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Feminist Conversation Analysis: 
Opportunities for HCI

 

 

Abstract 
Drawing from literature on conversation analysis, 
feminist conversation analysis, and human-computer 
interaction, I present the potential of feminist 
conversation analysis as a method that can contribute 
to furthering the feminist agenda in the field of human-
computer interaction.  
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Introduction 
Feminist scholars are concerned with investigating and 
understanding the oppression of women using a variety 
of methods and analytic tools, including ethnographic 
methods [3], literary criticism [4], historical analysis 
[12], and conversation analysis [6]. These methods are 
used to uncover women’s experiences, to expose 
sexism in past and present cultural and social practices, 
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and to understand how the gendered self is constructed 
and reified through mundane, everyday action. 

Feminist methods also serve a purpose in 
understanding gender as it relates to the field of 
human-computer interaction (HCI) [1]. In this paper, I 
discuss a particular feminist method that has the 
potential to contribute to Shaowen Bardzell’s [1] call to 
examine “how technologies construct and perpetuate 
gender and the ensuing implications for the practice of 
design,” as well as to help HCI researchers uncover 
research and design opportunities while working within 
a feminist ideology. To reveal the various socio-
technical elements that may have an effect on the 
process women go through when they engage with 
technologies, we can begin by understanding: 

1) The role technologies play in building and 
maintaining gender identities 

2) The (potentially) gendered assumptions that 
are built in to technologies 

Before embarking upon designing new technologies 
with feminist aspirations in mind, we need to 
understand how technologies are perceived by the 
women who use them, as well as the role technologies 
play in how women construct their identities. One way 
to establish the effects technologies have on the 
gendered self, and perpetuate the performance of 
gender, is to employ analytic methods that work to 
illuminate the hidden, taken-for-granted aspects of 
social life. As we come to understand how women 
interact with technologies in their everyday lives—
which involves the meanings assigned to those 

technologies—we can begin to discover possibilities for 
design that take feminist ideologies into account. 

I introduce the potential of Feminist Conversation 
Analysis [6,8] to provide an analytic approach for 
feminist HCI researchers in our pursuit to uncover and 
better understand the relationship between gender and 
technology. 

Conversation Analysis 
Simply stated, conversation analysis (CA) is the 
“academic study of talk-in-interaction” [6]. 
Conversation analysts examine recorded talk that takes 
place in naturally occurring situations, and analyze the 
conversations at a minute level of detail. Some of the 
details conversation analysts attend to include turn-
taking between participants, speaker pauses, and the 
overall organization of talk [9]. Conversation analysts 
do not take the context of the conversation into 
account, nor do they assign identity categories (i.e. 
race, gender) to speakers unless those categories are 
mentioned by participants. 

Feminist Conversation Analysis 
Developed by Celia Kitzinger, feminist conversation 
analysis (FCA) builds upon the principles of 
conversation analysis [6,8]. However, feminist 
conversation analysts depart from one of the 
cornerstones of “traditional” CA in their admittedly 
politicized goals of illustrating how sexism, racism and 
additional forms of discrimination are “routinely 
incorporated into everyday conversations without 
anyone noticing or responding to them” [6]. Kitzinger 
(among others [2]) argues that researchers, as 
members of society, have the right to include 
knowledge about gender into their analyses precisely 
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because gender is a taken-for-granted aspect of daily 
life. Researchers using FCA have shown, for example, 
that sexual refusal skills training for women—which 
instruct us to “just say no” to sexual advances—ignore 
the fact that refusals are complicated, intricate 
conversational accomplishments. By using feminist 
conversation analysis, Kitzinger and Frith point to the 
many ways in which people “say no,” and how that 
information is not taken into account when assigning 
(or not) culpability in instances of sexual harassment 
and sexual assault [5].  

Conversation Analysis and HCI 
Many HCI researchers have implemented conversation 
analysis into the study of how humans and machines 
interact [10,11,14,15]. Through rigorous analysis of 
data at minute levels of detail, this research highlights 
how people make accomplishments through their 
interactions with technologies. It is because 
conversation analysts attend to the meticulous details 
of interaction that certain actions and behaviors can be 
revealed. Identifying the intricacies of users’ interaction 
with technologies can then help researchers and 
designers to better understand the relationships users 
develop with technologies, what they expect of 
technologies, and can provide ways to evaluate 
whether technologies are helping users reach specific 
goals [15]. 

Feminist Conversation Analysis and HCI 
Having provided a brief overview of both feminist 
conversation analysis and the use of conversation 
analysis in HCI, I propose that we can use feminist 
conversation analysis to further the aims of a feminist 
agenda within the field of HCI. Using FCA, we can 
approach research and design opportunities with a 

focus on uncovering potentially gendered assumptions 
about, or orientations to, technologies. We can also see 
how those assumptions may be built in to the 
technologies themselves.  

An additional motive for the use of FCA in HCI is that 
researchers who use FCA often draw on their own lived 
experiences in determining the phenomena they choose 
to study [8]. As feminists who care about technology 
and interface design, we can respond to Celia 
Kitzinger’s request to be mindful of the ways in which 
we go about our day-to-day lives, which includes our 
interactions with and uses of technologies. Being alert 
and noticing our own relationships with and perceptions 
of technology can provide the basis for future research 
studies and design opportunities. 

Potential Directions for FCA in HCI Research 
Exactly how to go about using feminist conversation 
analysis in HCI research is open to discussion. Below 
are some ideas that may serve as a point of departure 
for future studies. 

One possibility is to draw from Susan Speer’s [12] 
example of using prompts in research studies. Prompts 
are used as “stimulus materials” in research settings to 
spark conversation between participants and to incite 
naturally-occurring talk. Examples of prompts may be 
video clips, photos, or specific objects. The prompts 
used by Speer in a 2002 study were images of men and 
women partaking in traditionally unconventional 
activities, (e.g. women boxing and men ballet dancing), 
as well as conventional activities (e.g. women 
shopping, and men playing rugby), with the 
presumption that the prompts would instigate talk 
involving gendered points of view. The thrust of Speer’s 
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article focuses on the relationship between the 
researcher and the researched. She explains the 
potential drawbacks of moderators using prompts, 
which include compromising neutrality of the situation, 
and participant framing of talk based on the perceived 
researcher agenda.  

Recognizing that the points Speer makes are important 
and valid, I posit that the use of prompts can still be a 
useful exercise for those interested in understanding 
the role technology might play in gender production 
and vice-versa. Prompts for such a study might be 
images of men and women interacting with 
technologies, or technological artifacts themselves. 
Before we embark upon designing technologies that 
take feminist ideologies into consideration, we must 
first understand the relationships people have (or do 
not have) with technologies, and the role technologies 
play in identity construction. 

An additional research option involves taking a cue 
from Kitzinger’s analysis of afterhours phone calls to 
medical service hotlines [7]. In this research, the 
author reveals the heteronormative assumptions 
enacted by both those calling the hotline, and the 
medical personnel answering the phone. The data for 
Kitzinger’s study were collected for purposes other than 
what she ultimately used them for; they are naturally-
occurring instances of people talking, and through the 
use of feminist conversation analysis, Kitzinger shows 
how heteronormativity is deeply ensconced in our 
everyday lives. I posit that similar analyses might be 
done in HCI research. One possibility is to use FCA (or 
methods inspired by FCA) to examine previously 
recorded data from user studies or other situations in 
which instances of technology use were recorded. This 

type of analysis might uncover gendered assumptions 
that are built into technologies, or ways in which people 
(re)produce gender through their interactions with 
technology. 

Conclusion 
There is potential for furthering the feminist agenda in 
human-computer interaction research by using feminist 
conversation analysis to study user interactions with 
technology. In this paper, I have provided a brief 
outline of why this is a potentially fruitful endeavor, 
along with some nascent ideas about how to begin the 
incorporation feminist conversation analysis into 
human-computer interaction research.  
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