve a high degree of cooperation and coordination and 

coordination is contingent on common ground. Establishing and maintaining common ground is 

central to good communication.  

In conversations, participants can assume common ground because of the highly interactive 

nature of conversation. Participants can rely on the other to intervene if there is a problem and they 

can expect that the conversation follows the contribution model by which the conversation only 

proceeds when there exists a mutual belief that what has been said has been understood to a criterion 

sufficient for current purposes. What is more, participants can rely on each party to uphold their 

responsibility towards keeping track of what is being said, thereby contributing to the accumulation 

of common ground.  

The process of grounding takes the form of an array of grounding mechanisms. These 

grounding mechanisms are modulated by purpose and medium. We can expect that online interactions 

are principally free conversations, which in themselves might hold more social purposes than task-

oriented conversations and thereby might have a lesser focus on mutual understanding. The 

constraints of online interactions plausibly make grounding more effortful. And larger groups might 

have a negative effect on the prevalence of grounding mechanisms.  
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Finally, we have covered how the above criteria rest on the speaker designing their utterance 

while taking their hearers into consideration. The speaker can do this because they distinguish between 

addressees, participants and overhearers. With the informative-analysis, we saw how the participant-

design can be considered the ‘basic’ design whereas addressee- and overhearer-designs are 

modulations of participant-design. This allows the speaker to adhere to the principle of responsibility 

while addressing an addressee, because they simultaneously (and perhaps primarily) inform the other 

participants of their intention with their illocutionary act. 

 

The aspects that raise some concerns when it comes to online interactions can be described in the 

following three points: 

 

1. The orderly proceeding of contributions and accrued common ground 

2. The cost of grounding 

3. Roles 

 

1. The orderly proceeding of contributions and accrued common ground 

As we saw, the collaborative view holds that the conversational strategy of assuming common ground 

only works because conversation is highly interactive, with participants able to alter the course of the 

conversation almost immediately when they notice a problem. This is described in the contribution 

model: Speakers and hearers ground contributions and through this process of presenting and 

accepting contributions, evidence of understanding is accumulated throughout a conversation. 

Speaker and hearer need to establish the mutual belief that the hearer has understood (or seems to 

have understood) the speaker’s utterance before they move on to the next contribution in the 

conversation. “Conversations proceed in an orderly way only if the common ground of the 

participants accumulates in an orderly way” (Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986, p. 115) Establishing the 

mutual belief that what has been said has been understood, is assumed to be a central tenet of a 

successful conversation. The question thus becomes: is this how conversations proceed in online 

interactions?  

 

2. The cost of grounding 
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We also saw that the medium might impose some constraints on the grounding process and that the 

cost of grounding might then be higher than in face-to-face interactions. An additional point related 

to the medium, was how the size of the group affects grounding mechanisms. We established that 

whether online interactions meet the definition of large groups depends in large part on how 

participants and overhearers are best characterized in these interactions. This leads us to the third 

point. 

 

3. Roles 

The types of conversations that the collaborative theory addresses rely on a clear distribution of roles 

for the grounding in conversations to be successful. It is therefore imperative to understand the nature 

of the relationship between speaker, participants and non-participants in an online interaction. 

 

The above aspects can be formulated as the following questions, which will guide the ensuing data 

analysis: 

 

• Do online interactions proceed in accordance with the contribution model, where users 

establish the mutual belief that what has been said, has been understood, before carrying on 

to the next contribution, thereby accumulating common ground? 

 

• How does the cost of grounding seem to affect online interactions?  

 

• How are roles attributed in online interactions?  

- What are the possible implications for the effect of group-size? 

 

In the second part of this thesis, I start by briefly introducing my methodological approach and my 

data (Section 6). Then, I draw up my insights from studying the dataset (section 7). And lastly, I 

proceed to discuss how these findings relate to the theoretical framework (section 8).  
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Part Two: Application and Elaboration 

 
 

6. Methods and Data 

This section serves as an overview of, as well as an insight into my considerations regarding, my 

approach, my choice of data and my data-collection methods. I start out by presenting my 

overarching methodological approach. I then turn to describe my data, my choice of data, as well as 

my data collection process. Finally, I describe my procedure for analyzing the data.  

6.1. Methodological Approach  

In this thesis, I seek to describe how the presence of an audience affects online interactions. More 

specifically, I hypothesize that the audience, pervasive to online interactions, changes the interactional 

structure in a way that enables bad communication. 

My overarching analytical approach is inspired by empirical pragmatics. Pragmatics as a 

discipline explains how language users derive meaning from or make sense of utterances in different 

contexts (Herring, Stein & Virtanen, 2013). There exists a relatively new field of ‘Pragmatics of 

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC)’, within which this thesis places itself in that it is occupied 

with CMC-specific phenomena and adopts a pragmatic perspective on the object of study. More 

specifically, the approach in this thesis can be said to apply a problem-solving approach of pragmatics (a 

term proposed by Ariel (2010)) The problem-solving approach of pragmatics takes into account the 

complexity of the ways language-use and computer-technology interweave and affect one another.  

By drawing on examples of real online interactions, I seek to understand how the structure 

and the context of an utterance might affect how its meaning is derived. I attempt to point to some 

contexts and structures that make this task of understanding more difficult, or at least less incentivized. 

In a sense, I take one step back from pragmatics, because I do not directly investigate how meaning 

is produced. Rather, I make some theoretical assumptions about which mechanisms need to be in 

place in order for interlocutors to reach mutual understanding whereby they can adequately derive 

meaning. And I then attempt to understand which features might hinder this process of reaching 

mutual understanding within online interactions. It could then be said that I attempt to describe the 

interactional rather than the linguistic structure. 
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My approach is qualitative and highly theoretically anchored. The process can be described as having 

both an inductive and a deductive phase: I have made some observations of communication going 

awry in online contexts and in the research literature there is a rising concern about uncivil behavior 

online. In order to better understand what makes communication successful, I have relied on 

psycholinguistic theories within the language-as-action tradition, more specifically on the work by 

Herbert Clark and his colleagues, captured under the umbrella-term ‘the collaborative view’. In 

exploring the collaborative view, I have pin-pointed some areas, where I suspected the online setting 

– with a focus on the presence of an intangible audience – would pose problems for communication 

to be successful according to the criteria laid out by the collaborative view. This part of the process 

can be described as inductive.  

 In a more deductive part of the process, I then hold up these areas identified in the theory, 

against my dataset. That is, I specifically look for instances in my data, that match these areas of 

concern. In studies of a more explorative character, this would be inappropriate. But since my goal 

here is to understand what happens when communication turns bad, it makes sense to lay out the 

criteria for successful communication, pinpoint the areas, where online interactions might meet some 

challenges and identify these areas in the data. My goal then is not to say that all online interactions 

give rise to bad communication or that these pitfalls are unavoidable. I simply wish to show which 

features (broadly construed) of online interactions might enable bad communication. 

 

6.2. Data 

In this subsection I start out by giving a brief introduction to Twitter, the platform from which I 

collect my data. Then, I comment on my choice of data, and on the use of secondary source 

material. In subsection 6.2.4., I specify the data collection process and finally I make a brief mention 

of ethical considerations.  

6.2.1. Twitter 

Twitter is a web-based microblogging and social networking service which lets registered users post 

short messages (tweets), limited to 280 characters. The platform was launched in 2006 and by May 

2019 it had 330 million monthly active users and 500 million tweets were being posted every day 

(Clement, 2019). This makes Twitter one of the most popular platforms for social interaction online 

on a global level. According to Twitter’s help page, its purpose is “to serve the public 
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conversation.” (Twitter Help Center, 2020) The default setting for tweets is that they are public 

(visible to everyone, registered users as well as unregistered users). Users can, however, choose to have 

protected tweets. When activated, this option also applies to all the user’s past tweets and confines 

their visibility to that user’s Twitter-followers. Only registered users can tweet, like and re-tweet, that 

is, re-post own or others’ tweets onto one’s own feed.  

I use Twitter as the platform from which to draw my dataset for several reasons. First of all, I 

have chosen Twitter for its global reach, indicated above. Twitter is also useful for looking at public 

interactions of the kind I am interested in here, because it has for a long time been the default setting 

for Twitter profiles that they are public. Unlike for instance, Facebook, where users mostly interact 

with their ‘friends’ or in closed groups. Although a platform like Reddit (reddit.com) is also extremely 

popular and the users’ posts are public, Reddit is considered much more niche than Twitter, and might 

for that reason be biased towards more polarized discussions. 

6.2.2. Choice of Data 

I chose to collect data concerning the Corona-pandemic, which hit Denmark in March 2020, during 

the writing of this thesis. Both because it, for obvious reasons, has been a topic which has taken up a 

lot of my attention, but also, because I deemed that it would be a convenient criterion by which to 

select data over a longer period of time (approximately one month) and a good way to get a collection 

of posts from a varied population of users. I am a Twitter user myself, but it was important for me to 

use a dataset that goes beyond the content, I would usually be exposed to on Twitter, which is curated 

by Twitter’s algorithm. I was also interested in choosing a topic that could result in some controversial 

discussions, but where the disagreements wouldn’t be set from the get-go. In Denmark, disagreements 

around the handling of the corona-crisis, has seemingly not been heavily anchored in disparities along 

party-lines. Specifically, I have collected data from Twitter following eight press-conferences held by 

the Danish Prime-Minister, Mette Frederiksen, between March 11th and April 14th, 2020. 

It is worth noting that although tweets can contain non-textual content such as images, GIFs, 

emojis, videos and links, for reasons of scope, I exclusively look at the text-based aspects of Twitter 

interactions. Relatedly, although they are undoubtedly relevant, I have chosen not to address likes or 

re-tweets as a form of participation. 

  



Esther Ørbæk Chemnitz 
 

40 
 
 
 

6.2.3. Using Secondary Source Material 

I have collected pre-existing textual data, that is, a secondary source: comments and posts on Twitter. 

This means that I have had no role in the production of the data. Secondary sources of this kind gain 

value from the fact that they make it possible to access Twitter user’s natural way of communicating 

without influencing them by the presence of a researcher and without shaping their behavior through 

data collection methods (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  

Using secondary source material of this kind can also have its downsides. As the theory I 

employ here predicts, overhearers’ understanding process is different from that of participants in a 

conversation (Schober & Clark, 1989). My role as a researcher could be said to place me in the role of 

an overhearer in regard to the conversations I am looking at. For this reason, it is worth remembering 

that I may not understand it in the same way that participants do (Brennan et al., 2010). However, my 

approach here is angled towards the structure of the interaction rather than to its content, so this 

should be of little concern.  

6.2.4. Data Collection 

I use 'Twint'17 (Zacharias & Poldi, 2020), an unofficial python library that scrapes the twitter website 

instead of the official Twitter API (Application Programming Interface), because it allows users to 

bypass the official APIs 7-day restriction on historical tweets. This allows me to automate the data 

collection process and collect data from several weeks. I am interested in whole threads of 

conversations taking place on Twitter, but neither Twint nor the official Twitter API allow the user 

to query directly for tweets and their replies. To mediate this short-coming, the data collection is split 

into two phases. First, I query all tweets that contain the hashtag "#covid19dk" (case-insensitive) and 

has a minimum of one reply posted since the start of each press conference in ‘Statsministeriet’ (The 

Ministry of the State of Denmark) until midnight that same day. These queries fetched a total of 879 

tweets. Second, in order to collect the conversational context around the tweets using the hashtag, I 

query all tweets that are written in Danish in the time period from the moment the press conference 

starts till midnight the same day. The extra language constraint is a pragmatic way to limit the number 

                                                
 
 
17 Short for Twitter Intelligence Tool 
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of tweets I need to fetch. These queries fetched a total of 362,053 tweets. See Appendix B for the 

code and for an excerpt of the dataset. 

From each #covid19dk18 Tweet I extract the “conversation_id” and query my large collection 

of Danish tweets for posts with the same conversational id. The result of this filtering is 669 twitter 

threads. I sort all threads by length descending, and for each individual thread, I sort them by time of 

tweet. Table 2 shows the statistics over the length of the threads in my dataset. 

 

Average  5.2 
Median  3 
Maximum  66 
Minimum  1 
Sum  3484 
Table 2 Thread-length statistics 

 
By using an automated data collection scheme, I probably missed mentions that were implicit or not 

encompassed by the chosen hashtag, but as the goal of this data collection is to get a lot of quality 

data and not necessarily all the data, I accept this shortcoming in the data collection method. If using 

a manual approach, collecting the same amount of data would have taken weeks or months of labour. 

6.2.5. Ethical Considerations 

Secondary sources sidestep some ethical concerns, since there is no direct interaction with the subjects 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013). Since all the posts, I have collected here are also public, I have assessed that 

my use of these posts does not pose any ethical concerns. 

 

6.3. Data Analysis 

I have analyzed the data in Excel. My data-analysis can be described by the following main steps. First, 

I read through all the threads, noting which ones seemed to exhibit bad communication or peculiarity, 

based on the theoretical framework and on some intuition. Then, in a second review, I noted all the 

features that ‘stood out’ in these annotated interactions. These notes can be thought of as a ‘first-order 

                                                
 
 
18 A hashtag (# followed by text) is a way to label a content with a specific theme using keywords, whereby it becomes 
searchable by other users. 
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analysis’ (see e.g. Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013), where I stay as close to the data as possible, 

attempting to simply note ‘what is going on’ while refraining from making interpretations. In the 

following step, which we might call a ‘second order analysis’, I have grouped these annotations in a 

smaller number of categories by looking for patterns among the annotations from the first order 

analysis. Finally, I compared these categories with the points that emerged from the theoretical 

framework in part one of this thesis, to see how they could inform these points. See appendix C for a 

graphic representation of this process. 

 

7. Findings 

The goal of this thesis is to establish whether and how the online audience generates interactional 

structures which enable bad communication. From the theoretical framework of the collaborative 

view, I have identified some main areas, where the presence of an audience and the interactional 

structures induced by the audience might make the process of achieving and maintaining common 

ground more effortful or less compelling. The data-analysis yielded some interesting insights, which I 

have sorted under the three questions for analysis identified in section 5, under the following headings: 

‘The Applicability of The Contribution Model’, ‘The Cost of Grounding’, and ‘Roles’.  

I include illustrative examples from the data-set. These are rendered in the following format: 

 

[post number in thread] <user handle>  Tweet  

 

      The posts in each thread are numbered, starting with [1] for the original post and incrementing 

for each consecutive post in the thread. When tweets are threaded as a sub-reply (a reply to a reply), 

this is indicated by an indent and by the attribution of the post number it is a reply to, and the letters 

a,b,c, and so on as the sub-replies continue, as seen below. When tweets in a thread are omitted 

because they lack relevance for the point, I want to illustrate this is indicated by an ellipsis ‘[…]’. The 

tweets are referenced with their appropriate link in the references at the end of this thesis, under the 

section ‘Twitter posts’. All tweets used as examples were originally in Danish and have been translated 

to English. They can be found in their original form via the links in the references. 
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7.1. The Applicability of The Contribution Model  

Users do not take others’ replies into consideration 

There were numerous instances of the same proposition being repeated within the same interaction, 

by different users. This suggests that participants sometimes do not take others’ contributions into 

account. 

 
In Example 1 the commenters repeat the same proposition in reaction to the original post, seemingly 
ignoring that it has already been said: 
 
[1] <@skaarup_df>  DF [Dansk Folkeparti, political party] supports the government’s 

support package for business and private employees. Good start. 
However, the government compensates too little and few. Self-
employed and small businesses have been forgotten 
#dkpol#COVID19#dkbiz 
[shares link to nyheder.tv2.dk live coverage] 

 
[2] <@LBC1971>   No that’s the next step, Peter 
 

[2a] <@aglumer>  Yes sometimes you have to hold off on the tweets until 
the meeting is over [emoji] 

 
[3] <@MortenBJohanse1>  Mette F. [Prime Minister] has just stood and announced new 

initiatives to help freelancers and other one-man businesses. 
 
[4] <@BramsenDK>  If you had just breathed 5 minutes longer you could hear that 

the government was taking action for small businesses as well.  
And that there is no top limit to the number of salary 
recipients that can be helped. 

 
[5] <@NVMHP>  Try watching the entire press conference before tweeting. It was 

said in a for most people very understandable Danish that it was 
the next task the government would go ahead with. If you don’t 
want to listen, do something sensible instead […] 

[thread continues] 

 
Example 1: (Skaarup, 2020) 

 

Utterances are reactions to the original post 

In many of the interactions, most of the replies to an original post are just that. Replies to the original 

post and not an engagement with all the other ‘participants’ in the interaction. As is also clear from 

Example 1. 
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In Example 2, the original poster repeats the same proposition four times after replies from different 

users who basically also each repeat the same proposition. 

 
[1] <@larsarnec>  Strong support package from @regeringDK to 2 million private employees w 

[with] 75% salary from state [emoji] BUT how should SMALL SELF-EMPLOYED 
manage #coronakrisen [the coronacrisis] Do they have to send themselves 
home to get government pay or sell business to get unenmployment? #dkpol 
#covid19dk [shares link with title “Help package in place: The State 
covers large parts of salary of employees who risk getting fired”] 

 
[2] <@StellaHoedt>  There are more packages under way, it was said. 

 
[2a] <@larsarnec>  Great [emoji] Which – did they mention something? 
 
[2b] <@StellaHoedt>  The next they will look at are sole proprietorships. 
 

[3] <@imbrunsgaard> Isn’t that the package they are working on now? 
 
[3a] <@larsarnec>  Great – am off TV – reading on dr.dk as it comes in [emoji] 
 
[sub-thread continues] 
 

[4] <@andersen_fru>  They said loud and clear that they are working on solutions…for 
everyone. 

 
[4a] <@larsarnec>  Only reading – off TV – great that something is underway – 

respect [emoji] 
 
[5] <@eik1923>  You just heard the Prime Minister say that was the next area. So your 

questions must serve another purpose, since you have gotten the answer. 
 
[5a] <@larsarnec>  I am off TV – only reading – I will gladly praise – and have 

since Wednesday pressured for solutions of this kind [emoji] 
[sub-thread continues] 

[…] 
[7] <@hasseltine>  As she said. They are on it! 

 
[7a] <@larsarnec>  Lovely – am off TV since this morning – have been following on 

dr.dk [emoji] 
[thread continues] 

 
Example 2: (Christensen, 2020) 

 

The facts that users do not take other’s replies into consideration and that replies are reactions to the 

original posts make it difficult to apply the contribution model. Since, if the users who reply or 

comment on a post do not take the information provided by the other users in the same thread into 

account, it becomes difficult to see how information can be accrued. This also suggests, that these 

interactions perhaps are better understood as one-on-one interactions between the original poster and 
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the people engaging with this post, and not as one large conversation. The information accrued is then 

only between the speaker and each of the users who comment. 

 

It should be said, that this was not true for all the threads. And while some utterances might appear 

to not take other replies into account at an informational level, users might still orient themselves in 

the other replies to seek out what kind of utterance is acceptable. This is something which warrants 

further investigation. For now, let us simply note that there are indications that some online 

interactions do not proceed according to the contribution model. 

 

7.2. The Cost of Grounding 

From the theoretical framework we know that grounding might demand more effort in online 

interactions. However, even when grounding is more effortful, if grounding is necessary (for instance 

to save face, avoid awkward or uncomfortable situations), we might expect that users would incur the 

cost of grounding to avoid the social costs of not reaching a mutual understanding. So, when analyzing 

the data, I asked: Are there indications that the social costs of not reaching a mutual understanding in 

online interactions are low? I found the following indications: 

Users leave conversations without explanation 

In a face-to-face interaction, it is considered extremely rude to just turn away and leave a conversation, 

instead of trying to understand what the speaker is saying. This is however not at all uncommon in 

online interactions, and what is more, it is not something that seems to be considered rude. The data 

yielded abundant instances of users stepping into an interaction and leaving again without explanation, 

even in situations where their utterance prompted replies. See Example 3. 

 
[1] <@LisbethZornig> In my grandchild’s institution there are probably 100 children 

between 1/2 and 3 years. They are allowed to come in after 
Easter. With everything that follows from saliva, diaper change, 
tears and hugs. But the local hairdresser is not allowed to 
open? I’m truly trying to understand…#Corona #COVID-19#COVID 

[…] 
[23] <@JanAageHansen> It makes sense to start the reopening with children. Almost no 

children are infected, so they can’t infect each other. 
Those under 50 do not die of the disease, so their parents 
aren’t in the danger zone either.  
See numbers from the Board of Health. [figure attached] 
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[23a] <@TiStilleVind> And we just don’t care about all the pedagogues 
and teachers over 50… 

 
[23b] <@JanAageHansen> Care must be taken, but a 60-year-old pedagogue 

or teacher can’t be infected by children who 
aren’t infected. 

 
[23c] >@TiStilleVind> No one has any idea about whether children are 

infected, because they show almost no symptoms. 
Very few Danish children have been tested 

[@JanAageHansen leaves conversation]  
[no reaction to comment] 

 
[…] 
[36] <@AnitaBager1> Could it be that the information specialists have is that the 

spread of infection isn’t strong for the small ones 
[no reaction to comment] 
[…] 
 
[40] <@Kimoland82> I wonder if they maybe get a million in subsidy for helping? 
[no reaction to comment] 

 
Example 3: (Zornig, 2020) 

 

Users enter the interaction and are ignored 

As Example 3 illustrates, users can also enter the interaction but be ignored. Both by the original 

poster and by the other users who are active in the interaction. This, again, is something that would 

have much ‘heavier’ social connotations if it happened in a face-to-face interaction but seems to be 

quite ordinary in online interactions.  

 

There can be many explanations for the type of behavior described above. And it is not behavior that 

would never happen in face-to-face interactions, but it would be something that would stand out a lot 

more in face-to-face interactions than it seems to do in online. What these instances do show, is that 

the motivation for grounding seems to be low. And the incentive to overcome some of the grounding 

costs imposed by the medium are in many instances not strong enough. 

Conversations escalate quickly 

The data also showed that some interactions suddenly steer off in an unexpected and uncooperative 

direction. In these cases, it seems that the participants make no effort to understand their interlocutors 

or to make themselves understood. And propositions are attacked without prior effort to clarify that 

it is well understood. Take Example 4: Although the original poster attempts to substantiate and 
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explain his post in [1] and [4a], the interlocutor does not seem to engage in any process of reaching 

common ground [4] and [4b]. 

 

[1] <@Je5perl> In the next 14 days a lot of people will infect each other at home. When 
the measures are based on the government’s gut feelings (there is NO 
data on the Danish spread of infection right now) it will all look much 
worse when the current restrictions expire. #COVID19dk 

[…] 
[4] <@bennyhojholt> Lovely that there are know-it-all [‘bedrevidende’] people around the 

Danish country. 
 

[4a] <@Je5perl> People have forgotten what happens under flu epidemics 
[shares article titled “Former Director of the Board of 
Health: There was and is no real health-professional 
basis to shut down the entire country”] 

[4b] <@bennyhojholt>  Aaaaah… so it’s just a flu. Fine… open the borders 
#jegvedbedre [i know better] 

 
Example 4: (Lund, 2020) 

 

Group size 

In part one of this thesis, I mentioned how we could add group size as a factor that might act as a 

constraint on grounding in online interactions. Somewhat surprisingly, I found that there were many 

instances of conversations that lacked grounding mechanisms when there were only two participants 

in the conversation. This suggests that the number of active participants in an online interaction is not 

a decisive factor for why communication turns bad.  

 

7.3. Roles 

The data revealed the following points regarding the roles that are attributed (or rather, taken) and the 

nature of the relationship between speaker, participants and non-participants in an online interaction: 

The speaker has less control over the roles the hearers take 

Questions are asked and receive no answer. Users who do not agree with the speaker and even users 

who behave in an uncivil manner towards the speaker, enter the interactions. When a speaker asks 

someone a question, someone else might answer. All these factors indicate that the speaker has little 

to no control over who takes which roles in the interaction. It also shows that the boundaries between 
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participants and non-participants or overhearers are fluid. That is, non-participants can easily move 

from being outside the interaction, to taking part in it and then to leaving it again.  

Take Example 5 where the original poster receives answers that are blatantly uncivil ([4]; [4b]; 

[4d];[7]; [13] and [16]). 

 

[1] <@harundemirtas>  Today Paludan received a lesson from our prime minister. This is 
exactly what I call democracy and freedom of speech. Fantastic 
that she showed largesse and gave him the floor. Thanks Mette! 
Huge thanks! #dkpol #dkmedier 

 
[2] <@lbheuschkel>   Is there a link? I can’t find anywhere what he actually asked 
about? 
 

[2a] <@JosephineLehaff> [shares link] 
Last question. About 56 minutes into the program. 

 
[2b] <@bertel68>   It [sic] numbingly insignificant. 

 
[3] <@malenehald> Strongly agree. I smirked at home when “demonstrations that do 

not agree with the government” was mentioned.  
 
[4] <@KurtHan71313383>  Piss on home with you, you FREELOADERS [sic] And your prime 

minister is Erdogan. Dane you will never be. 
 

[4a] <@DanskTjener>  Harun [The original poster, red] has more community 
spirit and compassion than you will ever have, how about 
you piss off yourself. 

[4b] <@KurtHan71313383>  Harum is a FREELOADERS [sic] on the danish society. You 
are welcome to prove the contrary. He is a welfare 
immigrant. 

[4c] <@DanskTjener> *Freeloader, *welfare migrant, I can tell that it’s 
difficult. But you still need to speak nicely. 

[4d] <@kennethbargholz>  But that still doesn’t make him danish, no matter how you 
want to package it. It actually isn’t so much longer 
[sic] 

[4e] <@Nancke87> How can someone be a freeloader when they have a full-
time job and pay taxes? 

 
[5] <@rocket3man>   Precisely in what did the “lesson” consist? 

 
[5a] <@bertel68>  She treated him as anyone else, therein the lesson ..he 

could learn something from that 
[…] 
[7] <@EmilJensDanmark> A lesson? So you believe she crushed him… 
 

Fool. 
[…] 
[13] <@MikkelH54488484>  Mr. Harun Demirtas how can you emphasize democracy and free 

speech as something positive? 
 

Do you not love Allah and his messengers? 
 

[15] <@EspChristianEsp> Lesson? How? 
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Rasmus Paludan asked a critical question, which had nothing to 
do with his party or his own opinions. But only about his medium 
and #COVID19dk. 
Mette Frederiksen attempted to jump around the question, and 
answered something adjacent… 
 

[15a] <@kjellerupbiz>  It also went over your head that they actually designate 
the next one who gets to ask a question? 
It’s decidedly uphill with your kind… 

 
[continue in internal dispute] 

 
[16] <@ReneHansenpart2>  What are you rambling about? [emoji] 
[thread continues] 

Example 5: (Demirtas, 2020) 

 
Even in situations where a specific group of respondents is designated, the speaker has no control 

over who enters the interaction. In Example 6 the original poster explicitly addresses ‘those who did 

not get to ask a question’. However, none belonging to that group reply to his utterance. 

 
[1] <@niels_mathiesen>  Annoying to be one of the journalists who didn’t get to ask a 

question because “the light of the Danes” was allowed. 
Embittering. Who wasn’t allowed? 

 
[2] <@schifose>  Although he is a moron in the eyes of many, it follows with a 

democracy that he also gets the floor. 
Unfortunately journalists are of the opinion that everything is 
about them! 

 
[2a] <@niels_mathiesen>  I think it is just fine that he got time to ask his 

question. I’m simply thinking, it was a shame, if it was 
at the expense of Nordjyske, Fyens [Danish newspapers] or 
whoever was left with a question. TransEuropa [magazine] 
wouldn’t have been my second choice either. 

 
[2b] <@ schifose>   Well, that wasn’t really what you wrote, but ok. 

 
[3] <@Jens83441407>  What a wonderful world we live in where people of a differing 

opinion should be silenced to death… can’t you just move to 
wuhan [emoji] 

 
[4] <@SophieKSales>  Had exactly the same thought. Pretty dragging time to have to 

spend time on him again. 
 

Example 6: (Mathiesen, 2020) 

 

The group of participants is not constant 

The above observations also entail that the group of users who are actively commenting or replying 

in a thread, continually changes. Recall that in face-to-face interactions, participants are distinguished 

from overhearers by the history of the ongoing conversation. If, as we found, participants leave during 
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the conversations and new participants join, it becomes increasingly difficult to define – and rely on – 

who are participants and who are overhearers. 

 

Many utterances do not have an explicit addressee 

Many of the original posts do not have an explicit addressee. They might be open questions (Example 

7 & 8), statements (Example 9), or opinions (Example 10). 

 

[1] <@josefinegeisler>  Do you remember mascara? #COVID19dk 
 

Example 7: (Geisler, 2020) 

 
[1] <@jebauerdk> If you could open one thing up for yourself what should it be? 

#COVID19dk #egotweet #åbningsforhandlinger 
 

(I would open up the boxing club; I miss that place like crazy [emoji]) 
 

Example 8: (Bauer, 2020) 

 
[1] <@amaliebremer>  I would straight up die of shame if I were spotted in a hoarding line in 

Netto at 9.48PM a Thursday night. RIP these people. 
 

Example 9: (Bremer, 2020) 

 
[1] <@Wirlander> So it is really cool that our government and the FT [the Parliament] 

were so fast with a shutdown that we have so few patients in the 
hospitals and so few in intensive care that we can soon start to slowly 
open up again. That certainly is great! Especially that so few have lost 
their lives 

 
Example 10: (Wirlander, 2020) 

 

This raises the question of who the utterances are directed at and what this does to the relationship 

between the speaker and those who engage with the utterance.  

 

‘@’ is not always used to designate an addressee 

As we briefly noted earlier, a seemingly evident way of identifying addressees in online interactions is 

by defining them as those who are designated by a tag or a mention. Previous research however has 

found that tagging or mentioning users can be used for several purposes, which do not necessarily 
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include addressing someone in the linguistic sense of addressing, we use here. This also became clear 

in the data. In many instances, other users are mentioned in an utterance, as though they were 

addressees, but often these mentioned users do not participate in the interaction, and what is more, it 

often seems like they are not expected to. This suggests, that mentioned users are not always the 

primary targets of the utterance. In Examples 11 and 12, a user seems to be addressing the prime 

minister by tagging her: 

[1] <@signebjoerg>  Respect to Mette Frederiksen @Statsmin – that truly was beautifully 
said, communicated and led through. #covid19dk #dkpol 

 
Example 11: (Lyck, 2020) 

 
[1] <@gmitchew>  514 infected at the time of writing [emoji] Forget everything about 

#Fordoblingstiden [the doubling time] (T2) and the 16th of March.  
#DanmarkLukkerNed [Denmark closes down] NOW 
Thank you for resolute and timely intervention @statsmin #MetteF [Prime 
Minister] The best speech you ever gave [emoji, emoji] 
#dkpol#dkmedier 
#Coronavirus#coronavirusdk#Covid19#Covid19dk 
 

Example 12: (Mitchew, 2020) 

 
In Example 13 a user addresses the prime minister directly, but without even tagging her:  
  
[1] <@antonstubbe> Dear Mette [Danish Prime Minister], give us real exams with proper 

preparation, or let it go. We high school students do not have to take 
exams that neither we nor our teachers are properly prepared for, just 
so you can please the neoliberals #dkpol #COVID19dk 

 
Example 13: (Teglbjærg, 2020) 

 

It seems implausible that the above user intends his utterance to reach the Prime Minister when he 

does not even tag her. This, once again, suggests that the primary targets of the user are not the person 

they seem to be addressing.       

 

7.4. Summary 

     In this section we have seen that the contribution model often does not seem to apply to the 

conversations in the dataset, and that these conversations often do not proceed in an orderly way, 

where information is accrued. We have also seen how behavior that would stand out in face-to-face 
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interactions, does not seem to require any explanation or justification in online interactions, and that 

there seems to be little social incentive to reach mutual understanding. Lastly, we have seen how the 

roles are not attributed by the speaker, the participants in a conversation are not constant, the 

boundaries between participants and overhearers are fluid and it is unclear when an addressee is being 

designated. In the next section, I explore how we can relate the findings to the theoretical framework 

laid out in Part One. Through a discussion of the relation between the roles that can be found in 

online interactions and of whether and to whom the speaker feels responsible, I develop a new 

framework for describing roles in online interactions. 

 

8. Roles in Online Interactions 

After analyzing the data, it has become clear that online interactions, at least those that do not exhibit 

good communication, do not follow the contribution model. The roles are fluid, and behavior that 

would be considered socially unacceptable in face-to-face interactions seems unremarkable in an 

online context. These findings appear to be interrelated, and in this section, I argue that they either 

accumulate to or are engendered by the participants’ lack of adherence to the principle of 

responsibility.  

 

I remind the reader that the principle of responsibility holds that every participant is responsible at all 

times for keeping track of what is being said and for enabling everyone else to keep track of what is 

being said (Clark & Carlson, 1982). It is at the very core of viewing conversations as a collaborative 

and cooperative endeavor and, according to the criteria I have laid out in part one, it is central to 

communication being successful. As Clark and Schaefer (1987) put it:  

 

“Speakers are primarily responsible […] to other participants in the conversation, with special 

responsibilities to addressees. Unless they fulfill these responsibilities - keeping everyone informed 

about everything said – the conversation is open to failures, errors, misunderstandings.” (p. 257) 

 

The informative-analysis is essential to the adherence to the principle of responsibility, because 

without informatives, the speaker could not inform the other participants of the illocutionary act they 

are performing towards an addressee. If there is no addressee, the speaker must be performing their 
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illocutionary act towards a group of participants. But if there are no participants at the offset of an 

interaction, how then are roles attributed? And who does the speaker feel responsible for? These are 

some of the questions I will attempt to answer in the next subsection, where I discuss how we can 

best define the roles that can be found in online interactions. 

 

8.1. Defining the Roles 

First of all, let us go back to Clark and Carlson (1982)’s statement that it is the speaker who, in 

designing their utterances, assigns different hearers to different roles. As we saw above, in the kind of 

online settings we are looking into here, the speaker generally has less control over which roles others 

take in the interaction. The speaker cannot confidently rely on a tagged addressee to respond, and they 

cannot exclude other users from becoming participants in the interaction.  

For original posts, there are no hearers present with the speaker at the time they emit the 

utterance. And generally, the hearers ‘walk by’ the utterance and are not consistently present. Although 

we can assume that most speakers expect some hearers to react to or engage with their utterance, in 

most instances no-one in particular is expected to engage with it, except in some cases where there is 

a direct addressee. We do not know what drives the hearer to ‘step into’ the conversation, perhaps 

hearers only engage with an utterance if it is understood or if it refers to something the hearer cares 

about, but that is a topic for another investigation. Let us look closer at what the speaker’s lack of 

control means for how we can define the different roles, starting with the role of the speaker. 

8.1.1. The Speaker 
The speaker is the emitter of an utterance at any given point in an interaction. Let us briefly entertain 

whether there, in online interactions, are differences between the speaker-role of the original poster 

and the speaker-role of commenters that warrant distinctive definitions for these speakers.  

The attribution of roles in the classical theoretical framework is set at the time of the design 

or the formulation of the utterance by the speaker. With physical co-presence, it is easy to assign the 

roles of addressee, participants and overhearers, and this structure seldom changes completely 

underway. In online interactions, however, this is not the case. For the original poster, there is no one 

‘present’ with them at the time of the utterance. But even for speakers who take the floor as a response 

to an original post, the group of participants present at that time cannot be expected to be consistent. 

The difference between original-poster and commenter is not significant in this regard. 



Esther Ørbæk Chemnitz 
 

54 
 
 
 

Moreover, it does not seem to have any consequences for the speaker’s role as speaker. It 

might have some consequences for whether hearers feel the need to respond to the speaker’s 

utterances, and this is true for both the original speaker and for those who become speakers by 

commenting in a thread. It seems superfluous, then, for our current purposes, to distinguish between 

types of speakers.  

8.1.2. Participants 
We might define participants as users who explicitly engage with an utterance by either commenting 

on it or replying to it. Ostensibly, this seems like the most clear-cut role in online interactions. 

However, if we consider the function of informatives and m-intentions covered in 4.3. we might give 

another definition of participants. Recall that the informative analysis contains a basic contrast 

between participants and overhearers. Namely that participants are m-intended to understand the 

addressee-directed illocutionary act, whereas overhearers are not. Online interactions differ from most 

face-to-face interactions by the fact that many utterances in online interactions, and this is especially 

true for original posts, have no addressee. For current purposes, let us, then, subtract the addressee 

and say that participants are m-intended to understand the illocutionary act. This leaves us with two 

possible definitions for participants: 

 

(a) A participant is anyone who engages with an utterance by commenting on or replying to it. 

Or 

(b) A participant is anyone who is m-intended to understand the speaker’s illocutionary act. 

 

If we want to stick to our audience design hypothesis, (b) holds since the speaker cannot predict who 

will engage with an utterance (as per (a)), whereas the speaker can design their utterance towards 

participant in the sense defined in (b).  

How then, do we characterize those hearers who engage with an utterance by commenting or 

replying? Interestingly, in online interactions, the moment at which they comment or reply, they 

themselves become speakers, but simultaneously, by becoming speakers, they also make themselves 

known as participants. This reveals an important contrast to face-to-face interactions. In face-to-face 

interactions, since the speaker is largely able to designate the participants (by gesture, gaze, co-

presence, etc.), the two definitions of participants are correlated: most of the time, the participants 

that are m-intended to understand the speaker’s utterance (as per (b)) are also those that participate in 
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the conversation (as per (a)). In a face-to-face interaction it would make little sense to m-intend for 

someone who is not present and who cannot hear the utterance to understand it19.  

In an online interaction, however, the speaker has little control over who might hear the 

utterance and ultimately participate in the interaction, as per (a). Because of this difference, it might 

be necessary, in online interactions, to distinguish between two types of participants. Let us call those 

participants, for whom the speaker designs their utterance (those who are m-intended to understand 

the speaker’s illocutionary act) the intended-participants. And those who in fact end up participating in 

the interaction by commenting or replying the manifest-participants. 

 

For intended-participants, the category is much more fluid than in face-to-face interactions, where the 

participants are co-present. In online interactions the intended-participants might be defined by some 

vague characteristics, which plausibly are not clear-cut in the speaker’s mind. It might be something 

like this: the utterance might be designed to anyone who understands the speaker’s references and 

who in this way recognizes the speaker’s intention. The manifest-participants are easily defined as 

anyone who comments or replies to a post. What then, are the consequences for the responsibility the 

speaker feels towards the intended- and the manifest-participants? 

If participants are defined as intended-participants, then the speaker only feels responsibility 

towards those they m-intend to understand their utterance. Those who are not m-intended to 

understand can be defined as overhearers and the speaker has no responsibility to them.  

On the other hand, if manifest-participants have the same characteristics as participants in the 

theoretical framework, the speaker ought to feel responsibility for anyone who interacts with their 

utterance by becoming a manifest-participant. However, as we have noted, the speaker has no control 

over who the manifest-participants are, and if we follow the definition of intended-participants above, 

then the speaker should consider all those they do not m-intend to understand their illocutionary act 

as overhearers. This might suggest that some of the intended participants are also manifest participants, 

while others are only manifest participants. The group of participants in the interaction the speaker 

                                                
 
 
19 Although, I contend, this can happen, for instance in cases where one tells something to someone, believing that this 
person will gossip to the person we in fact want to have that piece of information and that that person will recognize that 
we intended for them to understand our illocutionary act. 
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then feels responsibility towards are the intended-manifest-participants, the intersection of the intended- 

and the manifest-participants, as illustrated in Figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2 The intended-manifest-participants are the subset of participants that are  
both m-intended by the speaker and actively participate in the conversation       

8.1.3. Addressees  
As we covered in part one, a tag or a mention does not always designate an addressee. A mention can 

be understood as a tool to ensure that an utterance is understood within its context, and it might point 

to the content of the utterance rather than to the mentioned user. This was supported by the data 

which showed that the speaker does not necessarily expect a reply from the mentioned user but can 

simply be pointing to that user’s previous utterance. A mention might also be used in a more 

performative sense, and not as a direct address, for instance by tagging someone and asking them a 

question, without expecting a reply from them, and not considering them a part of the conversation, 

as we saw in section 7.  

Recall that Clark and Carlson (1982) characterize addressee design as a modulation of 

participant design. If we apply the framework of m-intentions, then addressees are m-intended to 

understand the speaker’s illocutionary act. It is very plausible, however, that by posting such an 

utterance, the speaker is not expecting a reply from the mentioned user. The mentioned user, then, is 

not m-intended to understand the speaker’s illocutionary act, although they, at first glance, seem to be 

the addressee. It is unclear, whether the addressee, brought in by a vocative, can even be said to be a 
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participant in any meaningful sense. The addressee is not expected to reply, and if they did, it would 

be much more surprising than if they did not. So, it seems contradictory to define as an addressee 

someone who is neither an intended-participant nor a manifest-participant and who potentially is not 

even a hearer.  

This suggests that we might need to distinguish between at least three types of addressees. 

What I will call a performative-addressee (an addressee who is mentioned in an addressive ‘fashion’, but 

who is not expected or intended to participate, as in the above example), an intended-addressee (an 

addressee who is mentioned or indicated in some other way and who is m-intended to understand the 

speaker’s illocutionary act, but who is not a manifest-participant) and a participant-addressee (an addressee 

who is mentioned or indicated in some other way, e.g. by a direct reply, or a next relevant turn and 

who is a manifest-participant).20 This is illustrated in Figure 3.  

 

 

 

Figure 3 Performative addressees, participant addressees and intended addresses. 

 

                                                
 
 
20 I purposefully omit instances where a mention is simply used to designate a user who is being talked about, as this is 

not a form of addressivity. 
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Clark and Carlson’s (1982) argument is that without informatives to the audience, the purpose 

of such an utterance would be lost. As was indicated in subsection 4.3 it seems legitimate to assume 

that when emitting an utterance, the speaker intends to produce an illocutionary effect in a range of 

hearers, even in cases where an explicit addressee is indicated by a vocative, otherwise there would be 

no reason to use a public platform. What is more, it also seems plausible that all the hearers, in many 

instances, are the primary targets of an illocutionary act, rather than them simply being the joint targets 

along with a specific addressee. Clark and Carlson (1982) point out that in many public 

announcements, political advertisements, open letters or the like, “it is the informatives – the acts of 

informing the side-participants of what is being said – that fulfill the main purpose of what is being 

said.” (p. 215). If the addressee is not the primary target of the speaker’s illocutionary act, or in fact 

not a participant in the interaction at all, this has consequences for whether the speaker feels any 

responsibility towards insuring that the addressee understands their utterance. I would argue that it 

would only be in situations where the addressee is a participant-addressee who is also m-intended to 

understand the speaker’s illocutionary act, that the speaker feels responsibility towards this addressee. 

8.1.4. Overhearers 
Overhearers are all those hearers who are not participants. So, we must define overhearers in relation 

to the way we have defined participants. Recall that we separated participants into three categories: 

intended-participants, manifest-participants, and intended-manifest-participants.  

If we simply define overhearers in opposition to manifest-participants, as those who hear the 

utterance without participating in the conversation, then this creates an overlap between intended-

participants and overhearers, because intended-participants are not manifest unless they are intended-

manifest-participants. In such a case overhearers whose presence is never manifest in the interaction 

might be intended-participants. 

This poses some problems with our theoretical framework. Recall that the theory of audience 

design holds that the speaker designs their utterance with overhearers in mind, but contrary to 

participants, the speaker does not m-intend overhearers to understand the utterance. In other words, 

the overhearers are not meant to realize how they have been accounted for in the design of an 

utterance. According to the theoretical framework, then, we ought to define overhearers in opposition 

to intended-participants, that is, participants are those hearers who are m-intended to understand the 

speaker’s illocutionary act and if the overhearers are those who are not participants, then overhearers 

are those who are not m-intended to understand the speaker’s illocutionary act. 
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However, this still leaves many non-participants undefined. What do we make of the intended-

participants who are never manifest-participants? According to our definition above, they cannot be 

overhearers. Perhaps then, we need to distinguish between two types of overhearers. Let us call those 

overhearers who are not m-intended to understand the speaker’s illocutionary act, that is those that the 

speaker actually considers overhearers, the presumed-overhearers. They are the overhearers towards whom 

the speaker feels no responsibility. And let us state that our definition of intended-participants leaves 

space among these to be hearers who do not actively engage in the conversation, and that this 

definition then encompasses those hearers who are not manifest-participants, but who are also not 

overhearers in the sense defined above. This can be illustrated by the expansion of our previous figure 

in figure 4, below: 

 

 
Figure 4 Presumed overhearers and the fluid boundary between manifest-participants and presumed-overhearers 

Common for both definitions of overhearers is the criterion that they do not actively participate in 

the interaction. Their presence is known to the speaker, but as we saw above, ‘known to’ is different 

in online interactions than in face-to-face interactions, where their presence is explicit, whereas in 

online interactions it is roughly assumed. The overhearer then ceases to be an overhearer once they 

enter the interaction, where they become a manifest-participant, and the intended-participant ceases 

to be an intended-participant once they enter the conversation and become an intended-manifest-

participant. 



Esther Ørbæk Chemnitz 
 

60 
 
 
 

 

We might note that according to the classical framework applied in this thesis, the overhearer should 

be at a disadvantage in terms of understanding the conversation. Participants can expect the utterance 

to be designed in accordance with the common ground they share with the speaker because the 

speaker forms their utterance for the addressee to understand. An overhearer cannot expect this. What 

is more, the participant has the advantage of being able to clarify utterances with the speaker. This is 

the important proposal in Schober and Clark’s ‘Understanding by addressees and overhearers’ (1989). 

Not only do speakers design their utterances to be understood against the common ground they share 

with their addressees, which – in most cases – gives the addressee an advantage over the overhearer. 

But the addressee also has another advantage over the overhearer, because they can collaborate with 

speakers to reach the mutual belief that they have understood what was uttered, before they proceed. 

Interestingly, in online interactions, since the boundaries between participants and overhearers are 

fluid, the overhearers have the possibility of inquiring and clarifying, thereby becoming manifest-

participants. This reduces the overhearer’s disadvantage to being about the utterance being designed 

in accordance with the intended participants and not the overhearers.  

 

8.2. Implications  

The framework developed above has implications for the effect of group size, the cost of grounding 

and for the contribution model. In the following subsection, I briefly consider these implications.  

8.2.1. Effect of Group Size 
During the data analysis, I found that it was not uncommon for interactions in small groups to exhibit 

very low degrees of grounding. This does not exclude that the size of the group has an effect on how 

and to what degree grounding is achieved. It might however suggest two things: either that the group 

size is not a decisive factor in whether grounding is achieved in online interactions. That is, there might 

be other, more potent factors, which inhibit grounding processes. Or when we account for group size 

in an online context, we ought to include more individuals than the original posters and those that are 

actively commenting or replying to a post. Perhaps, the group size effect should include the larger 

audience: the overhearers. 
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In light of what we have just covered regarding the different roles that can be found in online 

interactions and how these roles invite a general lack of adherence to the principle of responsibility, 

we can now return to two other main findings, the cost of grounding and the lack of applicability of 

the contribution model. In the following subsections I will briefly discuss how these factors could be 

explained as a result of the interactional structures fostered by the online audience and this structure’s 

effect on the adherence to the principle of responsibility. 

8.2.2. Cost of Grounding 
The data revealed indications that the social cost of not reaching mutual understanding is low. Or at 

least, many types of behavior that point towards a resistance to grounding do not seem to be neither 

uncommon nor frowned upon. As we covered in the theoretical framework, grounding might demand 

more effort in online interactions. However, even when grounding is more effortful, if grounding is 

necessary (for instance to save face, avoid awkward or uncomfortable situations), we might expect 

that users would incur the cost of grounding to avoid the social costs of not reaching a mutual 

understanding. Conversations over e-mail have some of the same technical constraints as the kind of 

online interactions we are looking at here, but to the best of my knowledge there does not exist a 

widespread problem of uncivil behavior in e-mail correspondences. There are certainly many plausible 

and complementary explanations for this, but I would argue here, that a ‘root-cause’ might be the 

presence, or rather, the structure of the online audience, which gives little incentive for the participants 

to adhere to the principle of responsibility. 

8.2.3. The Contribution Model 
According to the contribution model, conversations are made up of contributions and speakers and 

hearers must ground a contribution. The conversation can only accrue once contributions have gone 

through a presentation phase and an acceptance phase, whereby both speaker and hearer share the 

mutual belief that the hearer has understood the utterance. 

As became evident in the findings section, many instances of bad communication do not 

adhere to the contribution model. This pairs well with the difficulties in adhering to the principle of 

responsibility created by the interactional structure of online interactions. If participants do not adhere 

to the principle of responsibility, they do not keep track of what is being said and they do not enable 

others to keep track of what is being said. If this does not take place, then the contribution model 

cannot be applied. 
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In section 7, I suggested that these interactions perhaps are better understood as one-on-one 

interactions between the original poster and the people engaging with their post, and not as one large 

conversation. The information accrued is then only between the speaker and each of the users who 

comment. Recall that in part one, we saw how conversations typically proceed in a canonical fashion. 

In the classical framework, when the speaker, with every contribution, assigns the role of participant 

to all other parties in the conversation, the conversation can accumulate as a whole and the common 

ground that is added can easily be kept track of. This has the benefit of greatly simplifying the task of 

the speaker, because they can assume that most parts of conversations are assumed to be canonical 

by all parties (Clark & Carlson, 1982).  

Let us briefly entertain how the definitions I have just proposed for the different roles might 

apply here. If we are to understand some online interactions as multiple one-on-one interactions 

between the original poster and the users who comment, according to the framework we have just 

developed, this gives us two possible interactions: interactions between speaker and intended-

manifest-participants and interactions between speaker and manifest-participant. And again, according 

to the definitions just proposed, the speaker would only feel responsible for the intended-manifest-

participants.  

Moreover, if conversations are not canonical, this makes the task much harder for the speaker 

and for the participants to keep track of what is common ground and what is not. This can then be 

said to be an additional constraint on grounding in online interactions, which might deter speaker and 

participants from attempting to reach mutual understanding. 

Finally, it should be noted, that this pattern did not seem to be true for all the threads. It 

should also be said that although some utterances might appear to not take other replies into account 

at an informational level, users might still orient themselves in the other’s replies to seek out what kind 

of utterance is acceptable. This is something which warrants further investigation.  

 

8.3. Summary 

In the collaborative view, it is primarily the speaker who designates the roles the hearers take. Because 

the speaker is largely in control, there is a concurrence between the hearers they design their utterances 

towards and those who in fact fill out these roles. This entails that the adherence to the principle of 
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responsibility is easily distributed among those the speaker primarily feels responsible for, those they 

secondarily feel responsible for and those they do not feel responsible for.  

This seems to not be true for online interactions, where the speaker has little to no control 

over who takes which roles. Addressees might not participate, the participants for which the utterance 

was designed might not ‘show up’, and the hearers the speaker considered as overhearers in designing 

their utterance might step into the conversation. So, there is a discrepancy between the intended 

audience that the speaker designs their utterance for and the manifest audience. This brings with it a 

lack of adherence to the principle of responsibility towards what I call the manifest-participants. 

Whereas the lack of adherence to the principle of responsibility seems to be a result of the 

inconsistencies in and unpredictability of who the addressees, participants and overhearers are, as well 

as the discrepancy between intended-participants and manifest-participants and presumed-

overhearers. The lack of applicability of the contribution model as well as the lack of incentives to 

overcome grounding costs seem to be a result of this lack of adherence to the principle of 

responsibility.  
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Part Three: Conclusions and Further Research 

 

 

9. Conclusions 

I set out to investigate how the audience, pervasive to online interactions – specifically public, text-

based, computer-mediated interactions – shapes said interactions. I started out by asking how 

collaborative theories inform how the presence of an audience affects an interaction, and how this 

applies to online interactions. Specifically, I hypothesized that the interactional structures that this 

audience gives rise to – in themselves – have an enabling effect on bad communication. 

Clark and colleagues’ common ground-framework has proven a useful vantage point from 

which to understand the structures and mechanisms that enable good communication. I applied these 

criteria to online interactions and found that the structures induced by the audience make it more 

effortful and less compelling for speakers, addressees and participants to adhere to the principle of 

responsibility. To account for the roles that can be found in online interactions as well as for the 

relations between them, I developed the concepts of manifest-participant, intended-participant, 

intended-manifest-participant, intended-addressee, participant-addressee, performative-addressee as 

well as presumed-overhearers. 

The present thesis can be said to place itself into a current debate on uncivil behavior in online 

interactions, by ultimately proposing that online incivility can be understood in the light of the 

interactional structures induced by the audience, pervasive to online interactions. The framework 

developed in this thesis offers a novel basis for understanding some of the mechanisms the 

participants in an interaction resort to or fall into. Perhaps the speaker will attempt to regain some 

control over who becomes manifest-participants by some other mechanisms, for instance by catering 

to a certain community by using specific references or language. The lack of focus on mutual 

understanding might also lead to interlocutors focusing more on positioning themselves towards the 

audience, and ‘sharpening’ utterances, resulting in less ambiguous utterances, but also in utterances 

that foster more polarized beliefs. My hope is that this thesis facilitates further research into why and 

when interlocutors engage in or resort to bad communication. 
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Moreover, this thesis offers valuable contributions to the study of language-use, by proposing 

how the collaborative view can be expanded and adapted to multi-party conversations and specifically 

to online interactions. Finally, this thesis contributes to the relatively new field of pragmatics of 

computer-mediated-interactions, by offering a framework for understanding the complexity of the 

ways language-use and computer-technology interweave and affect one another. 

 

10. Limitations and Further Research  

In this final section, I comment on the aspects I have chosen to set aside as well as on my theoretical 

choices. Along the way, I provide some suggestions for future research, based on my exploration of 

the topic. 
  

First off, my approach in this thesis has been rather speaker-centered. That is, I have mostly 

approached interactions from the angle of the speaker. Previous research has shown that the process 

of understanding is different for participants and non-participants (Schober & Clark, 1989; Clark & 

Carlson, 1982; Schaefer & Clark, 1987, 1992). Examining the different ways hearers understand 

utterances in online interactions would be an interesting avenue for further research. Also, it might  

be interesting to address the possible effect it has on audiences to absorb information as overhearers. 

It has been suggested that overhearers are at a disadvantage compared to direct addressees when it 

comes to understanding the speaker correctly (Schober & Clark, 1989). In online interactions, the 

great majority of utterances are read by more people who do not actively participate in the 

conversation (what I have termed ‘manifest-participants’). According to the framework proposed in 

this thesis, this places a large group as overhearers, who simply read others’ posts, comments and 

interactions without taking part in the interactions themselves. And perhaps this creates fertile 

conditions for misunderstandings. 

Moreover, speakers can adopt several attitudes towards their hearers. They can choose to 

conceal information, mislead, etc. This is an extremely relevant aspect of online interactions. Which, 

however, has been beyond the scope of this thesis, as I have exclusively been interested in how the 

presence of an audience affects interactions, and not in the question of the devices the speaker 

potentially makes use of to deceive their audience. I would say, though, that the framework proposed 

in this thesis can be useful in understanding how and why the speaker adopts different attitudes 

towards different hearers. 
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Regarding my theoretical choices, I have specifically asked how the collaborative view informs the 

way the presence of an audience affects online interactions. The conclusions I have drawn in this 

thesis are therefore closely tied to the chosen theoretical framework. It should be noted that although 

this framework is widely adopted, it is also the subject of some criticism. The most prominent debate 

within the field is between the collaborative view and what is often referred to as ‘the egocentric view’. 

The collaborative view rests on a strategic account, where speakers have models for their addressees, 

which they access, when intentionally designing their utterance. The heart of the debate concerns 

whether this process really is strategic or whether the speakers rather form their utterances from an 

egocentric perspective (see eg. Rogers, Fay & Maybery, 2013 for review). Roughly, this competing 

view suggests that language users can rely on much simpler processes than what is proposed in the 

collaborative view (Barr & Keysar, 2005) However, it is broadly agreed upon that speakers and hearers 

can only understand one another, if they process utterances against a background of mutual knowledge 

and that language users have an ambition of coordinating understanding over the long run. What is 

more, one of the central tenets of the egocentric perspective is that interlocutors might switch over to 

computing mutual knowledge in the sense proposed by the collaborative view, once they encounter a 

problem (Barr & Keysar, 2005). 

 

By adapting the collaborative view, I have also accepted some idealizations and assumptions. I have 

assumed that face-to-face interactions are the ideal form of interactions. There is a long-standing 

tradition for holding this assumption within psycholinguistic directions such as the collaborative view, 

in part because spoken language is seen as the place where humans acquire language. I have assumed 

that interlocutors adhere to the principle of responsibility and that they expect others to do the same. 

I have also assumed that conversations are, fundamentally, cooperative endeavors. An obvious next 

step would be to begin to raise some questions to these idealizations, for instance by zooming in on 

situations where interlocutors do not behave according to the assumptions set forth by the 

collaborative view, but still manage to have a meaningful interaction. 

In this thesis, I have focused exclusively on instances where communication goes awry. But 

the reverse could also have been an option. By focusing on instances of good communication, future 

research could give some insight into what is going on in online interactions when communication is 

successful. It is my personal, non-empirical perception that conversations on platforms such as Twitter 
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can be a very important resource for many people as well as a constructive way to nuance one’s 

opinions and beliefs and to check one’s biases. And it would be interesting to get a better 

understanding of what happens when online interactions lead to good communication. 

 

On a final note, I would like to add that this thesis adds weight to the voices within internet-research 

arguing for a regulation of process in online interactions rather than for a regulation of content. I found 

that one of the principle features that weakens participants commitment to the principle of 

responsibility in online interactions is the speaker’s lack of control over who participates in the 

conversations. Coincidentally, while I was writing this thesis, Twitter, on the 20th of May 2020 

launched a trial that allows users to choose who can reply to their posts. The following is from a 

statement from the platform: 

 

“Twitter is where you go to see and talk about what’s happening. But sometimes, unwanted replies 

make it hard to have meaningful conversations. […] now, we’re testing new settings that let you choose 

who can reply to your Tweet and join your conversation.” (Xie, 2020) 

The new feature allows users to choose between three settings on who 

can reply: everyone (the standard Twitter setting), only people the user 

‘follows’ and lastly, only people the user ‘mentions’ in their post. People 

who cannot reply are still able to view, retweet, retweet with a comment 

as well as to like the tweet. 

 

Twitter has, in other words, begun to address the problem of 

overhearers. 

 

 

  

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 5 New Twitter 
Options (twitter.com) 
Figure 5  New Twitter Settings 
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Appendix B - Code Listings 
 
The code and steps to reproduce can also be found in the GitHub repository: 
https://github.com/EstherChemnitz/TwitterScraping 
 
import twint 

from datetime import datetime as dt, timedelta as td 

 

c = twint.Config() 

c.Search = "#covid19dk" 

c.Min_replies = 1 

 

pressemoeder = [ 

   ("2020-03-11 20:30:00", "2020-03-11 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-13 19:00:00", "2020-03-13 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-15 12:00:00", "2020-03-15 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-17 19:00:00", "2020-03-17 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-23 15:00:00", "2020-03-23 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-30 17:30:00", "2020-03-30 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-04-06 20:00:00", "2020-04-06 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-04-14 16:00:00", "2020-04-14 23:59:59"), 

] 

 

for start, end in pressemoeder: 

   print(start) 

   c.Since = start 

   c.Until = end 

   c.Store_csv = True 

   c.Output = f"Corona-Tweets-{start}" 

   twint.run.Search(c) 

 

Scrape.py - Collecting all tweets with the hashtag #covid19dk and at least 1 reply 
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import twint 

from datetime import datetime as dt, timedelta as td 

from dateutil import parser 

import time 

 

c = twint.Config() 

c.Search = "" 

c.Lang = "da" 

dwell = 10*60 # Ten Minutes 

interval = td(hours=1) 

 

pressemoeder = [ 

   ("2020-03-11 20:30:00", "2020-03-11 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-13 19:00:00", "2020-03-13 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-13 19:00:00", "2020-03-13 19:26:02"), 

   ("2020-03-15 12:00:00", "2020-03-15 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-17 19:00:00", "2020-03-17 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-23 15:00:00", "2020-03-23 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-03-30 17:30:00", "2020-03-30 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-04-06 20:00:00", "2020-04-06 23:59:59"), 

   ("2020-04-14 16:00:00", "2020-04-14 23:59:59"), 

] 

 

def fs(s): return s.strftime("%Y-%m-%d %H:%M:%S") 

 

for start, end in pressemoeder: 

   sd = parser.parse(start) 

   ed = parser.parse(end) 

   step = parser.parse(end) 

   while step > sd: 

       c.Until = fs(step) 

       step -= interval 

       c.Since = fs(step) 

       print((f"Fetching danish tweets from {c.Since} to {c.Until}...")) 

       c.Store_csv = True 

       c.Output = f"all-tweets/All-Tweets-{c.Since}-{c.Until}" 

       twint.run.Search(c) 

       now = time.time() 

       while time.time() < now+dwell: 

           time_left = now+dwell - time.time() 

           time.sleep(3) 

 

Scrape-all.py - Collecting all Danish language tweets from same time frame.  
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import pandas as pd 

from collections import defaultdict 

import os 

 

pms = os.listdir("pressemoeder") 

df = pd.DataFrame() 

for pm in pms: 

   print(pm) 

   df_aux = pd.read_csv(f"pressemoeder/{pm}/tweets.csv") 

   df = pd.concat((df,df_aux), join="outer") 

   

covid_tweets = df 

ats = os.listdir("all-tweets") 

df = pd.DataFrame() 

 

for at in ats: 

   print(at) 

   df_aux = pd.read_csv(f"all-tweets/{at}/tweets.csv") 

   df = pd.concat((df,df_aux), join="outer") 

   

all_tweets = df 

 

# Let's dump these two to csv's 

covid_tweets.to_csv("covid_tweets.csv") 

all_tweets.to_csv("all_tweets.csv") 

 

Merge-csvs.py - Merging the scraped tweets to two large files 
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import pandas as pd 

 

c19 = pd.read_csv("covid_tweets.csv") 

all = pd.read_csv("all_tweets.csv") 

print(len(c19)) 

print(len(all)) 

 

# Get all the unique "conversation_ids" in the tweets with #covid19dk 

con_ids = c19["conversation_id"].unique() 

 

con_dfs = [] 

for con_id in con_ids: 

   df = all.loc[all["conversation_id"] == con_id] 

   if len(df) > 0: 

       con_dfs.append((len(df), df)) 

 

# Sorting the list by conversation length 

con_dfs.sort(reverse=True, key=lambda t: t[0]) 

 

# Collect in one big data-frame and dump to csv 

all_cons = pd.DataFrame() 

for l,df in tqdm(con_dfs): 

   df.sort_values("created_at", inplace=True) 

   empty = pd.DataFrame([[None]*len(df.columns)]*3, columns=df.columns) 

   all_cons = pd.concat((all_cons,df,empty), join="outer") 

   

all_cons.to_csv("covid19-conversations.csv", index=False) 

 

Filter-conversations.py - Group tweets by conversation_id and save to single file 
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