o . . L '.A- A x - . o P . .
! e . )" - ._ ST S R e N . . ' '
o <. " 'DOCUHNENT BESUNE - o .
. . | b .

nn 173 esslir '*’,->w\ . L 1 Cs 502 595 .
. N - _ - VAT
AUT&OR : "‘Siguan, 'Stuart J. .
TITLE t .. -Who Pushed the Buttonm t0 Drop’ the A-bomb? Contexts
- L and Conversation in a Nursing Hone.- R
. _POB DATFE . May 79 '

. N013’4 . 27p.. Paper presented at the Annual ueeting cf the
R - . International Comnmunicaticn Association’ .
(Philadelphip,,Pennsylvania, Ray 1-5, W979)

 EDRS PRICE MFO1/PC02 Plus Postage.
. DESCRTPTORS . Behavior Patterns *Colnunication (' ought Transfer)
e 7 . Ethnography; *Institutionalized Personss *Interaction
e . Process Analxsis, *Nursing Homes; *Social Isolation;
Y . A_.Sodial Relations; Social Structnre° ‘Speech
LT _ Communication; Staff Role -
- IDENTIPIERS - *Comﬂunication .Researcgh; *Conversation-

i “nasfnacw" S TR S~

A five—nonth ethnographic study cf conversations in a.
'Philadelphia nursing home revealed some of the rules governing - N o

, situationally appropriate conversational behavior. The social . -
- communicational perspective of the study differed from both .
psychological*~ and discourse analysis approache Bnalysis of the data

' indicateg that sustained resident/resident and resident/staff
‘&dnversations wére rare, that male/female resident contact vas
discouraged by staff members and feared by female residernts, and that

: ff/patient conversational relationships centered around three.

e br d nursing home-related topic categories. In addition, patients'
"discugsicn of personal topics was legitimated in cnly a few types of
-.gituaticns, discussion of personal lives by both residents and staff
.appeared to be appropriate only in the beauty parlor ‘or .physical :

therapy rooms, and in most situations there .appeared to be normative
sancticns against re51dents asking "personal" guestions of staff or
‘visitors. Staff memkers ‘overtly excluded patients from their own .

- “ccnversations, citing residents?! lack of interest in the types cf:

" ‘topics staff members discussed--an cbservaticn contradicted by the

3-researcher's cwn observations of residents' interests.- It appeared
“ that both residents and staff were subject to. slightly different but

colplelentar; ruleséthat prqduced the patterne noted. (GT) o o :

. . ) . . . :
. . . .
. . . . o . . 4 . . 4
IR M S . . . .
P coe . - ’ : 't . . . . .

: . o P

#******#*****.#****#***##*#****#**####**#*#*******;k**l******* 2 2k 2. o o ok o ook ok

ook Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be mader‘- *
Tk e . from the original document. *
~;1#*##****#*#*************d******#****##&#***#************************** &

\




LRI HEY L . ;o
L e JUNERE e AR . U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTN.
8 4 T S i . UDUCATION A WELFARE
IR S : o . NATIONAL INSTITUTEOF ' .
AR LT b EOUCATION . ‘ .
o 4 R I : ‘ '
AR L .| THIS DQCUMENY/ WAs BEEN REPRO. . !
S . OUCEO EXACTLY AS RECEIVEO FROM
o ; B . . Ty { THE PERSON OR/ORGANIZATION ORIGIN- )
N . . . , o i ATING IT POINFS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS : 9
Y-« N o :STATEO DO N@T NECESSARILY REPRE- .
A i : SENTOFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE'QF - \
o . \EOUCATION POSITION OR POLICY L -t . )
e ¢ ’ y S . ’ *
P — . \
: s ¥
. 4 | 1 .
i ) A .. i
. . , ¢ . . . ' NS
Q .- . 12 ¢ ] N .
‘ I ' 1) .
* / \ ' - I
TN

"Who Qushed the Button ‘to Drop : : W
‘ the Arbomb?" s

L ‘Contexts and Conversat1ons ina Nur51ng Home T
s & ) ._’f S . . N . i )
> ‘ /' BN . . - .
. 4" ¥ .
,/ M N : S
‘ . ] ' : C e -
. q& . "-’)’.‘ \. - . ' ’ bl .
. / A -t *
S e " N : .
T . . . . ',r‘ . ) . N\
- - / Apnenberg School: of Communication 5
~! Univer31tyJQ( Pennsylvanla ’
I/‘ i ’ ‘
" /f . -
“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS * _ '
/‘IATERIA_L HAS BEEN GRANTED BY. " . ) : ] ’ ) .
‘/Syuart-d. Sigman . : ; : : . T T
S o : ‘ , L. : S
D ./, 10 THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 1 o s oo o ¢
' o /f . - INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)." . oo L _
.. 2 s - o ‘. - . . \
e : ' (’ A shorter version of this paper I~
Y AL - was presented to the Internatlonal
. A7 /. L\ _“;" ommunication Association, = . - :
<Y { . Philadelphia, May 1979. - . 1

Lo . . . ‘

. . , . ‘ R .

) ' v - .

. ' - . . - L. . R

: -
B ¢ - L. . . . N . . Yk

. . .. . ) . R o : R
. . RN ’ . A
.

. . . Lo Lo . v .
\ 3 " - ) . B B
. . i v ‘.




The -answer to the question poeed in the title 1s. of course.

 Harry Truman. 'The question was originally asked of me by several

'female residents of‘a nursing home where, for five months last

ear-}—was—engaged—in—ethnographio_field_work Although
 several nurses were nearby the residents when they began dis-'
-:cupsing the topic, the question” was eventuaily asked of.-me when
the resldents memories had given out. As 1ater analysis showed.i
) ‘this was not an uncommog phenomenon\at People s Home (ﬁhich o
\\ .- T am using as 7,pseudonym for the nursing home) Residents 3
wereuextremely hesitiant about discusslng certain'topics with

ff, and staif were observed on m;re‘

q
most membérs . of the st

than one occasion td' actively discouragrng certain -conversa-

~ .tions. I ould like mhke qpe initial suggestion that being .

B {/’siderly. and more spep fically. that being elderly 1n an-

_ -
institutional context. invplves mastery of rules for appropriate

: St I -
s ~Lcommun1cation behav1or. Furthermoreg adherance to, orhzev1ation)

:_from'these rules has consequences for definitions of status
[and the 11ke which are accorded the re31dentsdby other 1nst1tu-

»

faﬁgf";' tional members. For the residents of the nursing home reported
in the present paper. going about getting an answer to the'

':,question. fWho pushed the buttoﬁ&to dr0p the Adbomb?.".required |

' 'knowledge of the interaction pr1v11eges and obligati

‘_residents and staff vis-a—v1s each other. and o .thé phy31cal :

AR nd temporal locations whicn.permitted or encouraged or proscribe{k'

.3

" fbcertain conrersations and conversational topics. B Rg/

_)_.;’ o In this paper, then, I would like to d*lbuss some of t

g.' data denived,trgm a’ larger study concerned'with the manner in




'-patterning; 1 am ooncerned‘with conversation-as one rule- -.

. . . - ' \ '
. | .

. vhich»i&ce;to-faoofconversation,possesseo“inrracommunicational~

s

.

:governed component of. communication which contributes to and,

at—the—same—time—;tp—constrained—by—social structu;e.

-

‘é“ .

*

e :

‘ % )
qstructural linguistic concern for behav1oral occurreﬁces. coi\- "
: s L4

‘ océurrences.-hpn-occurrences and non-co-occurrences. as

The goal of the original researc ‘was’ tQ ‘study the social

shapes or cfnversational topics:. By’ thls is meant the

«

~ r ‘

governed by the Mcontext of, cultural reallty"’(Nalinowskl.
1965). It is assumed that, out of anagrray of availablg v J.
discourse tdpics? interactants tend tp\utilize only %isub-set

of these topics for any parti;ular conversation In addltion.

it seems that few topic appear repeatedly across all conversa-'

‘tional 51tuations. Thls is to eay that desplte the apparently

unlimited potentialg for conversational content. not all

g;s_\:;mbinations of topics. or tOpics and’ situations. are eVer

¢ .

. determine. conversational content. 0n the 1nterpersgnal level. ;

'ekigt social-level bounddry conditions which limit the Ilow df SR

‘"Hypes ¢19?b) ‘has. receﬂtay expressed the view that commpnicators

played (or, perhaps. are ever employable) in convensations -

“which actually take place As one ethnomethodologist notes.

topics may be seen to be Vwarranted‘ in some fashion by_the

=

_occasion of the talk in which they are contained (Adato. ms ).

Similarly. Birdwhistell (pers. comm. ) has shggested that there o

g
-

information across different sectors of soclety. a?d. 1n thls

| mahner. establish rules ‘which shape;. if they do not always fully ‘ \

e ‘. 7

\,

t possess skills for handling topics to supplement their linguistic
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' (or grammatical) knowledge - i.e., communicative competence-.
Consiatent'wlth these writers, the preeent%paper'euggests that
.cOMmunicatiﬁe 'atterning of behavior exists beyond the level
C of phonology.‘morphoiogy or eyntax. and that, on the 1ebé1 of

. discourse, rule-governed characteristics of topic or meseage

content are dlscerndble.

_Earlier in this century. anthrOpologist Eirth suggested that .

conversatlon be viewed in its cultural frame; he 1nsmsted that
evenyday ‘conversation is and can be profltably studled as §;

highly structured and patterned. He wroteuﬁ, : e

. Speech is not . ... "boundless chaos." ... '. For most of '

~ us the (social) roles and the (verbal) lines are there,’

+ and. that being so, the lines can be clasgified and cor-*

- related with the part and also with the episodes, scenes -

. ‘ and acts. Conversation is' much more of a roughly prescrlbed

\i' .o ritual than most people think (1967:6ZL ) o

Concerns 81milar to these have recently emerged as one of '

several research foci of sociolinguistics. the ethnography of "qm‘.
) ” '

_communlcatlon. and social communlcatlon theory. Susan Erv1n-,

Trlpp hypothesizes« for example. that "One. mlght ... :ind.

: that -there are rules for topic)eelectlon just as there are. for .

EY

address (1972;5“3). Lhd eugge ts. along w1th other sOclO-. &t

llnguists. that these rules are dlscernlble*when partlcular

behaVior xs examined withln the contlnuous. multl-chiinel
t analysls

«
»

E

: context of which it is .an element, Students of cont

1n communications also view the Jmportance of topic patternlng
\\ X .

For example. Scheflen writes that: o

R .'- In a given ‘kind of conversation cemtain topics may be
. forbidden but.there will be some number of allowable topics-
" Al1* of those which do occur without disrupting the progre331on
constitute a set of allowable alternatlvee We sometimes

Is
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— °W¥ th&t these arq alxomorphic or equivalent at thia level:

Our taak is xo~discOVcr the allowable or at least the
. usual range of alternatives (19731333). S

This y%cialﬁcdmmunicational perspective must be'ﬁistinguished ’

behavior. It is intuitively evident that the interests,
-'J | motivation.and education or speakers all play some part in—
ﬂetermining what qerves as &a conversational topic in specific
- “conversations (e.g., the appearances or non-appearances of .
topics in specific conversations) In 1945 Bossard commenteo g
on the wide range of topics that appear in conversations |
across families byt\the narrow scope of those talkedhébout in
_any one family by writing that :gng,cannot eécape the conviction
that the range is determlned :'. . by their (1¢e.. indivi~
h ) ‘Guals’) predilections" (1945:235) Similarly. social |
o ( psychologists such as Moore (1922?.:Landis and Burtt (1924) ';m,?gﬁ
, ~ ; and Landis (1927) thought that by examining what men‘ana womemsg* ,I
| : talk about researchers can gauge the’ "natural" differences in "Y - '
inclinations or 1nterests of the two sexes. These atomistic '
' perspectives on 1nteraction are countered by data defived

\ .
4

Lt rrom conversation viewed as a form- of soclal acthItV (°f’,i'

,“;MalanWSkl. 1965) - When .viewed from "above, " i e., from the

. level of the social inetdtution;.endogenOUS or intra-individual
explanations no 1onger sdffice. without denying the importance
“of the idiosyncratic to particular conversations. I would like

'-to suggest that various aspects -of the social situation (e.g-

the participants social relationship. their definition of the L




discourse situation, the physical co~presence of non-
°participating others) may be seen to constrain the choice
and maintenance of "apﬁropriate" and/or "meaningful conversa-

tional topics within a given speech community It is these

latter social concerns. ‘as they are associated with topic

boundary conditione. which are taken as central to the present

study. ' _ o ) .

L I I would also )ike to distinguish hriefly this social com—é
hunicationai perspective from a discourse‘analysis approach.
Topic asrafspecific\investigable component.of spee h_behavior
has . figured only recently in research ifforts diregted towand
the analysis qi‘conyersation'and communicationl As late asﬁ
1976.'Keenan_and Schieffelin remark that ". . . there has-been

fio systematic study inilingnistics'on the wav-inﬁWhich topics

T are 1nitiated. sustained. and/or dropSed in naturally occurring
‘ discourse” (1976311). The resulting research-in topic negotiatioh ,

.'*': prov1des a syntax for_the.sequential organizatf;n ofltopics‘ -

Hin.discourSe - i‘e.. given statement'A. what techniques” X
are’ employable by speakers so. that statement B will oe—seen

development and malntenance of the first topic. (2)

ormation br temporary termination of that topic.e

'(3) as a reintroduction oflan earlier topic, and ,80 on. These

. -
_ writers are concerneq with the rules faczlitating talk on any

set of topics. not- specifically those which are’ socially

S Y | .
o permissible . Thus, they fail to c0551der .that, in many cases.'

part of the interactional "work" t goee 1nto the" creationgl’

4;.sustaining-and/§r dissolution of a tppic. is the degree to which

* '\

4 ~
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.‘ ' the topic itself im an expected, unexpected. rule-abiding or

\ o normwbreeking'act'within a larger social context framework.

For example, I frequently observed the fem%le residgnts at

People's Home switching converoation to remarks abo mé-

one's new hair style or the friendly nature of the beautician
" at around the same time that another topie, usually an in-
uappropriate reference to someone's health. was precipitating
a confrontation among the speakers. A topic negotiation
rebearcher would only be concerned with how speakers "managedf
the transition from one ‘topic to the next. I am suggesting
:_that; in addition to this. the student of communication must
examine those potentially volatile topics which may require .

‘;// .. transitions in certain contexts. and the topics ﬁhich may

//{7§ ‘ ‘.appropriately#serve,this transition function.' In brief. my
j‘ research is concerned with some of the rules governing
w . 'situationally appropriate topic appearances ‘and non—appearnces
o/ . at People's Home. rather than in the abstract system of rules
";i( .‘generating ‘any” topic. .. | ‘

" The data for this report are provided by an ethnogrphy of
" communication methodology as 1ndependently uuggested by
Birdwhistell (1977) and Hymes (1974). The ethnographic approach
Wﬁilna;‘chOSen because of its traditional concern for the analysis
of behaVipr within the larger social/%ymbolic contgxt of
'pnpductionk During the five-month period of January through
| May 1978 I hand-recorded conversations between residénts. staff
and visitors in a pri e, ethnically heterogeneous nursxﬁg
. : facility in'Philadelphia. At the ‘same time, :Pservationa_of

1

-
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other eocial aotivitiee were being’ porrormed. as well as
detailed questioning of residents and staff. Taken together
. these various data enabled me to align convereations with.

different social activitiee. physical locales, interpersonal :

relationships, and so on. In this maﬁaﬁr. the data generated

. by ethnographic observation and interviewing are that of

conversations and conversational topics as part of and related

S0 te everyday social life at the inetitution.1 R

b PeOple 8 Home is located in an affluent, northwest suburb

of Philadelphia. It is a modern; ranch-etyle IaCI ity, with
: latest

the oldest wing built in the early 1960s and with t}

wing completed some time in 1975. The building is se{ back

from the main road some thirty yards; it is surrdunded y a
_.thick woods on two sides and by a brick wall on the foy rth
side which separates the building from a ne!ghboring psychological

e institute. Since most of my research took place: during the

.)winter. residents rarely left the building (and. incidenta]ly.

received very few vigsitors). The total number of/{e31dent5'

fluctuated throughout my visits, but, on the aVerage, there

were about 150 at any one time. Most of the-conversafions

described here took place in the main living room. the adj01n1ng

'dining room.-or a combination bénuty parlor/phy31cal therapy -

room oOn .one of the wards. For reasons to be described below.

F - most of the data are derived from pbeervations_of the female

' *
residents’'.conversations.
‘Before-I discuss the communication rules which appear to

. '“ngide the conversational topics at People's Home, -it is '

o

3 .
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necessary. to examine briefly rules for the preaenoe’or absonce

) or talk altogethor. 1t is true that  this more likely pointa

up the reeearch queation of when talk at People 8 Home exiete

at ail* i e.. ie "elotted" to. occur. Neverthelees. the interest

in the contexts of talk makee it somewhat difficult to divorco

talk tOpice from’thie related queation. ‘
Dell Hymes (19?”). among othere. has suggested that speech

is not everywhere valued equally. and that appropriate contexts

for’ the appearance of talk must be discerned. for specific

'epeech oommunitiee. The residente of People 8 Home report

*;that atates of sustained talk. both with fellow residents and

with staff members. are rare. and my observations seem to

‘eupport thee\ﬁclaims. While I never actually timed .any of the-

jresidente. I would posit that the residents spent no morev

than 20 minutes in talk on any one day. Less impressionistically.

I should point - out that during the firetthree or four weeks

-of field work, ‘I found myself recording such journal entries

.ast "there has been contlnuous silence for the past hour";

' lengths”; and so on.

'ning converegiion.

~n

”exchanges never corisist of more than two or three utterance
2 . ’
With'regard;to talk with other residents, one eighty-year-
old woman.said to, me: "People don‘t talk very much. .
Sometimes. we have the silent treatfhient; we don t keep ‘up a run-
Then we just blurt out, and we know every- :

thing s al right-",I terestingly. at one time or another -

during my tield work._ l of my principal informants relayed

a negative evaluation td me on: "excessive” amounts of talk.

.//,.._ :L- g,‘) .b Do
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Reuidente-expreoned pride in the faoct that, if they- had
. ) A

nothing to'say. they did not feel compellad to ‘keop up running
converaationu within thoir emnll circlo of friendo.r'Furthermoro.

-

these residents made a point of telling me that only the eenile

patiente——eit—and—taik—every—hourr*—undrthat—not—everyone at-

Péople‘s Home was “fit" for talking with anyway ‘ . o
With this last point. the female residents were epecifically
referring to the men. It should be pointed out that there were
two related, but distingu ehable. attitudea about the males .
Veheld'by the femalo residents and staff members.l First, any

]

sort of heterosexual couplingmyas discouraged at People’ s Home - -
eveh husbands and wives slept in dirferent rpoms and usually
on different wards. The staff would often Joke among them-

selves if they repee+edly saw the same man and woman eating a '

A- 1

meal or sitting in one of the 1ounges together; they would .

usually chide the female rfesident about this, which usually
had the effect of breaking up the pair.VSNost social act1v1t1es

'seemed to have“been designed to attract the women and left

]

the men complaining that there was nothing for them to do -
punch parties inetead of card playing, gardening instead of ¢

L

baseball, and so on. . L
Secondly, - the-women feared the men. Approximately 50 e

-

percent of the male residents were service veterans and former

patients at the V A psychiatric hospitals. The women repeat-

" edly told each other stories about these men and actively

avoided face-to-face contactq with_them. WOmen.who were seen

‘talking to the men, other than the occasional exchange of an ..
o L - oL - < ' ) ’
‘ < . ' . . 3 ' . ' ) .
r ) ‘ .‘ . . . 7.‘ /
s ) -1
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h6iloy-woro 1¢norod by ﬁho othorua thoy woro lnbelled as

: oithur "looao" or "in the hoad.”3
-The momboru of the staff populatibn wero dlso aubjoct to

S
convontlon with regard to the presence: or .absence of talk.

- Por—examp%a——ont—nursv—commentéd—on—the—scarc&ty—of—taik

botweon staff members and residents by noting that many of
tha converaational topics usually oxohanged by tho ataff were
no longer of any intere;; to the 1nstitutionalized elderly.
" These converaations included talk about ‘gecent newspaper items
and things outaide of thn Hpme. Residenta in turn seemed
¢o avoid talk with ward and kitchen atafrlbkcauae of the
limits on talk topics they tacitly fqlt being assigned and
because they were anxious about breaching the rules.,’One
\rationalization they usod was tth the staff was too busy
Y (even when on break) to be atoppod tor a mernt Jf tyo,of .
conversation. This,all turned ‘out to be somewhat iroﬁic
because staff membégs“would frequéntly stop me in order to-
tglk about my feqéarch progress, nevabaper headiings. etc. ,

- |
whether they werg on duty, or on break. Also,

- would frequently want to.talk with me about my the llfe.'

eventq\?ccurring outside Ej7}nstitutlon. ‘and events in hlstory
’ such as the dropping of the“A-bomb; topics which ru>longer ‘

reﬁidénts

‘.'mterested ’the residents. according to the staff.
In brief, female residents limited their talk to only the

few.individuals on thé "gafe” wards whom they knew;-thej rarely’

- spoke with male residents or residents they hadn't been

" introduced to..

-

Talk with the staff members usually octurged

+

12"'*




Eﬁ#‘ few 5? the reandents 1nteract10ns w1th members of the staff

o initlally to 1nvolve talk on three broad topic categorles

S

in the contcxf‘or the;r work rdutln%s. although I w1ll note
below that.certaxn non-task exchangee d1d aleo take place.’

-4 NS

I~would now-like to turn tora more 8p801f10 descrlptaon of..i"
CE , ;-

convereational<t0p1cs and contexts at People s Homeg 1 Wlll .

1lmi$‘¢hé dlscussidn for the most part to talk betweeﬁ\."
z:es;dghts and \ptaff. / AT S R

‘%Y
PRI

"‘:V~gg?A$ noteﬂ. brlef Verbal exchanges characterlzed all but a£ '

L

7.

POPulatlon. These eichanges most often transplred when one

'=“ ‘Qr both partlclpants were 1n tran51t from one ° locatlon in the

“,,. l' ..

;7. nur31ng home to another.4: Analys1s of the 1nformant 1nter-

) views reveaiggythat regﬁdents prlded thenselves on hav1ng a
ffriendly reladlons with staff membersﬂ albelt through brlef
'~talﬁ Staff—patient &onversatlonal relatxbnshlps were seen

(l)lEvents transpirlng snmultaneously within the 1mmed1ate

E context. such as waltlng to be served a meal. mlght be employed .

Y

as a dlscouree tOpic. o f“' j .

(2) Closely related to thlﬁ flrst one were. references to
J

. dev1ations from expectations or. normal operatlons within thls_

. 1mmed1ate context.l For example. if a re51dent or starf.member‘

- was: seen in’ a section of the Home they dld nat usually. vis;t
(and it ehould be pointed out that re31dents generally E

. remained w1th1n a Very narrow range of their bedrooms) or if
thelr clothing was 1nappropriate for#;he tlme of dayqbthese‘
occasioned brief statements by elther or both parties.

(3) The role relatlonshlp of«the staff memger and patient;('

. ‘-'.:3 .. . 1 ! : L. . Lo o oo
o \ : : Y - TN @,

-



_of jen: prov1ded both partigrpgnts w1th a range of assumed tolf

1L

",be-heid-in-common experlences which‘could serve as a toplc.

.g.. tood with a COOkr or gardenlng w1th actlvities . .

v N
Personnel. Tl D o

F

'These exchange35 seen to reprégent what Mallnowskl called'

- 'pha“c communion -'*;_f . a type of speech in which t1es ofu

'.unlon are created by .a mere exchange of words (19?2:15})1

é

very llttle new 1nformatlon appears to be belng offered

'Unllke the behav1orJHiscussed by Laver (1975) 1n his reformu-'

-"latlon’bf the concept phat;c talk." I should note that these

exchanges between res1dents and staff served as "ends
themselves and rarely developed 1nto lengthler conversatlons. .
While the speciflc comments that were belng expressed by

the residents and staff at any one tlme .on the above t0p1csi

appeared to be in "free varlatlon. closer examination, of 5;"p &

A

the data revealed that all tOpics der these c1rcumstances

' were speclfically related to Home llfe and actlvitles.» Except'

T

for brief Occas10ns for "personal talk to be descrlbed 1n a
minute. most talk between resldents and staff related “to peOple .
and events 1nslde the Home. As I will suggest throughout L v-gv
this paper. staff-patlent 1nteractlons at People s Home appeared
to be guided by a selectlon rule limltlng verbal content to 3
in-Homeatopics for all but a few 51tuatlons. ' | )

I use the term personal top1cs to refer to talk about -

' ¥
famlly. prlvate feelings. professlonal careers and llfe experl-l‘

~ ences prnor t6 retlrement and/or institutlonallzatlon. etc.. ‘To

‘3““
some extent the staff and patients shared dlfferent levels of 7

2
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4 >'{ y knowledge about each otner on these topics. The latter usually;;
provided more talk about themselves than d1d the: quEi;. whoA .i

'"-,adhered tpkn sing school canons of not sharing perso

' 'i-‘Twmwwfﬁhspatienis¢é’Re31dents claimed that the work schedules ‘of
, the staff personnel estab 1shed boundary condltions (althoUgh.
v e
' of course. they did not use that term) for the frequency and K

¢

e ‘they (yhe patieﬁts) looked‘on.»
‘hh”’ Analy81s of the transcrlpts revealed that only th

3 ’
topics.\ First. it was not uncommon for patients;to ask staff

to make telephone calls for them. or t ch.rgé\a dollar _

d”wvbaII”T“f* Tong"gigtgﬁcewcallv ~fn return fog/these services.
or while these serv1ces weh, being rendered/ refrdents would

o provide an account" or explanation for the 1nterrupt10n in’

" the staff person s work rout1ne Th@g/account usually con51sted
7

member belng called.

of a reference or two about the fami

Introductions of\relatlves to st f£f mEmbers also occa51oned

‘~"fam11y talk.{ I would like toSnead a brief. extract from the

fleld notes which (I think) is.

'-to.‘ A disclaimer is first re u1red The relatlve

to be "

o 1ntroduced and talked about Anothis example was me, . by a woman .°
' v
"7‘nwho strategically claimed to be my aunt in brder to help me in

an assumed buslness venture.f Mrs . Karp had prev1ously misunder-:

’stood my reasons for being at the Home. assuming that I was

“,'pv.- . ‘ “ ]

1 talk
L

%aradlgmatic of what I-am referring'

REUSIN duratién of anteractlonal encounters w1th t\fm' f% the same - __//.\'
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eelllng magazines to work my way through college. :'Q%l

‘5’.‘
(After dinner, in Mrs. Karp s roon. in "A' wingi) ¢
One of’the practical nurses comes in. 'Shé says hello

oA en clearis-up the spillings on Mrs.:Karp,§

‘dimmer tray. - The latter introduces me as her nephew

-: "who. goes. to college. with a scholarship. | . The PN C
says that that is very rlice, and that god shouId blees ..
all of the children and provide good education. gShe. "
gives Mrs. Karp a piece of bread ‘which she asked for. .

‘ ‘."After the PN leaves, Mrs.»Karp tells me that she had.

. to lie about my being her nephew, that it was the only"'
way for .me to be successful -.e.. w1th the magazine

- 'selling). .

.'Clearly. other an;;yses of this particular 1nteraction could

.'five months of my research

 to conduct talk w1th staff .bout me. CParenthetically. 1t

'fbe proposed. especially 1n Iight of the fact that Nrs. Karp
-was rarely observed rece1v1ng family V131tors. She did always‘4j
M . _ >,

tell me that she 'really knew that 1 was not" her nephew. ~NeVer-

theless, her declslon to treat‘me as a relatlve during the

~

should be p01nted out that W staff brought their relatives.

usually children. 1nto the Home for a ViSit. they were

}introduced only to other staff members. not to patients )

Extended discu581on of one's personal lives (by both

"residents and staff) appeared to be approprlate in only

fone phy91cal location at People’'s Homea the beauty parlon/
' physical therapy room. _This was one of the few places where

usual ward - authority wag not operable and the staff members

(2 phys1ca1 therapists and a beautician) encouraged self-

"disclosure."” Although I cannot as‘yetfbe.sure of the signifi-

~ éance of this; this was one'bf.the few places at the nursing
¢ . ’ Lot .

home where I noted-continual tactile COntaet between_thef«

- - . ’ w

4

} ",\ . . "," . .

stablished nrotocol for\how she’ was»
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residents and staff.- As one resident said about the " it

"Ités just 1ike a beauty parlor on the out81de. All the >:°,IQ.

women, yagcim away.” S P

A In most other 91tuitions at People s Home there appeared/é _;d'

"to ‘have been hormative sanctlohs against asking questions of
> '3 .’
-the stéff that@mlght have been too personal.f In response

- to my ng-%ion as to whether she ever spokefw1th staff.

ak

3_Esther Feigenbaum said: 'Sure I do, certainly. - (But) you ' '\\f

can't get fresh with- them because they have the upper hand s

: A
' ResidentsmwhOm I was able to rely on as*lnformants uniformly :

f really didn't know what she was‘saying. "'and so on. -

‘noted that it s those other reszdents "Who ‘aren t well, ™

)}.3

"who are senile or “who (Just) don t know any better who

ié'asked 1pappropr1ate questions of the staff.n'.5'

Thls rule uas even intended as operable for conversatlon - ‘;&

+ “wgith me. On one occa51on. several patients and staff people”

h wer 51tting around a telev181on in one of the ward 1ounges’~

,after a special 1uncheon. One" of the patients turned to me ‘f"

"and asked: "So,. who do you. belong to0? Who s your girlfriend9"
o « : .
' While I blushed at first. I was w1111ng to te11 her some of the

details of my private 11fe. Just as I had spoken about these

h'with other patients and with staff The recreation director,

'quickly ‘turned to the resident. however. and said. "Gloria,

.‘

_ you know you re not supposed to ask those questions.f and to,

me, Tve,té ansmeg:ﬁer,,y~$nom¢" After th; party )

whad completely d sbanded. one of “the other res%dﬁnts me up

to ‘me to‘%polpglze for her wardmate. by stating that ”she



_:whenever stafr members were around. but 1t was con51derably

| weekly.V151tsﬂirom B group of nov1c

_the nov1ces ‘and residents ﬁas cons1dera
but where taff was present. more t1Qe vas spent singlng.

.resldents.

"»engage other staff members (and v131tors) in talk aboqt eVents
~'4done w1th the apparent exoluﬁlon of co—presenw patlents.. L

.:the patlent the excluslveness of both the conversatlonal

1control For example: B

. L "4._"-4-_3\'\" .-
. Dun;ng ny v1szts to People-s Hdbe,thas rule was enforced' e o A4

-~

».relaxed when the resldents and i were qnone. pefhané'sharlng a

snack in the llving room or a meal 1n ‘the dlningrroom.Qh LY fheo-
. Vel .

Interestlngly. thls\same procedur QMas followed w1th ::?5% npn '
: =fam11y repeat vngitors. Por examplﬁﬁ People s Home ‘re ved: i

t"ﬂ,g‘t .

{ ~Conversatlon bdtween:'

anlmated on\thoset S
N7 - . .. »D'}‘

wards where staff members were on break or at the1r statlons.

9

For coaxrast. I would now llke to. dlscuss staff—to-staff ‘ -_,iQQ\

‘conversgxisaﬁ whloh occurred in the phy31cal co-presence of

At Pe0ple s Home it is not uncommon to flnd staff

\

”;and personalltles removed from the Home, and for thls to be. »f“ _ '

BB

o Often

‘thls takes on a. partlcularly harsh tone by overtly notlng to ¢

-._relatlonshlp 1tself and the speciflc toplc under relatlonshlp

»_

(#300 p m. - In the 11v1ng rooms) '
Mrs. Kern's nurse was talking to Fred. with Mrs. Kern

" holding on to her nurse's arm. The following indicates -
the extent to whlch Mg&g,xern was not belng included in-
the conversationi- A% . _ : :
,Kerns I didn't hear;“ h%

~ Nurse: He's not talking to you Stop listening..'He's, J_@;ﬁaiﬂ “
talking to me. : <O\ o o o TR e

Kern: What did he say° : v
Fred: I'm not talklng to ou. baby.

- woman.‘_
In one conversatlon which is too lengthy to reproduce here.

<

o 48

I’m'talking_to this _ W\»_j;

.
Coe .
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‘ ' Disease; thi Univer31ty of Pennsylvanla empleee flrlygs.'and(\\
L :

Tve )

') game tab e stuffing envelopes.; Sta @ members were overheard . -
.y S
N- to enga e each other in talk aboutx (1) a recent vislt to a
A;arby private botanical garden: (2) boyfriends; and (3) rqom-
y

'\, .
o mates ﬁhile at college and~51nqe getting a Job. The three

VT staff members were sitting next- to each other..and had the1r :

he ’

~
POStures and eye gaze or1ented only to each dther. Wlthln )

.-

the 1arger 1nteract10n.‘however. the only>talk-between the

.

residents and staff cen ered aroundz (1) getting more enveIopesz

L

(é) who was going to st mp the envelopes. and (3) what the

N\

best technique was for stufflng the envelopes.‘.'

1 later questioned the three staff members on the1r reasons

.for, apparently not also talking to th patients about the1r
r"Putside adyentur ' All*three agyé: "(the old people) are'

‘not interested in 1 at kind of talk afty more.

What I find especially interesting about all of this is that

7/
the re31dents showed much’ interest-throughout the study in’

RJ

'engaglng me .in talk about.events the staff-sald no longer
"interestdﬂ them. Patients often came to me (and a few other

visitors like myself) regardlng events 1n recent history or .
1

3

general common knowledge" items they had forgotten._

i=

:'tion. I was frequently asked (and responded) abou cent book{

topics 1n the" news (e -2 re

‘)10 \. ..

‘so on
ifftroduce - the

| Itxmay be appropriate at this juncture to

e

TN

4
v

]
Lt

WE e .
ié?t évie and theatre releases. and about ‘my op1ni s on then current
A nt outbreaks of.fhe Leg&gjéairo-s '
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-performed ror the patient hreeds sgclal withdrawak and xmfl{""ﬁ

ekt . . .. B . . . . N ~
Ut S . R ) . ' 7,

<

‘ useful concept of partlclpation status" developed by Goffman ._\\<

(1974) Particlpation status may be deflned as the SOClal -,

s fellow 1nteractants w1th regard to thelr'

defin;tions of one’

assumed leVel of;lnteractional contrlbution. especlally the <v.y_

; capacitles and pr1v1leges they, ‘may enjoy 1n a partlcular ko - o

munication relatlonship. Conversatlonal andmtoplcal excluslons
appa{ently are two behav1ora1 means employed by staff for -
deflning the communicatlon partlclpation status of thekreéfi
dents.» On numgrous occaslons. the, staff were recorded as,

saylng' "It's not that we do it purposely. it’ s Just that the; .j

J

(the re51dents) wouldn t be 1nterested (1n those conversati-P
or topics)" There is a social deflnltlon of re51dents as no.
longer cogcerhed'ulth most affa;rs of the outs;de world. and
thls serves the staff as an approprlatk guldeline for 95}; -
sharlng these topics with them.. In turn. re51dents apparent
do not attempt to joln any of theﬁstaff-staff and staff-'gg 3
v151tor conVersatlons they are exclnped from; we mlght savg 3 . _
that they have accepted a. definltion of . themselves as non- )
equal parthIPantS and as not 1nterested"'1n these toplcﬁ&(at

least. when not talklng among themselves qr w1th me).

The gerontology literature: may shed some 1ight on why Jf

the r631dents adhere to thls conventlon. Flrst. several

passibity in the_indlvdaual (cf. Lawton. 1976%} Secondly. ; f;i‘l”yg
Gof;man (1961) polnts out that 1nmates of total instltutlonsJ"

FY o

L %)
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try to avoid comlng up agalnst the tac1t rules for approprlate

ehavior by withurawing from any conduct that maght be seen

as sanctionable. These are obV1ously theoretlcal,_peculatlons
o which. requlre further exploratlon What I th1nk rs shown 1n ,
lf, : o :th;Tﬁtesent data is’ that the resldents behav1or adhered to 2
-1.@\ o serles of soc1alkconventlons when 1nteract1ng w1th members of
i w;he*professional staff. These ruleswere relaxed to sore degree
%;ukj'_. in ‘talk with outsiders such as mysel¥ and in the beauty parlor/

5?_ phxgical therapy context Conversely; "the staff members

ttrlbuted an’ across-the-boards d1 ﬂnterest by elderly ind1v1~
uals in many toplcs. and so made npvactlve attempts to 1nclu¢).

,\f -;- theh in certaln levels of talk. Thus. no one group at Peop&e s

'['.; | Homevas "at fault"; both pOpulations were subJect to '
o ﬂsTbghtIy dltferent but complemen@ary rules whlch produced thi |
' T 1’3‘4“’

R pattern described above. |
D e have seen that-boundarles for the permlsslble "penétration

. of certain toplcs may develop in 1nstitutlonal”con!!§ts and £

;/;'f‘that Social relatlonshlps may be deflned or constltuted by

these boundarles Precisely why the patterns surrpun ing such

'fdlfflcult to know at present. The larger soclal 1mp fRance of'
the above topic rules must awalt further ethnographic contrastlve

studies. A tentatlve orientatlon may be pr osed. however.

K4
' The process of aging cannot be describ /as a return to

'\iﬁnfancy from a physlological p01nt'of view

e understood in terms of g social conte;

t

solely;'it must also-

which provides a

~

PN
5 >
k.
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y ‘ support system for the elderly members. In adéition. there is. -

" what sociologists call a career path. :which is thelset ofkd"'ﬁ

social experiences - behav1ora1 and attitudinal - which lead
4ind1viduals to placement or "careers 1n various 1nst1tutiona1
. contexts. Thus, the 1arger ethnographic present for- the °
gonversational patterning discussed above must consider that-'
1ntry into a nursing home is.usually shrouded in- family and
staff expectations for future social behav1or by the elderly
| 'patients. These include expectations about participation
~ in social activities. heterosexual friendships. and so on.
" The boundary conditions which apparent&y foreclose on talk on
outside-Hohe events betueen’staff andepatients may be related
to a number of such social assumptions about‘entry into and
11fe within a totah 1nstitution. espec1a11y one such as People s
Home in which the usual exit is provided by death only Thus.
. this analysis of rule-governed behavior is only a first step

to further work: ‘the place of rule-governed behavior within

the larger social life.11

22
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each transcribed dialogue into a limited and mutug&

set of topics, was not employed. - Instead, each ddalogue was
analyzed according to as many of ‘the manifest and latent -
A

referénces made by the speakers as were discernible.

" NoTES - I,

1. A strict content analyais schemg which would have coded
ly exclusive -

2.

¢+« L 'a "conversation?"”
S iresldents.
- ‘rare at People's

‘ Lsimilar.approachfis suggested by Rutherford, et-al. (1970).

In order net to foreclose prematurely .on the'cdgpus

through an a priori definition, a wide degree of latitude
was ultlmatéiy permitted with regard’ to what would be considered I
o | =

_States of prolonged verbal contact among
/between residents 'and staff,-were ‘extremely

in the gerontology literature (c¢f. Carmichael, 1976), and so -

passing greetings, chit-chat, dinner time talk, service

. requests, and so on.
3.

male residents, explain w
female conversations. -

In gact. most talk which was not dirécfly concerned wit
staff's instrunental tasks took place in the main living roo
.or on the ward corridors.

h.

I was also discoura

« -
.o N

-

Residents complained that staff

members would often walk into their rooms without uttering a
‘word, needless to say, without offering an apology. '

5.

. in "A™ lounge, waiting

(Interview with Frances Smith:) ) _

Some exémples: i' T " A

The reside “s are sitting around the tables
lunch.) One of the janitors
enters. He is very bouncey, and my:subpjective reaction
is that he "livens up” all the otherss .

612:00 noon.

- Janitor: How are you doing, baby?

Ellen: Are you going to eat?

Janitor: Yep, I got me a appetite, Baby. ' : 4
.(In "A" lounge, after 1uncha)." - e ;'
A nurse’'s aide who usually works on "C/D" walks by with
a tray. ’ o o : ‘
Mrs. Raymond: Why, hi, what are you doing ‘here? I
Alde: They mixed up the trays. .

ped you over here.

' Raymond: Oh, well. I thought they ship

Ailde:-No, not yet. How're you? -~
Raymond: Fine, thank you. : o
Aide: Good. Well, bye.

i

SJSs What do you talk about with the kitchen people?

23

ome, as they are in many _institutions reported

- it was necessary to examine the content of all manner of talk -

ed by the women from'sfaying with the

menﬁ their fears, coupled\with resistance I met from several
hy most of the data are derived from -

J



S ‘ §m§th: There used to be this Black cook naméd Teddy..

. : 5~~When he'd be 'leaving at night. I used to jtell him about, -
: how good the birthday cakes were.. He used to tell me . -

' . 1 was 80 easy to cook for.

: SJS: What -do you talk about with Sheila or Carol? (the
activities‘personnel)

Smiths Carol.gave me a pur le passion plant. . You see.

A _ zsﬁs points to the window. I'have a sunny window. . It's
: . - grown all the way up to the window. So when she passes '
ot by I call her in to cut it. And every now and then I

‘ : ‘call her in to look at it. and she's always asking me how

it's doing o

. 6. The nurses OBViously possessed more\ channels of informa-
- tion retrieval than did the patients - including the patients’
. files and informal conwersation w1th the patients' families.

’ 7. For example:

® A N 4 L
: "B" wing nurse’s station:) : :
R Lyons: (Holds up a Piece of paper ith some numbers
‘ oon t.) Will you dial for jme? I- can t stand up to ~
: -~ reach it. '
Alde: Sure. (Comes from behind the desk ) _
Yyons: Thank you. Y° knowa'I used to be a: telephone ,

operator, worked the switchboards for the' telephonem
~ company here in Philadelphiaﬁ’ . N \
Aide' "Yeah. -7 . '\‘

Lyons: Yeah. . \

8. A less “dramatic" examples

T (Near "E" nurse 8 station:)

. Lucy-FPischer: This here is my brother. _

. Nurse: Hi,"  how;re you?. . :

' Brother: Fine, thank. you. Lucy was just telling me - .

Fischer: He's gonna take me home today.

‘NursestOh, that's nice of you.
. Fischers Yeah. He works for the department of (9). and

ve ~ he got_some time off.

Iz ~

new stafr member being cued into these rules:

9. Note
- =g :Dieti ian: ge\asked me if I'm married. and it 1 go
- . 7 ¢ to schpol. . .
' -~ Nurses He don't know any better, really. _ : .
: DIethian: Really. I didn’'t mind. T
Nurse: well, you're better off not getting too friendly- ”
'y know. . ) :

- 10. *Perhaps I was fulfilling a necessary social function for
~ -the institution. On several occasions, the recreation director
( commented about my “"social visits™ with residents by noting v
that it was having such a pésitive effect. She noted that, as -

|
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a result of my visita‘ it was possible for more of the.
residents to engage in some conversation during the day

N with “outsiders” since the recreation staff was otherwise -
o ‘.took:mall to accommodate such exterided 1nteract10na1 frame~ '
- wor . .

p—

¢ 11 Goffman.writes:< . R e

In:a totai 1nstitution o« o e mlnute segments of a
- . person’'s line of activity may be subjected to .
’ . regulations and judgments by staff; the inmate’s
‘life is penetrated by constant sanctlonlng interaction
from above, especially during the initial period of
dtay before the inmate accepts the negulatlons un-
thinkingly (1961:38) , ) W _

=

And. Gustafson writess _ : -

Although no staff memBer or relative will directly
discourage the patient from making new friends . . . ,
- he is’ often not expected .or encouraged to do so. . .
Adm1331on to the home is usually treated as the end of
one’'s useful social career (quoted in'Marshall, 1975:

1130). \ o

A}
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