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Abstract
This article explores how partners keep the conversation going with people living with 
dementia (PLWD) when speaking about shared memories. Remembering is important 
for PLWD and their families. Indeed, memory loss is often equated with identity loss. 
In conversation, references to shared past events (co-rememberings) can occasion 
interactional trouble if memories cannot be mutually recalled. This article analyses 
partners’ interactional practices that enable progressivity in conversations about shared 
memories with a PLWD. In previous research, both informal and formal carers have 
reported that they can find interacting with PLWD difficult. Identifying practices used 
by partners is one way to begin addressing those difficulties. Analytical findings are 
based on over 26 hours of video data from domestic settings where partners have 
recorded their interactions with their spouse/close friend who is living with dementia. 
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The focus is on 14 sequences of conversation about shared memories. We show how 
particular practices (candidate answers, tag questions and single-party memory of a 
shared event) structure the interaction to facilitate conversational progression. When 
partners facilitate conversational progressivity, PLWD are less likely to experience 
stalls in conversation. Our findings suggest the actual recall of memory is less relevant 
than the sense of shared connection resulting from the conversational activity of co-
remembering, aiding maintenance of individual and shared identities. These findings 
have relevance for wider care settings.
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Introduction

Social interaction involves co-participation. When one person interacts with another, 
they are part of a shared experience (Rae and Ramey, 2020). Co-remembering or shared 
remembering is a specific form of co-participation. Dementia poses challenges to inter-
actional co-participation through its impact on relationships and communication. 
Dementia can lead to changes in roles and power, which can threaten individual identity, 
as well as relationships (Wadham et al., 2016). As dementia progresses it can also cause 
changes in communicative abilities for PLWD (Banovic et al., 2018; Nyström and 
Lauritzen, 2005) and create problems in communicating effectively with people living 
with dementia (PLWD) for practitioners (Young et al., 2011), care staff (O’Brien et al., 
2020) and family members (Savundranayagam and Orange, 2014). Interactions with oth-
ers can help maintain the identity of PLWD (Cowdell, 2006; Kitwood, 1997). Specifically, 
storytelling about past shared events allows people to convey belonging and identity 
(Hydén, 2011, 2017). A meta-analysis of randomised controlled trials found speaking 
about the past has therapeutic benefits for PLWD (Park et al., 2019). It may be that part-
ners can replicate some of these benefits (including reduction in depression and other 
behavioural and psychological symptoms) through co-remembering in the home envi-
ronment. There has been a call for more research into the approaches used by conversa-
tion partners to support co-remembering with PLWD as few studies have focused on this 
(Hydén, 2011). This is grounded in a need to support communication for PLWD and their 
partners to maintain individual and shared identities.

Remembering is also a deeply social activity (Middleton and Edwards, 1990). When 
memories are drawn upon conversationally, they are often tailored to the topic of the 
ongoing conversation (Sacks, 1992). For example, if talking about a future holiday, a 
person may recall an event from a previous holiday. Conversations about shared memo-
ries can link to identity, through performing a co-construction of self (Crichton and 
Koch, 2011) in talking about something all parties have experienced. This is especially 
significant for couples where one person is diagnosed with dementia, as there may be 
problems with accessing memories and life stories (Williams et al., 2019). Theories of 
relationality are useful for exploring co-remembering and dementia in the setting of 
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close domestic relationships. In this article close domestic relationships include both 
romantic and platonic dyads. The term relationality refers to how everyone is rooted in 
and supported through our relationships (Peel and Harding, 2015). We do not exist in an 
individual vacuum, we exist in a relational context (Harding, 2017). Indeed, some of our 
most fundamental characteristics (e.g. our capacity for language) are developed through 
our interactions with others (Nedelsky, 1989). Dimensions of ourselves are linked to our 
relationships with others, and it is important that the relationships valued by PLWD are 
recognised (Harding, 2017). One way we can see relationality in interactions is through 
co-remembering. In this situation, discussing shared memories can lead to an increase in 
shared positive attitude, helping both people to appreciate the present moment 
(Molyneaux et al., 2012; Robinson et al., 2005). By contrast, when PLWD are unable to 
share memories and stories, research shows that this is experienced as distressing for 
family members (Small et al., 2003). The interactional practices situated within co-
rememberings have been little investigated in the field of conversation analysis (CA) 
(but see Bolden and Mandelbaum, 2017; Williams et al., 2019). Bolden and Mandelbaum 
(2017) explored how co-rememberings are used interactionally as evidence to support a 
contentious claim outside of a dementia context, and Williams et al. (2019) showed how 
knowledge relating to a PLWD’s memories is constructed by other interlocuters who use 
co-rememberings in their talk. Williams et al. (2019) analysed strategies for reducing 
possible interactional trouble in this context. However, the setting of their research was 
dementia groups where reminiscence and talking about the past were pre-identified top-
ics for discussion. In this article, the setting is PLWD and their partners in domestic 
contexts and where co-remembering has arisen from mundane conversation.

Additional previous research has investigated ‘we-ness’ in interaction, and this can be 
used to explore the co-element of co-remembering. In relationships between close indi-
viduals, the use of ‘we’ in talk can function to maintain and (re)construct the couple 
relationship (Hydén and Nilsson, 2015). Hydén and Nilsson (2015) examined pronoun 
use (specifically ‘we’) and how it positions couples (where one is living with dementia) 
in relation to one another. Following in similar methodological steps to Hydén and 
Nilsson (2015), we use CA to interrogate interactions in this article. CA is employed to 
examine practices for maintaining progressivity by partners when engaged in sequences 
of co-remembering with a PLWD. CA asks, ‘why this now?’ (Schegloff and Sacks, 1973: 
299) and focuses on how each turn of talk impacts the sequence of the interaction, center-
ing the action in interaction (e.g. Ten Have, 2007). In CA research it is common for 
analysis and findings to be based upon what may appear a small sample, or even one 
sequence of interaction (known as a single case analysis; Schegloff, 1987, 1993). In this 
article, 14 sequences of interaction are drawn upon. This type of analysis is often used 
when research surrounding the phenomena of interest already exists – in this instance 
research on tag questions, candidates, co-remembering and storytelling. As Schegloff 
(1987) highlighted with respect to the scope and focus of CA analyses: ‘the resources of 
past work on a range of phenomena and organizational domains in talk-in-interaction are 
brought to bear on the analytic explication of a single fragment of talk’ (p. 101, original 
emphasis). Although the present research is not a single case analysis, there are relatively 
few sequences. In CA research, and the present article, this type of analysis can be used 
to apply existing research findings on the phenomena to a new interactional setting 
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(Schegloff, 1987). Several CA related principles require foregrounding for our analysis: 
structural preference; the cross-cutting preferences of progressivity and intersubjectivity; 
repair; co-tellings and recipient design.

Structural preference relates to the way an interlocuter designs their talk and responds 
to the talk of others. For example, the structurally preferred response to an invitation is 
an acceptance rather than a rejection (Pomerantz and Heritage, 2012). The interactional 
principles of intersubjectivity and progressivity have cross-cutting preferences. 
Intersubjectivity is the joint or shared understanding between persons (Sidnell, 2010), 
while progressivity is about ‘moving from some element to a hearably-next one with 
nothing intervening’ (Schegloff, 2007: 15). Schegloff (2007) describes how the structur-
ally preferred response to an interlocuter’s first turn of talk in a sequence is a response 
which furthers or completes the ongoing activity (e.g. accepting the invitation, agreeing 
with an assessment, offering an apology to a complaint). When asking a previous speaker 
to clarify what they have said, intersubjectivity is being preferred over progressivity by 
the recipient – they have stopped the ongoing conversation so that something is clarified 
(Heritage, 2007). Asking the previous speaker to clarify their talk is also one way of 
doing repair.

Repair occurs when an interlocuter addresses an utterance which has caused an inter-
actional problem in hearing, understanding or speaking (Schegloff et al., 1977). This 
could be a recipient saying ‘huh?’ or ‘what?’ (other-initiated repair; Drew, 1997), or a 
speaker changing a word part way through speaking it, such as ‘it was small- larger’ 
(self-initiated self-repair; see Schegloff et al. (1977) for discussion of repair). By initiat-
ing repair, a person opens themselves up to being heard as interrupting the progressivity 
of the ongoing interaction (Schegloff, 2007), but repair is also the resource through 
which intersubjectivity is secured (Heritage, 2007). Many practices can contribute to 
progressivity, some of which will be the focus of this article. Previous CA research has 
identified that in talk which favours progressivity, the nature of intersubjectivity is 
inferred (Heritage, 2007). Interlocuters work together to keep the conversation going, 
even in a situation where a question has been asked to someone who is having difficulty 
providing an answer, as others will work to promote progressivity (Goodwin and 
Goodwin, 1986; Stivers and Robinson, 2006). Previous research has examined how 
PLWD’s use of repair changes throughout the progression of the condition. In early-stage 
dementia, requests by PLWD for others to repair their talk happen more, but the percent-
age of conversation involved in repair is significantly higher for middle-stage dementia 
(Orange et al., 1996). Other research has interrogated practices used for repairing/cor-
recting the talk of PLWD (Landmark et al., 2021). Landmark et al. (2021) found that in 
the couple relationships present in their participants, there were more allowances for the 
partner to correct the PLWD on a topic or issue which may mainly be in the knowledge 
domain of the PLWD. This can be seen as ‘taking a minor liberty’ relative to the ordinary 
expectations of interaction (Landmark et al., 2021) but can also be seen as displaying the 
couple relationship by the partner knowing information about the PLWD (Goffman, 
1971). There is also work analysing the ways in which healthcare professionals maintain 
progressivity with PLWD in the acute hospital setting (Pilnick et al., 2021). This research 
found that in response to hard-to-interpret talk from PLWD, healthcare professionals use 
a range of practices, such as responding to the emotional tone of the PLWD’s talk, or 
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shifting to a different topic, in order to avoid repair (Pilnick et al., 2021). In this article, 
we similarly analyse practices to promote progressivity used in conversation with PLWD, 
but in the non-institutional context of the home and with partners of PLWD, rather than 
healthcare professionals.

Co-rememberings are examples of storytellings, or tellings, a topic which there has a 
long tradition in CA research (Goodwin, 1984; Kasper and Prior, 2015). CA research has 
shown how storytellings, or tellings are jointly accomplished by tellers and recipients 
(Sacks, 1992); they are achieved in collaboration with others, like co-rememberings. 
Co-tellings (Hayashi et al., 2002) or collaborative storytellings (Kindell et al., 2017) are 
the terms used within the CA literature to refer to events or stories which are reported on 
collaboratively in conversation. Conversation analytic work has shown the systematic 
nature of how storytellings unfold: how a teller negotiates their authority to tell a story 
and how they may preface the story by requesting/offering to tell a story (Hayashi et al., 
2002; Sacks, 1992). Additionally, it is important for a teller to indicate how the story 
relates to the ongoing topic of conversation (Jefferson, 1978). Also, important to con-
sider is who has the rights and obligations to participate in a telling. This is known as 
epistemics: the right to claim, assert, contest or defend knowledge (Heritage, 2012, 
2013). There is a growing body of CA work on epistemics-in-interaction, though there is 
not space to consider this in detail here. However, as Landmark et al.’s (2021) work sug-
gests, interactions with PLWD may disrupt some standard epistemic assumptions.

Lastly, recipient design refers to how a speaker puts together the words they use in a 
way that is designed for the recipient of the talk (Sacks et al., 1974). Recipient design 
encompasses many of the CA principles already discussed. For example, co-tellings are 
designed to be on the topic of something which both the recipient and speaker have expe-
rienced. Indeed, designing talk for progressivity involves designing talk in a way which 
structurally prefers for the recipient to progress the interaction (e.g. through agreement). 
Recipient design is about how a speaker designs their talk in a ‘context-sensitive’ manner 
(Sacks et al., 1974: 727) and is an important concept not only to CA but also talk with 
PLWD (Williams et al., 2019). In this article, we aim to demonstrate how partners of 
PLWD design their talk to fit the context of interacting with their loved one living with 
dementia.

Previous research has focused on how others can support PLWD to retrieve memories 
(e.g. Kemper et al., 1995), but in this article we aim to analyse how partners design their 
talk so that it is unnecessary for the PLWD to display retrieval of memory. In what fol-
lows, we will argue that by designing talk for progressivity, participants can reduce the 
stakes for maintaining intersubjectivity, reduce opportunities for the surfacing of interac-
tional trouble, and minimise the need for repair. In doing this, partners support identity 
maintenance for the PLWD as well as relational shared identity. This article contributes 
to the call for more research on how conversation partners support PLWD in co-remem-
bering (Hydén, 2011).

Method

The data was collected from March to July 2012 as part of the Dementia Talking project 
(e.g. Peel 2014, 2015). The Social Care REC approved the study. This article draws upon 
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26.5 hours of video data, none of which has previously featured in publications. These 
data feature three dyads, where one member of each dyad is clinically diagnosed with 
dementia. The participants were recruited from having taken part in a previous study; 3 
out of 16 eligible informal care partners agreed to participate (response rate = 16.6%). 
Those who did not participate gave varying reasons: increase in severity of PLWD’s 
condition, PLWD had moved into residential care, or death of PLWD. Video data was 
recorded in participant’s homes by participants. Before commencement of the study, the 
researcher (EP) met with the participants to supply recording equipment (a Kodak 
PlaySport video camera, tripod and remote) and explained how to use it. EP emphasised 
an interest in recording ordinary communication (e.g. during mealtimes, when playing 
games or watching television). When EP collected the equipment (July 2012), a debrief-
ing interview was also undertaken. Participants living with dementia were 2–4 years 
post-diagnosis at the time of recording.

All participants living with dementia were able to communicate verbally and non-
verbally. Every person with a dementia diagnosis is an individual and experiences differ-
ing symptoms and levels of these symptoms. Dementia can impact upon language and 
communication in different ways. In general dementia can affect word processing speed, 
word-finding, using word substitutes or a related word, the making up of words and dif-
ficulty focusing and understanding what was said (Alzheimer’s Society, 2022; Banovic 
et al., 2018). In the talk of participants in the data, their dementia was apparent in the 
content of their talk and sometimes other indicators such as processing speed, word-
finding and occasional difficulty in providing a relevant response to the previous turn. 
It is important to note that displayed difficulties are not visible in all data, suggesting 
that communicative difficulties in PLWD are not static, and alluding to the role of 

Table 1.  Participant demographic information.

Pseudonyms 
of dyad (age)

Person 
living 
with 
dementia

Form of 
dementia 
diagnosed with 
(year diagnosed)

Relationship 
to each other 
and living 
arrangements

Ethnicity Number 
of hours 
of video 
recorded

Number 
of co-
remembering 
sequences

Graham (87) 
and June (86)

June Alzheimer’s 
disease (2008)

Married – 
cohabiting

White 
British

8 4

Claudia (60) 
and Ewan 
(53)

Ewan Original 
diagnosis of 
Frontotemporal 
dementia 
(2010), 
subsequently 
diagnosed with 
Alzheimer’s 
disease

Friends – 
cohabiting

White 
British

9.5 2

John (72) and 
Jessica (62)

John Lewy Body 
Dementia 
(2010)

Married – 
cohabiting

White 
British

9 8
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interactional context and communication partners in aiding conversational fluidity (as 
we hope to demonstrate with our findings). Video data were transcribed using the 
Jefferson (2004) Transcription System. Please see Jefferson (2004) for explanation of 
transcription symbols used. In the analysis a line drawing is used to illustrate embodied 
actions such as gaze and smiling. Table 1 provides demographic information of 
participants.

Analytical findings

Extracts from the video data are used to illustrate interactional practices for maintaining 
progressivity employed by partners during co-rememberings with PLWD. The various 
memories drawn on in conversations could result in interactional problems for PLWD 
and their partners. If a PLWD does not recall a memory that their partner presents, this 
presents a challenge to the progressivity of the interaction. Where repair in other contexts 
may be focused on troubles in speaking, hearing or understanding (Schegloff et al., 
1977), in interactions with PLWD, there is the additional problem of remembering.

The interactional practices used by partners of PLWD in this data to maintain pro-
gressivity in their co-remembering talk are discussed. The extracts used do not feature 
Ewan and Claudia as the most explicit examples were used to demonstrate patterns 
across the 14 sequences of co-remembering. The interactional practices identified 
were candidate answers, tag questions and single-party memories of a shared event. 
We discuss how these practices, when used in this context, keep the conversation going 
with PLWD.

Candidate answers and tag questions

We first discuss candidate answers and tag questions together as they co-occur very fre-
quently in these data. A candidate answer can be used to guide a co-participant to a sug-
gested answer (Pomerantz, 1988), by proffering a model answer the recipient can choose 
to accept or reject in their response (Heritage, 1984). Candidate answers can also be used 
to seek information (Pomerantz, 1988), or check/clarify what a previous speaker meant 
(Antaki, 2012). Candidate answers can be useful when speaking with those with interac-
tional difficulties as they can direct the recipient towards the sought-after response 
(Pomerantz, 1988). Tag questions are a type of question that usually feature after a transi-
tion relevance place (TRP; Clift, 2016) and have been termed a form of ‘recompleter’ by 
Sacks et al. (1974) because they function as a device to exit the turn and transfer the 
conversational floor to another. Tag questions are used when the current speaker has 
reached a TRP without selecting a next speaker, and/or no other co-participant has self-
selected to speak next. Tag questions can therefore be used to facilitate interaction for 
co-participants who may require support to participate in interaction or otherwise have 
communicative difficulties, such as PLWD (Kempler, 1991; Welland et al., 2002). 
Extract 1 below illustrates how candidate answers and tag questions were commonly 
used by partners of PLWD.
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Extract 1. Graham and June. 05:31-05:37 into a 15:37 video.

Graham and June are sat at the kitchen table at their daughter Kate’s house. Kate is stood at 
the oven preparing their meal and does not contribute verbally to this extract. They have all 
been discussing the Malvern Flower Show and Graham and June discuss that they have been 
before and recall whether they had to buy tickets in advance (the co-remembering).

1  GRA:     =We’ve been once haven’t we. We went once.
2  JUN:     Yes we did.
3  GRA:     But I can’t remember whether we booked or what.

In Extract 1, Graham brings June into the conversation with his question ‘We’ve been 
once haven’t we’. In the prior interaction (not shown here), June has been a passive interlo-
cuter and has not said anything beyond laughing just before this extract begins. Graham 
facilitates June’s involvement in the conversation using the pronoun ‘we’ and the tag question 
‘haven’t we’ that selects June as the next speaker and exemplifies their couple relationship 
through the first-person plural pronoun ‘we’ (Hydén and Nilsson, 2015). When Graham says 
‘We went once’ at the end of his turn at line 1, he further facilitates June’s response by provid-
ing her with a candidate answer at the point of turn transition (Svennevig, 2012). Graham’s 
tag question is also positioned to prefer ‘yes’ rather than ‘no’ as the response (Pomerantz and 
Heritage, 2012). In this instance, a ‘passing yes’ is the preferred response – nothing more than 
assent is required, reducing the work needed for June to produce a relevant response.

The design of Graham’s turn therefore invites June to participate in the interaction in 
a way that helps to structure what her response could be. This could limit the responsibil-
ity for the kind of answer she produces (Pomerantz, 1988; Svennevig, 2012). The impact 
of this interactionally for June’s identity is that she can display herself as a skilled inter-
actant who responds to Graham’s turn in a timely manner (there is no pause in between 
Graham and June’s turn) and her talk at line 2 is treated as relevant (Pomerantz, 1988) as 
it is not challenged or questioned by Graham or Kate (their daughter who is also present 
in this interaction). In terms of their couple identity, Graham’s talk can be seen to main-
tain the relationship himself and June have as a couple together – through use of the ‘we’ 
pronoun (three times) and through the design of his talk in including June and guiding 
her answer through use of his candidate answer. Extracts 2 and 3 show further examples 
of how candidate answers and tag questions can be used to progress the conversation.

Extract 2. Graham and June. 02:07-02:15 of 07:56 video.

Graham and June are sat at the table in their own home. They have just finished playing Boggle 
(a game where you make words out of random letters). They have recently returned from 
visiting their other daughter (Polly). Graham has said they are a bit out of practice at Boggle 
and the extract begins by saying the Boggle box is a bit awkward to transport.

1  GRA:  →	�It’s a bit bulky to take the (.) Boggle when we go 
isn’t it,

2  JUN:  	  [It is really. ]
3  GRA:  	  [It’s an awkward] box thing really. But.
4    		      (0.4)
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In between Extract 2 and 3 Graham and June discuss that June learned how to play cribbage 
(a card game) from her father, which leads into the talk in Extract 3 relating to June’s father.

Extract 3. Graham and June. 03:13-03:30 of 07:56 video.

51  GRA:   	�   Must have been ↑awkward being in the Sunday school 
class

52   	    where your Dad was the boss:.
53  JUN:		  ((small smile))
54  GRA:	 heh heh heh heh huh
55   		     (0.5)
56  GRA:	 But you didn’t get [any ]
57  JUN:		�  [>Well] it was only Sunday 

school.<
58  GRA: →	� Yeah I know. (.) But you #din’t get any favours# 

did you.
59  JUN:   		     ((shakes head))
60  GRA: →	 £No(h)t really.£
61   		     (1.1)
62  JUN: →	 No:, I don’t think so.

In Extract 2 and 3, Graham’s tag questions (line 1 – ‘isn’t it’ and line 58 – ‘did you’) 
set up a context where there is a preference for June to respond in confirmation, which 
she does in both instances. The use of tag questions by Graham limits June’s responsibil-
ity for the kind of answer she produces and therefore potentially make it easier for her to 
present herself as a proficient speaker as Graham facilitates a space for her to come into 
the conversation (Shakespeare, 2004). Extract 3 (line 57) is the only time across the 
extracts of co-remembering in which June (or any other PLWD) does not provide agree-
ment with a candidate answer offered by Graham. June disrupts progressivity through 
her disalignment with Graham's candidate understanding (line 57), asserting that he has 
misunderstood her experience. Graham then tries again at line 58 and 60 with a new 
candidate answer (that June received ‘no favours’ from being the daughter of the Sunday 
school boss) and here confirmation in the affirmative is supplied by June (line 62).

Using single-party memory of a shared event

Another practice used by partners of PLWD to aid progressivity is to draw on their indi-
vidual memory of a shared event; resultingly the PLWD does not need to recall their own 
memories. The PLWD can accomplish their interactional obligations by smiling and 
agreeing with the account being told by their partner. Extract 4 and 5 both illustrate this 
practice.

Extract 4. Graham and June. 02:15-02:33 of 07:56 video.

This extract continues from where Extract 2 finishes. For reference – cribbage and rummy are 
both card games. Polly is one of their daughters.
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5   GRA: →	 An’ anyway I have to play cribbage with
6         →  		   (0.4)
7   GRA: → 	  £Pol(h)ly£ huh huh
8   JUN:  	   Heh heh ↑heh huh
9   GRA:  	   She li:kes her cribbage don’t she?
10  JUN:  	  Yeah:.
11    		      (0.2)
12  GRA:   	   Yeah.
13   		     (1.4)
14  GRA: → �	�  Now that rummy you were playin’, I’ve never played 

that
15        → 	  for yea:rs.
16  	   (0.8)
17  JUN: 	 Oh an’ nor have I. heh heh

At lines 5-7 and 14-15, Graham speaks about a recently shared experience but relates 
it to himself, meaning June is not required to explicitly display that she remembers 
(although line 9 does require a minimal confirmation from her). Graham’s turn at lines 
5–7 also uses humour which allows for them both to share in laughter together. Humour 
is simple to respond to as a participant can laugh along and is not accountable to display 
why they have found something funny (Clark, 1970). The subject of the memory and 
humour is also something which they have shared knowledge of; their daughter’s iden-
tity as someone who likes to play cribbage.

Extract 5. John and Jessica. 13:10-13:23 of 22:50 video.

Jessica and John are going on holiday soon and Jessica has told John that there’s a swimming 
pool at the hotel.

9   JES:  → 	  We could take our swimming things couldn’t we.
10  JOH:  	   °Yeah.°
11    		      ((sound of fork on the plate))
12    		      (0.3)
13    		      ((sound of fork on the plate))
14    		      (0.8)
15  JES:  	   And go for a swim.
16  JOH:   		     ((nods))
17    		      ((sound of fork on the plate))
18    		      (0.5)
19  JES:  	   I thought that’d be rather nice.
20    		      (0.4)
21  JES:  → 	  We haven’t been swimming for ages.
22    		      (1.0)
23   	    [((sound of fork on the plate))
24  JOH:  	   [(°No. °)
25    		      ((sound of fork on the plate))
26  JES:  → 	  The last time we went swimming was in Corfu.
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27    		      (1.5 – JES turns head to JOH)
28  JOH:  → 	  .hh huh huh huh=
29  JES:  → 	  =>£Do you re(h)memb(h)er.£<
30    		      ((clicking sound))
31  JES:  	   °huh hm.°
32    		      (.)
33  JES:  	   We £fou(h)nd that£ lovely deserted beach.

In Extract 5, Jessica links something happening in the future (swimming at the hotel 
pool) back to a memory shared by both parties. At line 9 Jessica says: ‘We could take our 
swimming things couldn’t we’, leading into the initiation of a memory of the last time 
they went swimming: ‘We haven’t been swimming for ages’ (line 21) and ‘The last time 
we went swimming was in Corfu’ (line 26). This is met with laughter from John (line 28), 
suggesting he is recalling an amusing memory. In Jessica’s next turn (line 29), her talk is 
interspersed with laughter particles, which latches with John’s laughter. As can be seen 
from the line drawing in the transcript, John’s face becomes very animated from line 28, 
and a wide smile stays on his face until line 40 (not included here). Jessica’s utterance of 
‘Do you remember’ could display she is treating John’s laughter as displaying he remem-
bers swimming in Corfu. Metacognitive formulations such as ‘do you remember’ happen 
regularly at points in interaction where the activity of remembering has become a source 
of interactional trouble, and even more so when one person’s account has resulted in sud-
den recognition in another person (Middleton and Edwards, 1990). Jessica’s ‘Do you 
remember’ comes after the reference (‘The last time we went swimming was in Corfu’), 
so the ‘Do you remember’ can be seen as a recognition check (Tao, 2001). ‘Do you 
remember’ in coming after the referent is similar to a tag question as it projects a next 
action from John (a confirmation), moving the interaction along, and favouring progres-
sivity (Sacks et al., 1974). This displays how an individual memory of a shared event can 
be used to co-remember and accompanying practices which are used to aid progressivity 
(metacognitive formulations).

In this extract, the responses that are invited by Jessica of John are minimal, and often 
only agreement or assent is required. This shows how, because co-remembering is jointly 
constructed, it is not necessary for all parties to contribute equally to the remembering. 
Here, Jessica provides all the materials for the remembering through her turn design, 
using storytelling through discussing their future holiday and linking this back to a 
shared memory of when they last went swimming.

Discussion

This article has highlighted some of the practices partners of PLWD can use during 
sequences of co-remembering with PLWD to keep the conversation going by maintain-
ing progressivity. These practices are candidate answers, tag questions and single-party 
memory of a shared event. These findings corroborate CA research in acute hospital set-
tings showing that healthcare professionals also tend to structure interactions with PLWD 
to favour progressivity, especially where the task at hand does not require intersubjective 
understanding (Pilnick et al., 2021). Pilnick et al. (2021) also questioned whether repair 
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is seldom used by healthcare professionals in this context because of its potential for 
highlighting trouble with the PLWD’s talk and the associated impacts on their identity as 
a ‘competent’ speaker. We have argued in this article that by designing talk for progres-
sivity, participants can reduce the stakes for maintaining intersubjectivity, reduce oppor-
tunities for the surfacing of interactional trouble and minimise the need for repair. As a 
result, PLWD and their partners can achieve collaborative co-remembering without 
encountering misunderstanding, mishearing or misspeaking. In designing talk for pro-
gressivity, partners can interactionally uphold the shared identity with their loved PLWD, 
as well as avoid challenges to PLWD’s identity as ‘competent’ speakers.

The practices identified in this article (candidate answers, tag questions and single-
party memory of a shared event) create a context where assent, affiliation or agreement 
are acceptable responses from the PLWD, and little else is required. The practices used 
during sequences of co-remembering may be especially tailored to the subject of the talk 
(shared memories). These are memories to which all parties have equal access, in theory, 
although in practice, and for PLWD especially, memories may be difficult or impossible 
to retrieve and discuss (Alzheimer’s Society, 2021). Practices that allow for jointly sig-
nificant memories to be discussed, while reducing the possibility of exposing the PLWD’s 
forgettings, have a two-fold benefit: not only is the PLWD interactionally included as a 
co-rememberer, but their agreements or assents to the partner’s tellings may also help to 
maintain their mutual relational identities.

However, these practices are not without risks. When the partner designs talk to 
favour progressivity, the conditionally relevant response is limited, and renders repair the 
structurally dispreferred response. For example, in line 1 of Extract 2, Graham (the part-
ner), says to June (the PLWD): ‘It’s a bit bulky to take the Boggle when we go isn’t it’. 
The candidate-plus-tag-question turn design carries a structural preference for June to 
agree (which she does), and uphold the progressivity of the sequence, but may also limit 
her opportunities (and, in turn, her agency) to disagree. Of course, preference organisa-
tion is a normative, not regulative practice, and close friends or married couples can 
unproblematically disagree in their conversations (as has been found in other research 
with couples impacted by dementia: see Landmark et al., 2021). For example, in Extract 
3 June disagrees with a candidate answer from Graham (line 56–57). However, this 
observation also points to an inherent methodological limitation of our approach to this 
study. We find no evidence/deviant cases in our data where PLWD express frustration or 
explicitly object to interactional practices that promote progressivity over intersubjectiv-
ity, although this absence of evidence may also suggest the effectiveness of such prac-
tices. It is difficult to strike an interactional balance between communicating in a way 
that supports agency and communicating in a way that supports progressivity. It can 
appear that in designing talk for progressivity, the partner sets and constrains the terms 
for participation. There is, however, no evidence in this dataset to support that designing 
talk for progressivity is treated in this way by the PLWD. The findings here suggest that 
partner’s design of talk for progressivity over intersubjectivity displays a method for 
involving the PLWD in interaction about shared memories. Research by Alsawy et al. 
(2020) has demonstrated how PLWD value reminiscing about shared memories, as per-
suasively expressed by Julie, one of their participants living with dementia, who says of 
reminiscing with her daughter: ‘It takes you back, it’s almost as if it was only yesterday 
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and you know you were enjoying yourself at the time . .  . If I don’t remember things 
she’ll remember them for me’ (Alsawy et al., 2020: 157). Although this is only one 
account, it illustrates the value of co-remembering and the positive impact it can have 
upon identity. In our dataset, it may also be that the topic (co-remembering of a shared 
event) and context (speaking with a close friend or spouse) of the conversation means 
that there is less at stake if participants contribute asymmetrically.

Another limitation of the present study is that our participants were not diverse in 
terms of ethnic or cultural background, although this study focuses on detailed, proce-
dural descriptions of observed interactional practices rather than making any claims 
about their broader generalisability. Our participants were, however, diverse in terms of 
the forms of dementia they were diagnosed with and the age of the PLWD in each dyad, 
suggesting that these practices are common across a range of diagnoses and age groups. 
In future research, we could also explore interaction in co-remembering beyond verbal 
communication, including the wealth of other forms communication can take (e.g. in 
dance therapy – Nyström and Lauritzen, 2005; use of embodiment, artefacts and time – 
Strandoos and Antelius, 2017). There is a growing consensus in dementia studies that 
communicative ability is not something either present or absent in an individual, but 
something which is situationally and collaboratively created (Alsawy et al., 2020; 
Strandoos and Antelius, 2017). This is where the practices and skills used by the partner 
come into play in supporting interaction with the PLWD. Utilising a conversation ana-
lytic approach allows us to notice the unnoticed and reveal the skills and practices with 
which care partners talk with PLWD, skills which are often not explicitly recognised or 
valued (Handley et al., 2019; Pilnick et al., 2021). By analysing the recipient design 
methods that partners of PLWD use we have explicated some of the methods which can 
facilitate interaction with PLWD in the context of people’s own homes. This detailed 
analysis illustrates how it is only by interrogating the context in which interactions 
unfold that we can meaningfully understand the skill that the partners are displaying and 
what works in this specific interactional context – something generic ‘top tips’ for com-
munication struggle to achieve (Pilnick et al., 2021).

Dementia impacts upon relationships and communication, threatening individual 
(Kitwood, 1997) and shared identity (Wadham et al., 2016), causing changes in commu-
nicative abilities for PLWD (Banovic et al., 2018; Nyström and Lauritzen, 2005) and 
creating problems in communicating effectively with PLWD for family members 
(Savundranayagam and Orange, 2014). In this article we have shown how interactions 
with others can help maintain the identity of PLWD (Cowdell, 2006; Kitwood, 1997), 
demonstrating the value of a relational approach for examining interactions between 
couples affected by dementia and how these interactions can maintain individual and 
shared identities. We have demonstrated how co-rememberings are an important source 
for conveying belonging and identity (Hydén, 2011) and answered the call for more 
research into the approaches used by conversation partners to support co-remembering 
with PLWD (Hydén, 2011). Previous research has found reminiscence therapy leads to 
significant increases in quality of life, and significant decreases in depression and behav-
ioural and psychological symptoms of dementia for the PLWD who take part (Park et al., 
2019). Through co-remembering past events together in the home environment, PLWD 
and their partners may be able to replicate some of these effects.
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Our findings in this article have reaffirmed the growing consensus in dementia and 
disability studies that communicative ability is situationally and collaboratively created. 
While this research does not provide novel conversation analytical findings of its own, it 
does apply existing conversation analytical findings to a context that has received little 
exploration, contributing towards our relational understanding of interactions between 
informal carers and PLWD. This article shows how designing talk in a way that keeps the 
conversation going can help to uphold our relationships and shared memories with others 
and can support us to interact and maintain our individual and collective identities.
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