
 
introducing 

MEDIATED DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 
 

Dr Pirkko Raudaskoski, Professor with special responsibilities 
 Department of Communication & Psychology,  

University of Aalborg, Denmark 
 http://personprofil.aau.dk/profil/100997  

pirkko@hum.aau.dk 



Background 

o ‘macro’ (e.g. society, education, technology,  
organisation) is ‘done’, ‘performed’, ‘constituted’ in 
people’s everyday, materially situated, embodied 
practices, also in their language use 
 

to understand (and change) any interactional 
practice, we need to get to the details of everyday 
language use and other meaningful action, that is, to 
the ‘messy sfuff’! 
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‘Meaning’ 

• Grammar (syntax): the internal structure of the tool we use to communicate 

 

• Semantics: ‘hints’ at possible meanings that ‘seem to work’ 

 

• Pragmatics: the use of the words (and other signs): 
 

• Scenarios: abstract meaning-in-situations (cp. later Wittgenstein) 

• Real-world use: concrete, final ‘meaning’-in-interaction 
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Focus on action:  
Mediated Discourse Analysis 

• Ron Scollon 
 
(Late Professor from 
Georgetown University, 
USA) 
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http://www.cancer.dk/tobak/nyt+om+tobak+i+pressen/dodningehoveder_paa_cigaretpakker1.asp


Why do information campaigns  
not work? 

• Because they start with the ’discourse’, the 
informative text, instead of social actions: what 
do people do to produce or use the text 
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MDA: start with social action 

16 November 2012 6 

-> the principal problem is: how to analyse social action  

    (and discourse as part of it), not how to analyse a text  

6 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O_RSQSYgGB4


MDA: Central concepts 

• Mediated action: all actions are mediated 
– e.g. making a suggestion in a formal meeting 

• putting up a finger, waiting for a go-ahead, talking, using texts, etc. 
 

• Mediational means: cultural tools that are used in any action 
– e.g. the language used in taking a turn-at-talk, 

the material arrangement of the room (round table with chairs), the printed 
agenda for the meeting, coffee on the table, overhead/computer screen 
projector, laptops… 

 
• Site of engagement: multiple social practices intersect to form a unique 

moment in history, enabling a mediated action to occur 
– e.g. getting attention by lifting a finger,  

waiting for a permission to do/say something… 
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MDA: Central concepts ctd 
• Practice and mediational means: A mediational means is an object in the world 

as it has been appropriated within a practice; 
also through a person’s practice-history-habitus 
– e.g. lifting up finger to get attention/permission,  

      using the agenda to participate in a meeting…  

• Nexus of practice:  
Consists of linked social practices that we recognize in the actions of others.  
A genre of activity and the group of people who engage in that activity 
– e.g. visiting Second Life 

• Community of practice:  
Formed by a group of people who explicitly belong to a group and regularly 
interact with each other towards some common purpose or goal 
– e.g. a group of women playing football once a week 

 

• When a nexus of practice starts knowingly transferring into a community of 
practice, the process is called the technologization of a nexus of practice 
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Task 
• What is the central mediated action in your project (i.e. the phenomenon of interest)? 

• With which mediational means is it done? 

• Who are the actors? 

• Through which practices has the mediational means been acquired/learnt? 

• Does your phenomenon of interest occur in specific nexus/communities of practice? 
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Nexus Analysis 
ethnography,  

‘action research’ 



Why NA? 

• Useful when 

– interest in local interaction as 

• “non-anecdotal”: 
– how is the past socio-cultural history in this-action-now 

– what kind of action trajectories are possible/do occur? 

» makes it possible to be interested in here-and-now events 
as results of and pointing at other (past/future) social 
actions – without becoming abstract (cf. social structures) 

• Is also a good framework to “place” various 
types of data that have already been collected  
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Field research on (core)  
mediated action(s) 
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To gain an overall 
understanding of the social 
issue (~Critical Discourse 
Analysis) and to detect its 
key mediated action(s) 

To do a thorough analysis of the central 
mediated action(s)  + their ‘pasts’ and 
‘emissions’   
-> often a ‘longitudinal study of change   
    &  learning 

To detect change and to help understand the 
motives behind ways of doing + how to 
change them to something else – with the 
participants ~ action research 



I Engaging the nexus of practice:  
   To do 

• Establish the social issue you 
will study 

• Find the crucial social actors 
• Observe the interaction 

order 
• Determine the most 

significant cycles of 
discourse 

• Establish your zone of 
identification 
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I Engaging the nexus of practice:  
Strategies for getting answers 
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Ii Discourses survey:   
    media content &  
    public opinion   

Iii  Scene surveys: 
     historical body     
     questions,  
     interaction order  
     questions,  
     discourses in place  
     questions 

Iiii Focus groups 

Where 
mostly? 

Interacting with whom? 

What’s the scene; 
which 
mediational 
means are used? 

Check the results 
from 1.1. &1.2  



Triangulation 
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Four main types of data 

 
members’ generalisations (statements and claims members of the group 
make upon their own actions, ideologies and motives) – cp. opinion surveys 
 
neutral (‘objective’) observation (e.g. video/audio recordings, participant 
observations) (cp. Critical Discourse Analysis, Discursive Psychology, 
Conversation Analysis)  
 
individual member’s experience (interviews and life histories to get to the 
habitus of the individual) (cp. CDA;  DP for a critical look) 
 
observer’s interactions with members (critical discussion with the 
observed people – e.g. contradictions in their actions vs. their interview talk)  
 
 
 

 



II Navigating the nexus of practice:  
    The development of the central social     

     action(s) 

• Semiotic cycles/itineraries 
– Persons 

• What enabled these participants do 
this action? 

– Semiotic aggregates 
• How is the environment used to do 

the action?  
– Overt & internalized discourses 

• Which discourses are central, which 
invisible?  

– (The changing use of) objects & concepts 
• How did this object/concept to be 

used here? 
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II Navigating the nexus of practice:  
    The development of the central social     

     action(s) 

• Mapping: Focus on  
– Anticipations (e.g. design) & emanations 

• Is this following from before or producing a 
next?  

– Points and intervals 
• What are the most important transitions? 

– Timescales 
• As material-physical or discursively 

constructed 
– Links among semiotic cycles 

• Do these cycles always appear together? 
– Resemiotization 

• Is there a transformation in this action? 
– Circumferences 

• What are the narrowest/widest crucial 
timescales? 
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II Navigating the nexus of practice:  
    The development of the central social     

     action(s) 

• All this to 
– Understand the historicity and materiality of  the mediated  actions 

(past, future, embodiment, places/objects) 
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1. An overall idea  
(“broadstroke maps”) 
• History of the participants 
• Mediational means 
• Discourses 
• Place 

2. Select some cycles to follow 
• A longitudinal study 



II Navigating the nexus of practice:  
    With what means? 

• Discourse Analysis:  
Critical Discourse Analysis, Interactional 
Sociolinguistics, Linguistic Anthropology 

• Motive Analysis (Burke): 
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Discourse and its analysis 
• The participants’ use of speech 

• The participants’ use of texts 

• Use of images and other semiotic systems 

• ‘Within’ the participant (‘internalized’) 

• ‘Within’ the environment (‘ideology’?) 

• The researcher’s speech, writing, images 
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CDA: How are social power interests  
        produced in this discourse? 
- for example, how are native speaker  
  norms exhibited in tests?  

Interactional sociolinguistics: What 
positions and alignments are participants 
taking up in relationship to each other, to 
the discourses in which they are involved, 
the places in which these discourses 
occur, and to the mediational means they 
are using, and the mediated actions 
which they are taking? 
- for example, how do the various actors 
relate to banks and ‘greenwashing’? 
 

Linguistic anthropology: How 
are socio-cultural or historical 
thought or cultural patterns in the 
language (or other semiotic 
systems such as images or 
gestures) and its genres and 
registers providing a template for 
the actions of participants in the 
nexus of practice? 
- for example, how do the cultural 
patterns of a translator affect the 
translation process? 



Task: your project 

• Where does/did the phenomenon of your interest 
occur in ‘real life’? 
– Is your research data == the phenomenon? 
– Is your research data about the phenomenon? 

• How experienced are the participants 
– with the phenomenon of interest? 
– with your data collection method? 

• Which Discourses are relevant? 
– How are they detectable in your research data?  
– If not, (how) can you link them to your data? 
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Motive Analysis (Burke) 
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How do participants ascribe and 
allocate motives for their actions? 
 

-For example:  
  
“In order to learn, I attend various 
types of classes, with or without 
technology – or the teacher.” 
 

To understand how agents 
describe actions (can be done 
through all stages, e.g. when 
checking media content) 



Some further useful analytical tools 

• Contextual configuration (Goodwin (2000) Action and 
embodiment within situated human interaction. Journal of 
Pragmatics 32: 1489 —1522) – cp. situated activity systems 
 

 
 
 
 

• Membership Categorization Analysis (Eglin & Hester 
(1992) Category, predicate and task: The pragmatics of 
practical action. Semiotica 88(3/4): 243—268.) – cp. 
ideology 
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III ‘Planned’ change 

• What actions can you take as a participant-analyst in 
this nexus of practice that will transform discourses into 
actions and actions into new discourses and practices? 
– ‘Action research’ 

» Turning the results of NA into actions 

• New ways of doing 

• Informing the site about your results 

» Change: a new way of talking (cp motive analysis) and  
             acting (cp nexus analysis)  
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Task 

1. On the basis of today, formulate a question 
or a comment that we can discuss together 
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