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3
NATURALLY
OCCURRING DATA
Andrea Golato

Introduction
All pragmatic research is based on some form of linguistic data, be it invented, elicited, observed
or recorded (for a similar argument, see Jucker 2009). Of these, no one method of data collection
and analysis is intrinsically better than any other. Rather, the data type, method of data collection and method of analysis adopted in a particular study should depend solely on the research
question at hand (for similar arguments, see also Grotjahn and Kasper 1991; Bardovi-Harlig
1999; Turnbull 2001; Barron 2003; Félix-Brasdefer 2007: 159; Golato and Golato 2013). Thus, a
researcher interested in language intuition, for instance, goes about data collection and analysis
differently than a researcher interested in actual language use. This chapter discusses naturally
occurring data and their use in pragmatics research that focuses on spoken language. It starts out
by providing a definition of the term and a rationale for the use of such data. It then discusses
the two ways in which naturally occurring data are typically collected, namely using field notes
and recordings.

Naturally occurring data – what are they and
why should they be used?
A useful definition of what counts as naturally occurring data is provided by Potter, who suggests using the ‘(conceptual) dead social scientist’s test’. Potter asks:
Would the data be the same, or be there at all, if the researcher got run over on the
way to work? An interview would not take place without the researcher there to ask
the questions; a counselling session would take place whether the researcher turns up
to collect the recording or not.
(Potter 2002: 541)
As Potter clearly highlights, naturally occurring data are data that are not directly elicited by
the researcher; instead, they are data that are observed. Each and every feature of the interaction (e.g., the context, underlying assumptions, linguistic realisations of a given speech event) is
talked into being (Heritage 1984) by the participants of the interaction, whereas in elicited data
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these features are predetermined by the elicitation instrument designed by the researcher (FélixBrasdefer 2007; Félix-Brasdefer and Hasler-Barker, Chapter 4, this volume). One important
argument for using naturally occurring data is that experimenters may not predict all (or even
the most common) situations in which a given speech event (e.g., a compliment or an apology)
may be produced (Kasper 2000). Also, different situations may lead to different realisations of
a speech event: for instance, a compliment used at the beginning of a meal leads to a different
response than a compliment produced at the end of a meal (Golato 2005). Moreover, as Atkinson and Heritage (1984: 3) note: ‘The experimenter is unlikely to anticipate the range, scope,
and variety of behavioural variation that might be responsive to experimental manipulation’.
Several studies have compared naturally occurring data with data obtained through other
elicitation methods, such as role plays, written or oral discourse completion tasks (DCTs) or
questionnaires. Comparisons of naturally occurring data and DCTs have shown that the latter
fail to capture how sequences are initiated and then unfold in the interaction (Beebe and Cummings 1985;Wolfson 1989; Beebe and Cummings 1996). Moreover, subjects produce utterances
on DCTs that are different in terms of length, complexity, and linguistic realisation than those
in naturally occurring data (Bodman and Eisenstein 1988; Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig 1992;
Hassall 1997; Turnbull 2001; Golato 2003; Bou-Franch and Lorenzo-Dus 2008; Félix-Brasdefer
2010; Economidou-Kogetsidis 2013).This was also found when DCT data were compared with
large-scale corpus data, specifically, the 5 million-word Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in English (CANCODE) collected between 1991 and 2001 (Schauer and Adolphs 2006).
However, in a study of requests, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2013) has shown that data from
written DCTs and naturally occuring data display similar trends in terms of directness and
lexical/phrasal modification, thus indicating that ‘to a certain extent, the WDCT requests represent an approximation to the naturally occurring requests’ (Economidou-Kogetsidis 2013: 33,
emphasis in the original).
Comparisons between role plays and naturally occurring data have shown that role plays
capture interactional details (e.g., turn-taking features, on-line planning, hesitations, hedges) and
thus yield more realistic data than other data elicitation methods (e.g., Bodman and Eisenstein
1988; Kasper and Dahl 1991; Turnbull 2001; Félix-Brasdefer 2007; Huth 2010; Bataller 2013).
However, role-play data are still only an approximation of actual conversation as they differ in
significant ways from naturally occurring data in terms of length, complexity, and prosodic and
other linguistic features (Hassall 1997; Félix-Brasdefer 2007; Bataller and Shively 2011; Baller
2013). For these reasons, researchers generally recommend naturally occurring data for analyses
of actual language use (Turnbull 2001; Golato 2003; Félix-Brasdefer 2007; Bou-Franch and
Lorenzo-Dus 2008; Bataller and Shively 2011). We turn now to the two methods of collecting
naturally occurring data, namely to field notes and audio and/or video recordings.

Field notes
Researchers take field notes on site either as observers or as participant observers. When they
hear or observe a linguistic exchange of interest to their study, they note it down as soon as
possible after it has occurred. Typically, information is also recorded about the context of the
interaction (e.g., the participants, the location, intonation, any other noteworthy elements). Such
contextual information may be indispensable in data analysis, depending on the research question of the investigator (Kasper 2000). A researcher may conduct the field observations on his or
her own, but might also send a number of research assistants into the field who are trained with
regard to both the phenomenon of interest and data collection methods. Overall, this method
allows for collecting naturalistic data quickly and in a wide range of conversational contexts, and
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from a variety of sources (Kasper 2000). However, this data collection method is not without
limitations, the most obvious one being that researchers have to rely on their memory when
noting down the observed exchanges. Research (Labov 1984; Lehrer 1989) has shown that a
person’s recall of prior utterances is limited in terms of both quantity and quality, and frequently
does not include elements which were not tightly integrated into the original sentence structure
(e.g., modifiers, intensifiers, hedges). In addition, the lack of recordings means that there is no
opportunity for replay and consequently no possibility for other researchers to independently
verify the occurrence of the utterance. A second problem associated with this method of data
collection is that the researcher may note down only the most common or expected linguistic
forms of a given speech act, and may fail to recognise (or recognise only later in the interaction)
that a speech event of interest has taken place. As Kasper (2000: 319) states: ‘[T]here is thus a real
danger that memorisation and taking field notes will result in recording salient and expected (or
particularly unexpected) facets of the interaction, at the expense of less salient but perhaps decisive (often indexical) material’. Given these limitations, it seems that field notes might be appropriate to use when researchers are interested in the semantic content or situational context of a
given speech event, but less appropriate when actual language use is the object of investigation.

Recordings
Recorded naturally occurring data allows for exact and repeated analysis of the linguistic material, and for data verification by other researchers. Whenever interactants have visual access
to one another, as in most face-to-face interactions and through web conferencing services,
conversations are typically video recorded so that the researcher has the same access to utterances, gestures, gaze, and other embodiments as the conversational partners themselves. In rare
situations, video recordings are not feasible, for instance in certain institutional settings where
subjects fear that video recordings may reveal industry secrets (Golato 2003). In these settings,
audio recordings are made. Otherwise, audio recordings are used for capturing telephone interactions or non-video web conferencing interactions.Typically, the researcher sets up the recording equipment (at times multiple recording devices are necessary to capture the entire setting)
and then leaves the room. Note that in many countries, ethical practices suggest and/or law
requires that the researcher seek written consent from subjects prior to any recording.
Working with recordings of naturally occurring data is not without its challenges. As Labov
(1972: 209) stated: ‘The aim of linguistic research in the community must be to find out how
people talk when they are not being systematically observed; yet we can only obtain this data by
systematic observation’. With respect to the present discussion, this means that the very presence
of recording equipment may alter subjects’ speech production. However, if given even a short
time to adjust, subjects tend to forget that they are being recorded (Kasper 2000). Depending
on the speech event, it can sometimes take longer to amass a corpus of an appropriate size
(Kasper 2000), and the time it takes to transcribe the recordings can be considerable (as can be
the costs if one pays for transcription services). However, the increasing availability of public
corpora for a variety of languages (for English corpora, see Lee 2010) allows for examining data
from a diverse set of speakers hailing from a variety of backgrounds (cf. Weisser, Chapter 5, this
volume). A further challenge is that certain speech acts may not occur frequently in interaction
or may be difficult to obtain (Kasper and Dahl 1991; Billmyer and Varghese 2000). In the latter
situation, it may take some extra effort to secure permission to audio-video record in certain settings. However, recordings of interactions in cars at car dealerships in France (Mondada 2009), in
families dealing with terminally ill patients (Beach 2009) and of arguments between individuals
(Jackson and Jacobs 1980) are just a few of the studies that have investigated data that might at
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first glance be considered difficult to obtain. Beebe and Cummings (1996) have stated that it is
difficult to systematically compare speech samples from different groups and different points in
time. A number of studies since, however, have successfully compared speech events across cultures and groups, even at different points in time (Placencia 1997; Pavlidou 2000; Golato 2002;
Taleghani-Nikazm 2002). Similarly, Shively (2011) has demonstrated that naturally occurring data
can successfully be used to demonstrate language development over time in study abroad contexts.

Conclusion
A major challenge facing researchers who work with naturally occurring data is a lack of control of speaker and context variables, such as age and/or social backgrounds of the speakers
(Yuan 2001). Researchers for whom such controls are important may follow Turnbull’s (2001)
approach to data collection: here, subjects are selected according to speaker variables and receive
certain tasks to perform that likely involve the speech act of interest. Crucially, however, subjects
are not made aware that their talk is the object of the investigation. For instance, when studying
negotiation strategies, teams of subjects engaged in a computer game in competition with other
teams, subjects were under the impression that their game moves were the focus of the experiment, whereas in reality the researcher was interested in their language use.
While it may seem that obtaining data in the form of field notes and recordings is more
involved than collecting data via elicitation techniques, these two methods of data collection
yield the most naturalistic forms of data as defined earlier. Such data are vital when researchers
are interested in actual language use, whereas other methods of data collection may be useful for
different research purposes (cf. Golato 2003; Jucker 2009).

Suggestions for further reading
Sidnell, J. and Stivers, T. (eds.) (2014) The Handbook of Conversation Analysis. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Chapter 3 presents factors to consider during the actual recording of naturally occurring data, while
chapter 4 discusses transcription techniques.
Tracy, S. J. (2013) Qualitative Research Methods: Collecting Evidence, Crafting Analysis, Communicating Impact.
Malden, MA: Blackwell.
This book provides a very detailed overview of the factors to consider when conducting field work.
The following books provide overviews of various research methods in (applied) linguistics:
Dörnyei, Z. (2007) Research Methods in Applied Linguistics: Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed Methodologies.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Litosseliti, L. (2010) Research Methods in Linguistics. London/New York: Continuum International.
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