
I>mcccding' of lhe XXlllnlcmalional ('o nfercncc o f AEDEA:->. 18<)- 196, El" P Gallardo 11:, l.Iurda , Lléida , Cnl\c,",llal de Llcid". 2000 

STRATEGIES OF CODE NEGOTIATION IN 

INTERCULTURAL ENCOUNTERS 

Eva Codó ¡O/sino 

UNIVI :RSITAl ¡\UTÓI\O~I¡\ DI, BARCELOI\A 

rhe aim of lhis paper is 10 analyse lhe local stralegies implemenlce/ by speakcrs in a mullilingual 
selling 10 cSlablish a base language for lheir interaClions. Conversalional languagc negolialion 
processes have long been ncgleclee/ as a IOpic of research wilhin bilingualism stue/ies. Auer altribules 
lhis neg/ecl lo lhe pervasive influence 01' lhe macro-sociolinguislic parae/igm. Stue/ies carriee/ oul une/er 
lhis paradigm consider lhe seleclion of a language for a given inleractional episode 10 be delermined 
b)' situalional faclors. However, in an increasing number of situalions, language choice cannOl be 
anlicipaled on lhe basis of conversation·exlernal paramelers. This is also lhe case in lhe multilingual 
selling analysed here. In lhe absence of a shared language norm, parlicipanls need 10 locally negoliale 
a language of inleraclion. A conversalion·analytical approach lo language allcmalion is adopted here 
(Auer 1984, 1995, 1998). Only by underlakiflg a delailed, tum·by-lum analysis of speakers' choices, 
can we lhrow some lighl ifllO how conversational language nego!ialion processes work. 

1. Int roduc tion 

This paper seeks 10 explore Ihe eonversalional 
means Ihrough whieh partieipants in a goal-oriented 
speech aClivily negoliale and evenlually agrcc upon 
a la/lguage oj i/l/eme/io/l (Auer 1984). Dala comes 
from a corpus of 332 audio-recorded scrvice 
encounters galhered allhe main Tourisl Informal ion 
Cenlre (TIC) in Barcelona. 

The eSlablishmenl of a common language of inle
raclion is a maller of ulrnOSI concem for parlicipanls 
in Ihese encounters. Scrvice interaclions are goal
orientcd aClivilies (Lcvinson 1992). The fundamen
lal means Ihrough which speaker' goals can be 
accornplished is wlk-i/l-i/l/emc/io/l. However, whal 
language 10 employ is nOI evident 10 spcakers in 
Ihis selling. The TIC is a rnultilingual place. 

Participants come frorn a variely of linguislic 
backgrollnds. In addilion, Ihe rnajorily of encounters 
are firsl-lime exchangcs. Speakers have no expec
lalions as 10 Ihe la/lguage prejere/lees (Auer 1984) 
of Iheir co-participanls based on previou 
inleraclional experiences (Torras 1998). The proces 
01' langllage seleclion muSI be a local one. L'\nguage 
choice is broughl 10 Ihc foreground of Ihe 
convcrsalion by Ihe abscnce of a shared language 
norm. 

In Ihis papel'. a sequential approach 10 Ihe sludy 
of bilingllal convcrsations (Auer 1984. 1995, 1998) 
is adopled. More specifically. we build upon Auer's 
nOlions of prejere/lce-relared language altemalion 
and la/lguage /legoriario/l seque/lces 10 account for 
Ihe language negoliation pallerns encollnlered in Ihe 
dala. 
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2. A sequential approach to language 
alternation 

The goal of Auer', sequential approach lO bilingual 
inleraclions is lO accounl for lhe proced/lres 
bilingual participanlS employ lO inlerprellhe silualed 
rneaning of language allernalion pracliees in con
versal ion (1984, 3).According 10Auer, lhis meaning 
can only be caplured by examining languagc 
ahernalion praclices in lhe scquenlÍal conlexl in 
which lhey occur. 

Auer idenlifies lwO funclions language ahernalion 
can servc in conversalion. Firsl. il can be ernploycd 
lO provide parlicipanlS wilh c1ues aboul lhe 
organisalion of lhe ongoing interaclion (disCO/lrse
related ahernalion). Secondly. il can be used as a 
display of preferel/ce (participalll-relared aherna
lion). This is lhe lype of ahernalion mOSl frequelllly 
associaled wilh language negolialion processes. 
Auer's nolÍon of preference is nOl a psychological 
concepl bUl il refers lO lhe aClllal displays in 
conversalion of speakers' linguiSlic choices (1984, 
7). The following lwO pallerns (Auer 1995) can 
resuh from participanl-related allernalion: 

(1) 

Pal/em /la : 
Pal/em /lb : 

Al 82 Al B2 Al B2 Al B2 
Al B2 Al 82// A2 Al A2 Al 

AfB: languages 112: speakers 

The firSl pallern (Ha) is one in which each speaker 
licks lO hisfl1er preferred language. The second 

pallern (Ilb) conlains whal Auer lerms a lallg/lage 
I/egolialioll seq/lel/ce. This is defined as a sequence 
"which begins wilh a disagreernenl as belween two 
or more partie about what language to use for 
interaction and ends a. soon as one of them 'give 
in' to the olher's preferred codc" (1984. 21). Once 
convergence is achieved. the conversation is resumed 
in lhe new language. 

3. Implicit and explicit negotiations: Accounting 
for strategies of language negotiation in TIC 
encounters 

Auer's notion of a lal/g/lage I/egolialiol/ sequellce 
accoullls for processe. of negotialion which take 
place ··implieitly". that is in addition to "whatever 
cisc speakers may do" (1984. 47). Even though 
Auer himself stales lhal il is possible for participants 
to go aboul sellling lhe language choice issue eilher 
explicitly and implicitly (1984.46). he concentrates 
exelusi\'c1y on negotiations of lhe implicit kind. 

ot all language negotialion processes in lhe 
Barcelona TIC encounlers are deah with by par
licipal1ls in an implicil \Vay. In a large nurnber of 
encounters. interaclallls formulatc thcir linguistic 
wants cxplicilly. i.c. al a melalinguislic leve!. In lhis 
sllIdy, thcrefore. \Ve will use lhe lerrn implicil lO 
refer lO whal Auer calb a lallguage lIegolialiol/ 
seq/lel/ce. thal is to designate lhose negotiation 
processes in wl1ich parlÍcipants use language choice 
for individual tums as displays of preference. The 
term explicil will be employed in those ca es in 
which lhe negotiation of the language of il1leraction 
i accomplished through melalinguislie talk. 

3.1. Ceneral pallerns 

The overall pallern emerging from lhe data is thal 
proceso es of language negolialion in the TIC corpus 
usually lake place during lhe early stages of lhe 
conversalion. Since language negolialions are largely 
mOlivated by reasons of linguistic (in)competenee. 
lhey must be 'elllcd before any substanlial talk lakes 
place. Ahernatively. a communicalion breakdown 
would be likcly to ensuc. 
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Another feature of language negotiation processes 
in this corpus is that they are by and large initiated 
by the enquiring party. This is to be allribuled lO 
the structure of service interactions. to the discursive 
roles adopted by parlicipants and to lheir 
asymmetrical linguistic abilities. 
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3.2. Implicil language negolÍalions 

Implicil negOl1al1ons unfold al Ihe sarne limc as 
participanls carry OUI Ihc scrvicc inlcraclion. Since 
Ihey slart wilh divcrgencc. al leasl IwO lurns musl 
bc prcscnl. Thc sccond lurn in Ihcse encounlers is 
normally providcd by Ihc cnquircr. When languagc 
choice in Ihis tum docs nOI coincide wilh language 
choicc in Ihe firsl turn. an implicil language 
ncgolialion scqucncc slart-.. Thcsc scqucnccs arc 
vcry short in our corpus. Mosl of Ihem span over 
1\\"0 tums only. The) begin in Ihc second turn -
wilh Ihc enquircr's displa) of prcfcrence- and 
lenninalc in Ihe Ihird lurn - wilh Ihc scn'icc pcr
son's convergence 10 thc cnquircr's prefcrrcd 
language. When Ihe TIC cmployce is not compclcnt 
in thc ncw codc. languagc ncgotiations arc scttled 
explicitly. Long periods of divcrgence arc avoided. 
sincc mutual comprchcnsibilily is nOI c\idenl. 

As we havc just said. implicit ncgotiations usually 
start in thc sccond lurn. A c10scr examination of 
thcsc scqucnces reveal two dislincl pattern . which 
have al so becn identified by Torras (1998) in a 
corpu. of Calalan-Ca tilian crvice encountcr dala. 
Divcrgencc from Ihc first lurn can start immcdialcly. 
as in Example 1. or il can be dclayed. as in Exam
plc 2. 

Example 1: 

01 · · AS6:!:J.Q.ill. 
02* *ENQ: helio. 
03"" *AS6: helio. 
04 *E Q: erm # when can we go see the 
i1luminated fountains? 

In linc 02. El Q produccs a second pair parl 10 Ihc 
grccling sequcnce opened by AS6. Thc IwO parts 
of the grceting scqucncc are in diffcrcnt languages. 
An implicilncgoliation sequcnce has startcd. Therc 
is an inlcresling point 10 bc nOled herc. Thc other
languagencss of Ihe sccond part of Ihc greeling is 
nOliccd and orientcd 10 by AS6 in line 03. Thc 
lexical ilem in line 02 seems 10 function as a repair
iniliator. The il//eme/iol/al charae/er o/ COIlI'ersmiOI/ 
force s participanl 10 display in each conversalional 
move Iheir undcrslanding of Ihe prcvious lurn. 

Thus. Ihrough his sclf-repair. which marks Ihe end 
of Ihc ncgotiation scqucncc. AS6 shows Ihal he has 
underslood ENQ's divcrgcnce as a displa) of 
prefercnce for a new language and hc shows his 
ali¡:l/lIIellt with Ihc ne\\ codeo 

In conlrasl with Ihc previous IwO cxamples. in 
Example 2 thc inlroduclion of Ihc ncw codc is 
delayed. The second turno where mosl imphclt 
negolialion scquences were said to start. is itsc1f 
a code-switchcd turno Thc enquirer initially convcr
ges b) answering thc sen' ice pcrson's grecling tum 
in Ihc same language. i.e. Spanish (Iine 02). bUI 
immcdiatcly after formlllates his scn ice requesl in 
the new language. 

Examplc 2: 

01 AS4: hola. 
02" El: holacan wc have two maps please'? 
03 AS4: two maps. 

3.3. Explicil language negolialions 

Explicillanguage negolialion proccsscs have received 
very little attention in Ihe litcralure on language 
choice. They have only bcen documented by Heller 
(1982) in Québec (Canada). Auer (1984) 
acknowledges Ihe exislence of explicit negotialions 
in certain bi/multilingllal contexls. but he does nol 
explore Ihem. He claims thal lhey scem 10 be 
"Iypical of spccial occasions" (1984. 46), such as 
firsl meelings bctwecn slrangers. As \vc have seen. 
Ihese IwO conditions are also met in Ihc Barcelona 
TIC encOllnters. 

I f we definc service encounlerS as an (/c/il'i/)' /ype 
(Levinson 1992) with a spccific slruclural 
configllralion. we can con~ider explicil negoliations 
a separate episode within Ihal SlruClure. \Ve will 
term Ihis episode Ihe lallguage lIegolia/iol/ episode. 
In the following section Ihc convcrsalional 
organisation of Ihis episode will be discusscd. 
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3.3.1. The structure o( explicit language 
negotiations 

Explicil language negolialions have a recurrent 
Slruclure. They begin wilh an Ullerance Wilh rising 
inlonalion in which one of lhe parties (usually lhe 
enquirer) asks aboul lhe olher party's language 
abilily. The aClion lhal ullerance pcrfonns in lhe 
sequelllial environmenl where il occurs is a requesl 
for . ome kind of aClion. i.e. lhe adoplion of a 
spccific language of intcraclion. as evidenced by 
lhe illlerloculor's rcaclion 10 il. Indced. in lhose 
cascs where lhe interloculor is compelenl in lhe 
language proposed. lhe response 10 lhe inilial 
queslion is always in lhe new codeo even when lhis 
enlaib di\'crging from lhe pre\ious llIm Thi\ is 
preciscly whal happens in lhc following example. 

Example 3: 

01 *EI Q: hola. 
02 *AS 1: +" hola. 
03* 
04* 
05 

*E lQ: hablas inglés? 
*AS 1: yes. 
*E lQ: I ' d like to know some add resses 
like Intemational House. 

06 * AS 1: In terna tiona l Housc. 

A we can . ee, partlclpanls in lhi. encounler do 
nOl deal wilh language choice in addilion 10 

whalevcr else lhey may do in lhe conversalion bUl 
devole a whole conversalional episode 10 sellling 
il. The firsl llIrn in lhe negolialion sequence is in 
line 03. Referenlially. il is a demand of informal ion 
(in English) aboul Ihc linguislic abililies of AS l. 
The enslIing llIrn is in Spanish. The conversalion
analylical approach adopled in Ihis paper holds Ihal 
any lurn is heard as being direclly relalcd 10 Ihc 
preceding lurn and il, producer as displaying 
underslanding of Ihal prior lurn. Thus. AS 1 's move 
in line 04 displays Ihal . he has underslood E lQ'S 
llIm as a reque I 10 adopl a new language of 
inleraClion and lhm she has aCled accordingly. 

The Iype of cxplicil languagc negolialion pre ented 
above. i.e. madc up of a reque. I and lhe graling 
oflhe requesl - allhough nOl necessarily in differenl 
languages-. is Ihe mosl frequelll in Ihe dala. This 
sequence may also conlain a lhird llIrn where Ihe 

speaker who has inilialed lhe ncgolialion provides 
an assessment of Ihe silllalion (good. excellel/I. 

okay. elc). There are, however. a few encounlers in 
lhe corpus where. inSlead of one single code, a 
choice of codes is presented. In this Iypc of 
sequences. which were also alleSled by Heller 
(1982) in Monlréal, lhe party who calls the 
language of inleraclion 10 queslion docs nol wanl 
10 be lhe one who delermines il. Consider Example 
4 below. 

Example 4 : 

01 
02* 

03* 
04* 
05 

AS6: 11.Qffi. 
E Q: ~ # <1 do> (/11 don't know ir 

pos par/are ita/ial/o o il/g/ese? 
*AS6: il/g/ese xxx. 

*ENQ: +" il/g/ese. 

" E lQ: l'm looking fol' a [11 a museum of 
eh: drama a nd .\pell(/c%. 

E Q propose a choice of languages 10 AS6 (Iine 
02). It is ignificanl 10 nOle lhal lhe queslion which 
begins lhe negolialion phase and which propo es 
a choice of codel> is in ilself a code-swilched 
ullerance. This could be inlerpreled as a slrategy 
of neulralily (Heller 1988) on E Q's part to avoid 
commilling himself wilh one of lhe lWO languages. 
PUl in olher words. E Q secms 10 be cncoding 
linguislically whal he is proposing melalinguislically. 
Unlike Example 3 above, in lhis example AS6's 
response 10 E Q\ queslion is nOl in lhe ncw 
languagc. This is because lhe aClion lhe llIrn 
inilialing lhe negolialion episode doc. is in lhis ca e 
a lrue demand for informal ion. The choice of Italian 
in lines 03 and 04 is mOlivalcd for reasons of lopical 
cohesion. 
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3.3.2. Language choice in explicit negotiation 
sequences 

As we saw in seclion 3.2. language choice is a 
conslilUlive clernenl 01' irnplicillanguage ncgoliation 
sequenccs. This is so, bccause as AlIer say , in 
irnplieit ncgoliatiolls 'Ianguage choice for indivi
duallUms is il elf cmployed 10 do whm melalingui lic 
lalk ma) accornplish in olher cases' (1984, 46) . 
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Lingui~lic divergence from Ihe previous IlIrn i~ whal 
signals Ihe onsel of an irnplicil negolialion episode. 

In explicillanguage negolialion sequences. however. 
a differenl piclure emerges. As conversalionalish 
formulale Iheir linguislic wanll> explicilly. Ihe 
relalionship belween language choice and Ihe 
beginning of Ihe negolialion process is weakened. 
Thus. Ihe opening IlIrn of an explicil language 
negolialion sequence may or Illay nOI be in Ihe ne\\' 
language proposed. The IWO pallerns co-exisl in our 
corpus. 

4. Conclusion 

In Ihb paper 1 have focused on Ihe slralegies 
employed by panicipanh in a mullilingual \elling 
10 eslablish a language of inleraclion. The dala has 
shown Ihal Ihey may negoliale Ihe choice of a base 
language implicilly. Ihal is al Ihe same lime as Ihey 
carry oul Ihe sen'ice encounler. Divergence frOIll 
Ihe previous IlIrn marks Ihe onsel of Ihe negolialion 
process. The negolialion ends as soon as one of Ihe 
panicipanls accolllmodales 10 Ihe olhe(s preferred 
language. When speakers negoliale a common 
language of interaclion explicilly, Ihey do Ihis 
Ihrough melalinguislic lalk. A whole episode, i.e. 
Ihe language negolialion episode. is devoled 10 Ihal 
end. In sorne explicil negolialion proces es, however, 
a choice of languages is offered. Finally, we have 
nOled Ihal in explicil negolialions Ihe beginning of 
Ihe negolialion can no longer be equaled wilh 
language divergence. 
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Appendix: Transcription key 

The lape-recorded malerials used in Ihis paper have 
been Iranscribed according 10 Ihe guidelincs sel out 
in Ihe LIDES Coding Manual (L1PPS Group, 
fonhcoming). The following Iranscriplion 
conventions have been employed. 

XXX 

+" 

1>1/[<1 
< > 
# 
plain lexl 
bold 
italics 
underljned 
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uninlelligible malerial 
lalching of previous ullerance 
overlap precedes / overlap follow$ 
scope symbols 
pause 
Spanish 
English 
Italian 
Undecidable 




