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Resumen: El microanálisis representa tanto una metodología como una ma-
nera distintiva de interpretar la comunicación. En este artículo se estudia su 
aplicación al análisis del discurso político en relación a tres conceptos claves: 
el modelo de destrezas sociales de la interacción social, la imagen y la labor de 
la imagen, y el papel del contexto social (especialmente géneros de comunica-
ción). A través de las técnicas del microanálisis se pueden analizar las destrezas 
comunicativas de los políticos, en concreto sus capacidades para llevar a cabo 
una labor de la imagen efectiva en diferentes contextos sociales.
Palabras clave: microanálisis, imagen, labor de la imagen, modelo de destrezas 
sociales, géneros de la comunicación.

Abstract: Microanalysis represents both a distinctive methodology and a dis-
tinctive way of thinking about communication. Its application to the analysis 
of political discourse is discussed in relation to three key concepts: the social 
skills model of social interaction; face and facework; the role of social context 
(especially genres of communication). Through microanalytic techniques the 
communicative skills of politicians can be analysed, in particular their ability to 
perform effective facework in different social contexts.
Keywords: microanalysis; face; facework; social skills model; genres of 
communication.

1. IntRoductIon

 Microanalysis represents not only a distinctive methodology but also a dis-
tinctive way of thinking about communication (Bull, 2002, 2008). It is charac-
terized by a belief in the value of studying the fine details of social interaction 
through the analysis of film, audiotape and videotape recordings. Microanalytic 
research on political discourse has been conducted in particular on broadcast in-
terviews and speeches: for example, on how politicians interviews cope with in-
terruptions, on how and why they equivocate in response to awkward questions, 
and on how rhetorical devices and nonverbal delivery are used to invite audi-
ence applause (e.g., Bull, 2003). 
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 In contemporary politics, the mass media are of central importance, as is the 
ability of politicians to communicate through the mass media. Contemporary 
politics is mediated politics, politicians communicate both with each other and 
with the electorate especially through television. Politicians are not only seen 
and heard, they are seen and heard in close-up; their appearance, indeed their 
every action are open to close scrutiny. Thus, what matters is not just what is said 
but how it is said: demeanour, tone of voice, facial expression and body move-
ment may all affect voters’ perceptions of their political representatives. For a 
politician to be good on television is a major political asset, given that television 
has now become such a significant part of the contemporary political process.
 But in the context of political discourse, it will be argued in this article that 
microanalysis needs to be considered in relation to a number of other key con-
cepts. Specifically, these are the proposal that communication can be regarded 
as a skill, that the performance of appropriate facework is a key political skill, 
and that communication needs to be understood in social context, with particu-
lar regard to different genres of communication. Each of these concepts will be 
discussed in turn.

2. communIcAtIon As sKIll

 In “The experimental analysis of social performance”, Argyle and Kendon 
(1967) proposed that social behaviour can be understood as a form of skill. So-
cial behaviour, they argued, involves processes comparable to those involved in 
motor skills, such as driving a car or playing a game of tennis. Given that we 
already know a great deal about motor skill processes, they argued that this 
knowledge could be used to advance our understanding of social interaction. 
They identified six processes as common to motor skills and social performance: 
distinctive goals, selective perception of cues, central translation processes, mo-
tor responses, feedback and corrective action, and the timing of responses.
 In recent years, Argyle and Kendon’s model has been significantly revised 
and updated by Hargie (e.g., Hargie & Marshall 1986; Hargie 1997; Hargie 
2006a, 2006b). Although Hargie fully acknowledged the value and significance 
of the analogy between social and motor skills, he proposed four important 
differences:

1. Since social interaction by definition involves other people, it is necessary to 
consider the goals not only of one individual but of all those involved, as well as 
their actions and reactions towards one another.

2. The perception of persons differs in a number of ways from the perception of 
objects. We perceive the responses of the other person with whom we commu-
nicate. We may also perceive our own responses, in that we hear what we say, 
and can be aware of our own nonverbal behaviour. We make judgments about 
how other people perceive us, and we may also attempt to ascertain how they 
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think we perceive them. Such judgments may influence our own behaviour dur-
ing social interaction.

3. The role of feelings and emotions is neglected by the original social skills 
model. Mood and emotional state can have an important bearing on responses, 
goals and perceptions in social interaction. Furthermore, whereas we often take 
into account the feelings of other people with whom we interact, this is clearly 
not the case in learning to perform a motor skill.

4. The social situation in which interaction occurs is important, for example, the 
roles which people play, the rules governing the situation, the nature of the task, 
and the physical environment. In addition, personal factors, such as age, gender 
and physical appearance, will be important in the way in which people behave 
towards one another. 

 Although neither versions of the social skills model were intended to en-
compass political behaviour, Bull (forthcoming) has argued that the model has 
significant implications for our understanding of what makes a successful poli-
tician. These are detailed below.

1. The proposal that social behaviour is goal-directed is particularly relevant to 
politics. For example, in a general election campaign, a political party needs a 
coherent set of policies to bring to the electorate. Indeed, politicians may be 
criticized for lacking clear vision or purpose. Furthermore, politicians must con-
sider not only their own goals, but the goals of others which may conflict with 
their own aspirations, most notably in the case of opposing politicians.

2. Perceptual skills play a significant role. Undoubtedly, it is important for poli-
ticians to read people and situations well, since this will affect how they behave 
towards others. But not only do politicians need to be good at perceiving oth-
ers, as public figures they need to be aware of how others perceive them. Thus, 
in a study based on the 2001 British general election, ratings of political leaders 
were shown to be one of the two best predictors of how people voted (Clarke, 
Sanders, Stewart & Whiteley 2004). Factor analysis of these ratings showed 
two distinct but interrelated dimensions, labelled competence and responsive-
ness. Ratings of “keeps promises,” “decisive” and “principled” loaded on com-
petence; ratings of “caring,” “listens to reason” and “not arrogant” loaded on 
responsiveness (Clarke et al. 2004). In a previous analysis of leader ratings based 
on the 1987 British general election, Stewart and Clarke (1992) identified the 
same two factors. Accordingly, Clarke et al. (2004) proposed that competence 
and responsiveness may be regarded as two enduring dimensions of how British 
political leaders are perceived. From this perspective, politicians must endeavour 
to be seen as both competent and responsive, since failing on either dimension 
may lose them electoral support.
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3. The term “central translation processes” in the original social skills model (Ar-
gyle & Kendon 1967) referred to the planning aspect of behaviour, the rules by 
which a particular signal is interpreted as regarding a particular action. How-
ever, this term was widely regarded as too restrictive, and replaced with the 
broader term “mediating factors” (Hargie, e.g., 2006a). A good example of me-
diating factors are the concepts of face and facework. Face is defined by Goff-
man as “the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the 
line others assume he has taken during a particular contact” (Goffman 1967: 5), 
facework the actions people take to protect threats to the face of both them-
selves and others. There is now an extensive research literature attesting to the 
importance of face and facework in political discourse (e.g., Bull, 2008; Bull & 
Fetzer, in press), which is discussed more fully in Section 2 below.

4. Motor responses refer to the performance of actual behaviour. It is not enough 
for a politician to be a skilled perceiver, or to be able to translate perceptions 
into appropriate behavioural strategies; the behaviour itself has to be performed 
in a convincing and effective manner. Motor responses can refer to both speech 
and nonverbal behaviour, and their respective integration and synchronization. 
These are discussed further below in sections 2 and 3, with respect both to face-
work and genres of communication.

5. Feedback and corrective action refer to the ways in which an individual may 
modify his behaviour in the light of feedback from others. There are many differ-
ent forms of feedback available to politicians. Political activity receives intense 
coverage through television, the internet and through newspapers. Politicians 
themselves continuously monitor each other’s activities, evaluating and criti-
cising each other’s performance. The electorate can also give feedback through 
opinion polls, focus groups, writing to their Member of Parliament (MP), and 
of course through elections themselves. In fact, so much feedback is available to 
politicians that their real skill may lie in knowing how to respond appropriately, 
in avoiding the twin dangers of over-reaction and under-reaction.

6. Good timing and rhythm are important features of social skills. Synchroniza-
tion of behaviour is an important aspect of timing. This may involve both syn-
chronizing one’s own behaviour, and co-ordinating the behaviour of others. For 
example, making effective points in a political debate may require skilled tim-
ing, such that a point is made neither too early nor too late. Jumping in too soon 
to interrupt an opponent before s/he has finished a point may be perceived as 
rude and aggressive, but attempting to make a counterargument to a previous 
point once the discussion has moved on to a different topic may seem pedes-
trian and inappropriate.

7. Social skills need to be understood in terms of what Hargie (e.g., 1997) terms 
the person-situation context. With regard to political behaviour, contextual 
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factors may be considered from a whole variety of perspectives. Notoriously, 
the discourse politicians employ during an election campaign may differ sub-
stantively from that after they win office. A speech made by a politician after an 
election victory will differ substantively from one made in the context of a polit-
ical scandal. Furthermore, the communication skills required for a politician to 
perform well in one context may differ from those required in another. In Sec-
tion 3 of this article, contextual factors are discussed with particular respect to 
different modalities of communication.

 Not only has the social skills model contributed to our understanding of social 
interaction and interpersonal communication (Bull 2002), it also has significant 
practical applications. If social interaction is a skill, then it should be possible for 
people to learn to interact more effectively, just as it is possible to improve per-
formance on any other skill (Argyle and Kendon 1967). This proposal was for-
malised in what was termed social skills training. Currently, it is better known as 
communication skills training (CST), and has been used extensively in a wide 
variety of social contexts (e.g., Hargie 2006c). There is now an substantive re-
search literature on CST (e.g., Hargie 2006c), although there are no published 
studies of formal CST with politicians; nevertheless, there are plenty of anec-
dotal examples. For example, the recent British general election of 2010 saw the 
introduction for the first time of televised Prime Ministerial debates between 
the leaders of the three main political parties (Labour, Conservative and Liberal 
Democrat). Each party conducted its own rehearsals for the debates, with other 
well-known political figures playing the role of each of the party leader’s oppo-
nents. Such rehearsals can readily be understood as a form of CST for what was 
a novel genre of political communication in the United Kingdom.

3. FAce And FAcewoRK

 In the sphere of politics, an important mediating factor is what Johansson 
(2008) has referred to as “the presentation of the political self ”, based on Goff-
man’s (1959/1990) seminal book “The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life”s. 
Goffman analyzed social interaction as if it were part of a theatrical perfor-
mance, arguing that people in everyday life are like actors on a stage, man-
aging settings, clothing, words, and nonverbal behaviour to give a particular 
impression. As discussed above, voter perceptions are extremely important, con-
sequently politicians must strive to create a favourable impression on the elec-
torate, through controlling or managing the impressions or perceptions formed 
by others. This process can be usefully analysed through the related concepts of 
face and facework (Goffman, 1955/1967).
 Face is important in all cultures; it can be lost, maintained or enhanced, ac-
cording to Brown and Levinson’s (1978, 1987) highly influential theory of po-
liteness. Thus, face preservation is a primary constraint on the achievement of 
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goals in social interaction. “Some acts are intrinsically threatening to face and 
thus require ‘softening’” (Brown & Levinson 1978: 24). Communicative actions 
such as commands or complaints may be performed in such a way as to min-
imise the threat to positive and negative face, where positive face is defined as 
“the want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least some others”, 
negative face as “the want of every ‘competent adult member’ that his actions be 
unimpeded by others” (Brown & Levinson 1987: 62). So, for example, a request 
to do something may threaten someone’s negative face (by restricting their free-
dom of action), whereas disagreements may threaten positive face (by showing 
a lack of approval).
 Although Brown and Levinson’s (1978, 1987) conceptualisation of face 
is known as politeness theory, the terms face and politeness are not synony-
mous. Politeness is a form of facework, but not the only one. Indeed, Goffman 
(1955/1967) specified three kinds of facework: an avoidance process (avoid-
ing potentially face-threatening acts), a corrective process (performing a vari-
ety of redressive acts), and also what he called making points (the aggressive 
use of facework). The latter was elaborated in Goffman’s (1967) extended essay 
“Where the Action Is”, where he discussed incidents in which adversaries de-
liberately antagonize one another; the focus is on who will back down in such 
situations, and on what counts as backing down. Interestingly, although Brown 
and Levinson (1978, 1987) were indebted to Goffman’s (1955/1967) analysis of 
facework, they overlooked such instances of deliberate face aggravation. Within 
the framework of politeness theory, rudeness is envisaged simply as a deviation 
from or violation of rules of cooperative/polite communication. In fact, rude-
ness can be deliberate and motivated, if not calculated and strategic (Kien-
pointer, 1997). Culpeper (1996) has argued that in some contexts (e.g., army 
training and literary drama) impoliteness is not a marginal activity, but central 
to the interaction that takes place.
 Arguably, another such context is that of adversarial political discourse (Bull 
& Fetzer, in press). Insults are one very characteristic form of face aggravation, 
and were analyzed by Ilie (2001, 2004) in the context of parliamentary debates 
in the United Kingdom and Sweden. Other forms of face aggravation were an-
alysed by Harris (2001) in the context of Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQ), 
the weekly sessions in the British House of Commons in which the Prime 
Minister is open to questions from any MP. Harris argued that much of the dis-
course of PMQ is composed of intentional and explicitly face-threatening acts, 
and gives a number of illustrative examples. Hence, PMQ can be seen as an-
other setting in which impoliteness is central to the interaction that takes place. 
Harris’ research is discussed further in Section 3 on social context.
 The concepts of positive and negative face (Brown & Levinson, 1978/1987) 
are also highly relevant to the analysis of political discourse (Bull & Fetzer, in 
press). Thus, according to Jucker, “It is clear that what is primarily at issue in news 
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interviews is the interviewee’s positive face” ( Jucker 1986: 71). Upholding posi-
tive face, Jucker proposed, is of particular importance for democratically-elected 
politicians in the context of political interviews. This is because their political sur-
vival ultimately depends on the approval of a majority of people in their own con-
stituency. Conversely, Jucker argued that negative face is of little importance in 
news interviews, because the politician by consenting to be interviewed has al-
ready consented to his/her freedom of action being limited in this way.
 In fact, if positive face is essentially the need to be well regarded by others, it 
is of fundamental importance for politicians not only in interviews, but also in 
other situations, for example when making a speech, debating with another pol-
itician, or responding to a question from a member of the public. A politician 
who suffers serious loss of positive face may come to be regarded as a liability by 
his or her political party. A government minister or an opposition front bench 
spokesperson may come under pressure to resign; an MP may be defeated at the 
next general election, or if deselected, may not even be allowed to stand for elec-
tion as the party’s parliamentary candidate.
 But negative face is also important. Even in news interviews, where Jucker 
(1986) downplayed its significance, politicians may suffer serious potential face 
damage through responses to questions which circumscribe future freedom of 
action. If, for example, the leader of the British Conservative Party categorically 
asserted that the party would never to go into coalition with the Liberal Dem-
ocrats, s/he would suffer serious face loss if in the event of a hung Parliament, 
s/he formed such a coalition because it was the only way of securing a parlia-
mentary majority. As Goffman (1955/1967) pointed out, people need to protect 
their face against even the possibility of threat: they avoid performing actions 
which although acceptable in the present may reflect badly upon them in the 
future. Hence, a politician will be careful to avoid making statements which 
may hamper or constrain his/her future freedom of action. This point is effec-
tively summed up in the old political saw: “Never say never”. Thus, issues of pos-
itive and negative face may both be addressed in political discourse; they should 
not be seen as alternatives, rather their relative importance may vary according 
to situational context, as may the role of face aggravation.
 The term “facework” was introduced by Goffman (1955/1967) to refer to ac-
tions taken to counteract the threats to face by avoidance or corrective processes; 
facework may also be performed in the form of face aggravation, as described 
above. Notably, facework can be seen as a form of communicative skill, and a 
highly important one for democratically-elected politicians. A study of face-
work in political interviews broadcast during the 1992 British general election 
was conducted by the author and his colleagues (Bull, Elliott, Palmer & Walker 
1992). They developed a typology of how questions pose threats to face, identi-
fying 19 different types of face-threat. These were grouped into three superor-
dinate categories (threats to the political party the politician represents, threats 
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to self and threats to significant others). For example, the question “Why do 
you think your party is doing so badly in the opinion polls” would threaten the 
face of the party the politician represents. In contrast, the question “Do you not 
think the public is entitled to regard your own expenses’ claims as unreasonable?” 
would threaten the face of the individual politician. On the basis of equivocation 
theory (Bavelas, Black, Chovil, & Mullett 1990), Bull et al. proposed and con-
firmed the hypothesis that politicians would typically equivocate more to those 
questions where all the principal forms of response posed a threat to face.
 Elsewhere, the author has developed an equivocation typology (Bull & Mayer 
1993; Bull 2003). This typology is divided into superordinate and subordinate 
categories. For example, one superordinate category is attacks the question. This 
can be further subdivided into eight subordinate categories, for example, the 
question is hypothetical or speculative, the question is based on a false premise, 
the question includes a misquotation. In total, there are 12 superordinate cate-
gories. When these categories are further subdivided into subordinate catego-
ries, 35 ways of not answering a question can be distinguished. Some of these 
may be seen as highly skilled, some less so, others as transparently evasive or 
even downright inept.
 For example, Tony Blair made skilful use of the term “modernisation” in the 
general election campaign of 1997 to equivocate and present the best possible 
face in response to awkward questions regarding the dramatic policy changes in 
the Labour Party which had taken place in the preceding 15 years (Bull, 2000). 
In contrast, Neil Kinnock (Labour Party leader, 1983-1992) made use of what 
were termed negative answers, where he stated what would not happen rather 
than what would happen. This was deemed an ineffectual, face-damaging form 
of equivocation, since interviewers would simply reiterate the question (“That 
is why I am asking you what you would do”), thereby drawing attention to the 
preceding equivocation and making Kinnock look evasive. Thus, different forms 
of equivocation may be seen as reflecting different levels of communicative skill, 
which may be understood in terms of face and face management. Politicians are 
frequently castigated for not replying to questions, but they are often placed in 
conflictual situations where it is not possible to answer a question directly; from 
this perspective, equivocation itself can be considered as form of communica-
tive skill in its own right (Bull, 2010).
 In summary, it is proposed that positive face, negative face and face aggra-
vation are all important aspects of political facework. That is to say, politicians 
will seek to present themselves in a favourable light, to defend their freedom of 
action, and in an adversarial political system, to attack the face of their politi-
cal opponents while defending their own. Through skilled facework, politicians 
may seek both to defend their own face and to undermine the face of their po-
litical opponents. But the significance of these different forms of facework can-
not be considered just in the abstract. As Arundale (2006) points out, face is a 
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relational and interactional rather than an individual phenomenon, in that the 
social self is interactionally achieved in relationship with others. From this per-
spective, the role of face and facework needs to be considered in situated con-
text, which is discussed below.

4. socIAl context

 Social context can be analysed in a whole variety of ways. For example, 
whereas a politician in government may focus on defending, justifying or extol-
ling the government’s achievements, a politician in opposition may be more in-
clined to face aggravation to undermine that record. Again, political discourse 
will may vary according to the political audience. A speaker to the party faith-
ful at an annual conference may seek to enthuse the audience through ingroup 
praise and/or outgroup derogation, whereas a speaker at a public meeting in 
a general election may be more concerned to woo undecided voters through 
policy commitments which address their particular concerns, and which flatter 
their positive face.
 In seeking to understand the role of social context, a key concept is that of 
communication genre. In this section, four distinct genres of political commu-
nication will be discussed: broadcast interviews, parliamentary question time, 
political speeches and televised debates. Each genre can be seen as representing 
a different form of political discourse: specifically, politicians addressing an au-
dience (monologue), politicians questioned by professional interviewers, politi-
cians questioned by other politicians, and politicians in debate with one another. 
According to Thibault (2003, p.44), “Genres are types. But they are types in a 
rather peculiar way. Genres do not specify the lexicogrammatical resources of 
word, phrase, clause, and so on. Instead, they specify the typical ways in which 
these are combined and deployed so as to enact the typical semiotic action for-
mations of a given community”.
 Broadcast interviews characteristically take the form of question-response 
sequences; the interviewer is expected to ask questions, to which the politician 
is expected to reply (e.g., Greatbatch, 1988; Clayman, 1989; Heritage, Clayman 
& Zimmerman, 1988). This is the principal means used by interviewers for cre-
ating and sustaining talk (Schegloff, 1989), although they may also engage in 
non-questioning actions to open and close the interview (Heritage & Great-
batch, 1991). 
 The adversarial nature of broadcast interviews has been analysed in some de-
tail by Clayman and Heritage (2002). They identified a number of techniques 
for adversarial questioning, such as accusatory questions, and what they call 
splits, forks and contrasts, whereby the questioner highlights inconsistencies in 
the politician’s own position, or disagreements with political allies. They also ar-
gued that adversarial questioning creates pressures on politicians towards eva-
siveness, and identified a number of techniques for evasion, both overt and 
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covert. Overt techniques may involve requesting the interviewer’s permission 
to shift the agenda, justifying an agenda shift, or even an outright refusal to an-
swer. Covert techniques may include repeating the words of the question (with-
out answering it), or modifying the question in such a way as to facilitate and 
conceal a shift in the agenda.
 If broadcast interviews are adversarial, there is also a constraint on interview-
ers as journalists to be impartial. For example, according to the editorial guide-
lines of the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation), “impartiality lies at the 
heart of the BBC’s commitment to its audiences”. Techniques for appearing 
impartial while conducting adversarial interviews have been identified by Clay-
man and Heritage (2002). Notably, the question-response format itself allows 
interviewers to defend their neutrality, on the grounds that “they are only asking 
questions”. But within questions, interviewers may utilise embedded statements 
to disagree with, criticize or in some other way challenge the politician. An-
other device is the attribution of statements to third parties. This ensures that 
the interviewer’s personal position is not on record, and neither the interviewer 
nor the news organization can be held responsible for statements which may be 
critical or even hostile to the politician. Through techniques such as embedded 
statements and third party attributions, interviewers may “... fulfil the complex 
journalistic requirement ... of being interactionally ‘adversarial’ while remaining 
officially ‘neutral’” (Clayman 1992: 196).
 Like a broadcast political interview, PMQ in the British House of Commons 
takes the form of question-response sequences. The principal difference is that 
the questions in PMQ are posed by opposing politicians, not by a professional 
political interviewer. Furthermore, whereas interviewers in broadcast interviews 
are expected to be impartial, there is no such requirement in PMQ: MPs can 
be as partial and as unashamedly partisan as they choose. Criticisms and accu-
sations are permitted in the House. Furthermore, MPs are protected by parlia-
mentary privilege, which allows them to speak freely in the House of Commons 
without fear of legal action on grounds of slander. However, they are expected to 
observe certain traditions and conventions with regard to what is termed “un-
parliamentary language” (for example, they should not be abusive or insulting).
 Thus, in PMQ, MPs must orient both to the expectation that the dialogue 
should follow a question-answer pattern, and refrain from unacceptable un-
parliamentary language. Harris’ (2001) study of PMQ discourse was based on 
12 sessions recorded between March and November 2000. She gave a number 
of illustrative examples of the ways in which MPs perform intentionally face-
threatening acts. Thus, one strategy is to ask a question which contains a re-
quest for highly specific information, which the Prime Minister may not have 
to hand, or may not wish to publicize. If the Prime Minister declines or fails to 
answer the question, the Leader of the Opposition may then subsequently pro-
vide the information in order to embarrass or attack the Prime Minister. Also 
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common are questions based on face-threatening presuppositions. For example, 
David Cameron (Leader of the Conservative Opposition 2005-2010) asked 
Gordon Brown (Labour Prime Minister 2007-2010)“When is he going to give 
up his mania for state control and start trusting head teachers?”(24 October, 
2007), thereby presupposing Gordon Brown had a “mania” for state control. Of 
course, the Prime Minister cannot answer such questions, without seemingly 
accepting such contentious presuppositions. Hence, the asking of unanswerable 
questions can be used as an additional source of face-threat, allowing Opposi-
tion MPs to criticize the Prime Minister for evasiveness. In addition, accusa-
tions and criticisms of the Prime Minister may be further intensified by the use 
of deliberately insulting lexical choices, such as “dodging questions”, “pathetic”, 
or “absolutely worthless” (Harris, 2001). A typology of FTAs has been devel-
oped by Bull and Law (2009), which distinguishes between 13 different tech-
niques for performing face aggravation in PMQ.
 Monologue was the focus of a series of ground-breaking studies by Atkinson 
(e.g., 1983, 1984a, 1984b). Notably, he showed how monologue can also be un-
derstood as an interactive event. He compared speaker-audience interaction to 
the way in which people take turns in conversation, although in the context of a 
political meeting, audience “turns” are essentially limited to gross displays of ap-
proval or disapproval (such as cheering or heckling). Atkinson further pointed 
out that audience responses are not random, indeed, they are highly synchronized 
with speech: typically applause occurs either just before or immediately after a 
possible completion point by the speaker. This close synchronization suggests 
that audience members must in some way be able to project possible completion 
points in advance of their occurrence. According to Atkinson, it is features in the 
construction of talk itself that indicate to the audience when to applaud.
 In particular, he identified two distinctive formulaic rhetorical devices: three-
part lists and contrasts. In a three-part list, once the listener recognizes that a 
list is under way, it is possible to anticipate the completion point (the end of 
the speaker’s utterance), thereby signalling an appropriate place to applaud. The 
contrast (or antithesis) involves the sequential juxtaposition of an item with its 
opposite. To be effective, the second part of the contrast should closely resemble 
the first in the details of its construction and duration, so that the audience can 
more easily anticipate the point of completion. According to Atkinson, con-
trasts and three-part lists are by far the most frequently used devices for obtain-
ing applause.
 Atkinson’s (e.g., 1983, 1984a 1984b) research was substantiated in a subse-
quent comprehensive study by Heritage and Greatbatch (1986) of all the 476 
speeches broadcast from the British Conservative, Labour and Liberal Party 
conferences in 1981. In addition to three-part lists and contrasts, Heritage and 
Greatbatch identified a further five rhetorical devices used to invite applause. 
Overall, they found that 68% of the collective applause was associated with 
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these seven rhetorical devices. Most effective were contrasts (33.2% of collec-
tive applause incidences) and lists (12.6%), the two rhetorical devices originally 
identified by Atkinson. 
 It should be noted that neither Atkinson (e.g., 1983, 1984a, 1984b) nor Her-
itage and Greatbatch (1986) focussed exclusively on the role of rhetorical de-
vices in inviting applause, they also analysed at length the role of both delivery 
and speech content. Delivery refers to both the associated nonverbal and vocal 
behaviour. Whereas Atkinson argued that delivery simply increases the chance 
of a rhetorical device receiving applause, Bull and Wells (2002) proposed that 
delivery indicates whether or not the rhetorical device is to be taken as an ap-
plause invitation. They found that close synchronization between speech and 
applause only occurred when the delivery was congruent with an applause in-
vitation. From this perspective, the skilled use of both appropriate delivery and 
rhetorical devices play important roles in synchronizing speaker-audience be-
haviour at political rallies.
 A highly significant recent development in political communication in the 
United Kingdom has been the introduction of televised Prime Ministerial 
debates in the 2010 general election. These differed radically from the tradi-
tional broadcast interview in two particular respects. Although each debate was 
chaired by a professional broadcaster who selected which politician was to speak 
and also sought to control the length of their responses, it was notable that the 
politicians were able to address both one another as well as the audience. That is 
to say, the politicians’ responses were not filtered through a professional broad-
caster, and furthermore, all of the questions were posed not by interviewers but 
by members of the general public. Accordingly, this procedure enabled voters 
to make direct comparisons between the three party leaders and arguably high-
lighted both similarities and differences in policy.
 These Prime Ministerial debates attracted huge audiences. The first, broadcast 
on independent television (ITV), was the most watched programme of the day, 
with average viewing figures of 9.4 million (37% audience share). The second, 
broadcast on Sky News, Sky 3 and the BBC News Channel, was watched by 4.1 
million, one of the largest audiences yet for a digital broadcast. The final debate, 
broadcast on the BBC and Sky News, was watched by 8.4million (32.4% audi-
ence share) (all viewing figures from The Guardian, Saturday 1 May 2010, p. 13). 
Although there is a well-established tradition in the USA of presidential debates, 
such encounters had never taken place in the United Kingdom before 2010. As 
such, they represent a new and distinctive genre of political communication in 
the United Kingdom. 

5. conclusIons

 In this paper, it has been argued that the microanalysis of political discourse 
needs to be considered in relation to a number of other key concepts: specifically, 
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communication skill, face and facework, and social context. Arguably, the social 
skills model provides a framework within which to analyse politicians’ commu-
nication skills. Furthermore, it helps to specify what those skills are, for ex-
ample, to be good at perceiving others, to be aware of how one is perceived by 
others, to be skilled in facework and impression management. But communica-
tion skills need to be considered in social context. A good public speaker may 
not necessarily be a good debater or a good interviewee, situations which may 
require greater verbal dexterity and an ability to think on one’s feet, in contrast 
to monologue, which can be fully prepared in advance. Nor will the politician 
who is skilled in face enhancement necessarily be skilled in face aggravation, or 
in resisting or countering face aggravation. But a politician who has the versa-
tility to master communication skills in different social settings will be at a dis-
tinct advantage.
 In contemporary politics, a politician’s communication skills are arguably of 
central importance, especially given the salient power and influence of the mass 
media. Contemporary politics is mediated politics, politicians communicate 
both with each other and with the electorate especially through television. Mi-
croanalysis provides a powerful set of tools for analysing politicians’ communi-
cative skills and their ability to perform effectively in different social contexts.
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