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Abstract

The purpose of this paper isto explorethe potential value of applying
language-based methods of analyses to textual ethnographic field
records (like e-mail records) in addition to thick descriptions. Even
though language analysis imports many a priori assumptions, they

could provide more concise summaries than thick descriptions and

add value to them. The methods of conversational analysis investi-

gated here a based on a coding scheme derived fromthe Wittgenstein
“language use” theory of meaning combined with Habermas’ social
action typology. The paper presents some coding issues for discussion
that we encountered along with illustrative tabulations of sample
coding results. Our purpose is to illustrate the potential value of
language action coding to ethnographers both during the analysis and
reporting stages of research.

Keywords. Ethnographic field study, thick descriptions, language
action theory, coding schemes.

1. Introduction

The results of ethnographic field studies are typically presented as “hick descriptions”
in the form of narratives or “stories.” The disadvantage of thick descriptions is that they
tend to be rather verbose and make it difficult to form a global picture of the social

phenomena being researched. The general purpose of the research underlying this paper
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80 Part 1: Critical Reflections

isto investigate the possibility of using some form of language-action analysis on the

same textual ethnographic field records (such as tape recording transcripts or e-mail

records) asare used to formulatethick descriptions. Such language-based analysiscould

yield more conci se summariesthan thick descriptionsand thereby add valueto them. We

do not imply here that language action analysis can entirely replace thick descriptions,

but at least they could help to identify “salient” or prominent characteristics in the
ethnographic data. Hence, language action based forms of analysis would be secondary
to thick descriptions, but they could play an important exploratory and summarizing role

in ethnographic research. Our approach is rooted in the “semantic content analysis” in
which coding is based on meaning rather than word counts. On the other hand, it is not
a grounded theory approach because the researchers enter into the examination of the
texts with an initial set of predetermined content variables extracted from our framework
(Truex and Ngwenyama 1998, p. 452).

Specifically, we shall explore in this paper whether a descriptive analysis of the field
records with a language action theory based coding scheme could shed additional light
on the social phenomenato be studied. Examples of what we mean by social phenomena
are the collaborative processes that occur in a group project for a college level course.
Although group work in college is not the same as collaborative work in industry
because of the “artificial” nature of the instructor centered classroom setting, student
work groups should qualify as a convenient testing ground for new research methodolo-
gies. This paper will report some preliminary results of testing the application of the
language action theory to obtain a global view of the nature of the social interaction in
such collaborative student group settings. To avoid possible misinterpretation of the data
analysis presented later in this paper, it is important to keep in mind that our purpose
here is not to test any hypothesis or make any assertions on group processes. Rather, our
intention merely is to explore the feasibility of drawing on the language action theory
for the development of a coding scheme and illustrate its use for coding and interpreting
a given “text.” We seek feedback on the feasibility and potential pitfalls of our proposed
methods.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 explains the
theoretical background for developing language action coding schemes and the setting
in which the ethnographic “data,” i.e., field records from participant observation and on-
line group interaction transcripts, were collected. Section 3 presents some coding
examples and reports the difficulties encountered in applying Habermas’ action types to
ethnographic “data.” Section 4 analyzes tentative results from coding samples and
section 5 summarizes our conclusions about the potential value added of using language
action theory based coding schemes with ethnographic field studies.

2. Theoretical Background and Research Setting

Our long-term objective is to design a research methodology that will help us to under-

stand the dynamics of group processes from an insider's perspective. As such an
understanding is always incomplete, we intend to focus on such aspects as may be
suggestive for designing technical systems that are compatible with social group

processes. We presume that the understanding should come first and information
technology design second.
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We start with the common sense assumption that at the micro level al group
interactions can be understood in terms of elementary acts or sequences of such acts. In
some cases, these action sequences may be as simple as asking questions, accessing
information, manipulating information, etc. In other cases, they may be quite complex,
such as solving problems through sophisticated strategies, mitigating group conflict or
building group cohesiveness and forming consensus through compromise and mutually
accepted critique. In general, al these processes involve a series of transactions and
transformations that lead to the creation, processing, distribution, use, control and
management of data, information, and knowledge. The most obvious manifestation of
the knowledge creation is in the ordinary speech and writings that are used as the
medium of communication, including special symbols such as figures or models to
support ordinary speech.

In accordance with the literature on speech act theory, language should be aform
of human action. In order to capture the full meaning of language, we may need to resort
to identifying the human actions that provide the ultimate rationale or purpose of one or
several speech acts. Hence, we may need larger units of analysis than individual
sentences or speech acts. Possible larger units are the social action types as Habermas
(1984) proposed them in his “Theory of Communicative Action”: instrumental, strategic,
communicative, expressive, normatively regulated and discursive actions. Because these
action types have already been widely discussed in the IS literature (e.g., Hirschheim,
Klein, Lyytinen 1995 and 1996 or Cecez-Kecmanovic 1994), we will take them for
granted here. However, a key point to keep in mind is that the action types are not easily
identified at the micro level. Therefore, by themselves, they are not a good coding
scheme. Nevertheless, the orientations underlying these action types can be very helpful
to interpret the meaning of what people say or do and therefore helpful for constructing
a more sophisticated coding scheme.

For the research site selected in this study, the following three orientations
suggested themselves as the most important. The first is the instrumental (or means-
ends) orientation to accomplish a set goal. The second is the communicative orientation,
which prevails when people engage in communications to achieve agreement or shared
understandings. The third orientation is called discursive and can be observed when
conversation partners seek clarifications and reasons for claims made in the course of
ongoing interactions. Hence, discursive action challenges what is being said, but seeks
to restore agreement by giving good reasons abstaining from using force or other forms
of power (e.g., court litigation). If the orientation is to get one’s way (success) by means
of power, this turns the communication partner into an opponent and the underlying
orientation is instrumental (to achieve success in terms of one’s own predefined
objectives). This action type is called strategic, because it is directed against human
opponents (or other organisms that can be expected to also act strategically) as opposed
to inanimate objects, which don’t have a mind of their own.

Speech acts are supposed to be the most basic units of ordinary speech, which at the
vocal level consists of a series of utterances. Consistent with prior literature (i.e., Dietz
and Widdershoven 1991) there are only four classes of speech acts, namely assertions,
instructions, commitments (like promises), or declarations (like giving notice). As in
prior research (cf. Klein and Truex 1996), we found it very difficult to classify all text
that makes up ordinary group interactions in everyday life into one of those four speech
acts. Hence we resorted to a typology that is richer and more flexible. Its original version
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was proposed by P. B. Andersen (1991). Based on Wittgenstein’s analysis of language

use, Andersen called the basic units in his typology “language games.” These language
games have different connotations from those in “mind games” or “games people play.”
The language games that seemed most appropriate for our research site are defined in
Figure 1.

By analyzing what the group members tried to accomplish with their words in the
group meetings, we sought to identify a set of language games to capture the universe
of discourse of student group meetings, i.e., all that students typically say in study
groups. We did this in two steps. First, a stable core set of language games could be
transferred directly from prior work, i.e., Andersen (1991) and Klein and Truex (1996).
As in prior research, the language games could easily be organized into a few
fundamental types. Most likely these can be observed in many different contexts.
Second, we identified additional language games that were not encountered in previous
research. They are specific to the universe of discourse in the student group meetings
studied here. Examples are the language games aimed at organizing the group or those
aimed at accomplishing something specific such as tasks needed in writing a college
report, the language games aimed at maintaining the group or smoothing social
interactions or those aimed at mastering or controlling the technology. In general, the
language games within each major type need to be adjusted to the specific research site
context under consideration. Klein and Truex discuss the details of adjusting language
games in developing a coding scheme.

The research setting for which the language games in Figure 1 were constructed
consisted of carefully selected graduate-level courses with semester projects, because we
did not have access to participant observation of an industry project group. The data used
in this paper came from the “Leadership in Organizations” course. Itis an MBA course
offered to School of Management students who pursue the leadership certificate
program. Although the field study at this specific site lasted only 15 weeks, its data
interpretation benefitted from the background knowledge of a larger research project that
involved several research sites and extended over a period of 18 months.

The major objective of this leadership course is for students to experience and gain
insights into the emergence and development of leadership. There are several reasons
why we believed that complex group interactions are likely to occur in the student
project groups for this course and why this course would be a suitable testing ground for
developing our research methodology. First, a unique feature of the teaching strategy in
this course is the explicit role of the instructor as a facilitator rather than a knowledge
disseminator. Students are expected to assume the ownership not only for their learning
but also for that of others. Another important element of collaborative learning in this
class is the emphasis on knowledge sharing. The course is carefully structured with
tasks requiring students to share their work with each other.

Secondly, the course requirement of relevance to our research is the emphasis placed
on many forms of student participation. These include in-class discussion, engagement
in online chats, publishing work on the web and reviewing others’ work. In addition,
students are required to write a personal journal and an integrating essay to reflect their
learning in the course. Finally, there is a group project that synthesizes the course
materials covered into a full package of documentation and presentation.

A third attractive feature that makes this leadership course useful for research on
group processes is the integration of user-friendly group support software into the course
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design. Oneof such groupware applicationsis TeamWave, which offersstudentsawide

range of tools to use online. With TeamWave, students can work together at any time

and in any place, e.g., chatting and brainstorming in a group, making a group decision

or voting, arranging and organizing meetings, keeping track of and sharing the group’s
files, and so on. We took full advantage of the automatic transcript or recording facilities
of TeamWave to obtain the best set of records possible.

The data presented in this paper was extracted from one of the case discussions in
TeamWave. In this leadership class, the online case discussion was conducted regularly
once a week outside of class time. At a scheduled time, students would log on
TeamWave either locally from the school’s public computing facility or remotely from
their home or work place. The main objective of these online sessions was to discuss the
reading materials or certain selective topics that the instructor assigned. In these online
sessions, two specific tools of TeamWave—Brainstormer and Chat—were used to
facilitate students’ analysis of the assigned cases. Inthe Chat window, students had the
ability to type their comments or to have a textual conference with each other. After
typing in text and hitting the <Return> key, their statements would be displayed in the
chat screen along with their log-in name. Everyone in the session would be able to see
the statements from their screen. This is how users communicate to each other
interactively online. Similar to the Chat, the Brainstormer also serves as a place for
students to contribute their comments but in an anonymous mode because the students’
names are not automatically displayed.

In principle, we proposed that understanding group learning in this leadership course
involves analyzing the sequences of language actions. These language actions are
performed by the actors under the influence of other components; namely, technology,
pedagogical context, and group processes. It is hypothesized that all communicative
transactions that occur in this context are driven by one of the three basic orientations
that are at the core of Habermas’ definitions social action types. The three orientations
are instrumental, communicative, and discursive. They are associated with the group
members’ motivations and intentions when acting as group members. We assumed that
one of the three orientations is dominant during one or more language games for each
group member. This assumption led us to propose to combine the language games with
Habermas’ action types into the single coding scheme of Figure 2. In this coding scheme
the orientations are coded as part of the five action types shown as column headers in
Figure 2, i.e., the instrumental orientation is associated with instrumental and strategic
actions while the communicative orientation is associated with normatively regulated
and communicative actions.

3. Coding Issues
3.1 The Procedures Used in the Coding
From the online case discussions in thedder ship in Organizations’ course that we

shall refer to as the H5 course, we selected two transcripts for the analysis in this paper.
As mentioned earlier, these case discussions were conducted weekly in TeamWave and



Figure 1. Proposed Language Typology for the Analysis of Collaborative Group Processes
(adopted and modified from Truex 1993, p. 100)

Work Language Type

Characteristics

L anguage games
establishing or
changing the
group work

1.1 Defining Tasks

activities aimed at determining the appropriate task and the order of performance of
tasks

1.2 Ordering

aims at allocating tasks to learners

1.3 Work Distribution

aims at dividing atask or set of tasks among learners

1.4 Work Coordination

aims at coordinating learners with the same tasks

1.5 Work Priority

aims at changing priority so that one task preceded another

1.6 Organization*

When one learner asks another to take over a task for which he/sheis better quali-
fied and to designate a leadership role

1.7 Request for Suggestions and Assistance*

aims at asking for technical helps, direction, and suggestions for possible ways of
actions.

1.8 Reporting

aims at informing persons about the current state of the work and responding to 1.7
above.

1.9 Monitoring and verifying*

aims at controlling, monitoring, and verifying the quality, manner, and speed of the
work in accordance to the requirements.

1.10 Requests for Clarification

used when assistance is needed to understand the task or interpret instructions or
work methods

1.11 Giving general advice and counsel

aims at giving knowledge about tasks or work organization and responding to 1.10
above. Tends to be repetitive and learning oriented
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Figure 2. Proposed Data Coding and Analyzing Scheme for CSCL Systems

FEUNCTIONS
Production Group Well-being and Support | Emancipation |
Normatively-
Work Language Type | Insirumental | Strategic | regulated | Communicative | Discursive |
1. Language games estab- 1.1 Defining Tasks
lishing or changing the 1.2 Ordering
group work 1.3 Work Distribution
1.4 Work Coordination
1.5 Work Priority
1.6 Organization
1.7 Verification
1.8 Monitor
1.9 Reporting
1.10 Requests for Clarification
2. Language gamesoriented | 2.1 Problem Inception
to task completion 2.2 Data Interpretation
2.3 Sub-goal Formation
2.4 Problem Solving
2.5 Conflict Resolution
2.6 Execution
3. Languagegamesrelated | 3.1 Seeking general advice and counsel
tosocial relations, team  [32 Collegia social conversation
building, and group 3.3 Greetings
norms 3.4 Acknowledging and reaffirming group
bond and identity
3.5 Exclamations
3.6 Grievance
4. Languagegamesassoci- | 4.1 Structuresimposed
Z;e(;jr\:]v;tdt?;'echnology 4.2 Media features
5. Other unspecified games
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lasted about an hour. The average number of discussants was about 9-10 students.
Because the discussions were text-based, all the communicative transactions were
readily captured in transcripts as records. For smplicity, we limited our analysis on a
sample of two sessions because our interest here is to explore the feasibility of the
proposed coding scheme rather than to make any claimsin group learning. In reading
the transcripts from these meetings, we found sufficient evidence that they provide
valuable insights into how a group works together on a complex task in a virtual
environment over an extended period of time. However, we choseto present our analysis
asillustrative examples of what other ideas can be gleaned from language action coding.

Thefirst step inthe coding wasto convert the transcriptsinto text documents. Next,
we imported these text documents into a qualitative data analysis program called
ATLAS/I. Fromthe ATLAS/ application, we began reviewing thetranscripts. Aswe
read and interpreted the statements in the transcripts (often with discussions among the
authors), we assigned a code to ameaningful portion of text. One of the authors did the
entire coding of the transcripts. Since we did not have outsiders available to serve as
cross-coders and inter-coders, the other author had to be involved in the coding process.
He checked the major sections of the coded transcripts from the first author. When
incongruences arose, we met and resolved the differences ourselves. The codes were
drawn from the predefined language types and Habermas’ action types in the proposed
coding scheme of Figure 2. The unit of analysis was based on one or more statements
that expressed a complete thought or action; however, what constituted a complete
thought or action was quite subjective. After coding all the transcripts, one of the
authors ran queries from ATLAS/ti to obtain the frequency counts on each of the codes,
i.e., selecting all the statements coded as “Act-Communicative”. The results of these
summary statistics will be presented in section 4. In this section we wish to focus on the
difficulties that we encountered with resolving ambiguities as we applied the coding
scheme.

3.2 Coding Difficulties

The sample transcript in Figure 3 is an excerpt from one online case discussion session
in the H5 course (Transcript H50226, p. 2). Through TeamWave, learners could log in
from different locations and participate in a real-time discussion. The Brainstormer tool
in TeamWave was used to facilitate group interactions in this session. It supported a free
format interaction that allowed learners to contribute their comments at any time.
Another noticeable feature of this excerpt was its anonymity. Through the Brainstormer,
learners could contribute either their comments or ideas without revealing their identity.
As a result, it is not possible to trace the origin of these statements and associate them
to a specific participant in these sample transcripts.

In this excerpt, the focus of the discussion was on the issue of leadership impact and
the role of leaders in organizational change. In the contribution prior to line 68, one
student “gave advice” “that there is a cycle of change that we need to pay attention to
when effecting system-wide change.” He then listed Nadler’s five change activities:
“(1) recognizing the change imperative, (2) developing a shared direction,
(3) implementing change, (4) consolidating change, and (5) sustaining change.” The
language game of this passage was coded as “giving explanation” and the action type as
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Figure 3. An ATLASI/ti Screen Capture Showing
a Sample Transcript with Codes

“instrumental.” After this, another student raised the following question ,“l wonder
what the substantive and symbolic ‘acts’ would be with regard to this cycle of change.
With the term ‘acts,’” do you mean the specific tasks of a team and leader or the overall
goals?” This question was coded as “problem inception.” The action type was coded
as “communicative” and not “discursive” because the question did not really challenge
any claims or assumptions from the preceding statements.

At this point, we will step the reader through a portion of the transcript and the
coding shown in Figure 3. The result is shown in Figure 4. For brevity, we singled out
only those statements from Figure 3 for discussion in Figure 4 that are ambiguous and
problematic for the language action coding. From Figure 4, it will become apparent that
the language game coding is relatively straightforward whereas the action type coding
is much more ambiguous and subjective. Consequently, the reliability in the action type
coding might turn out to be low.

The key point that we try to convey here is that the coding of action types relies on
subjective judgments and contextual interpretation. As we shall describe in the analysis
of coding summary, the difficulty is not the lack of the authors’ experience or know-
ledge, but it is inherent in the whole approach of language action coding at its current
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state. There are simply no predefined rules to determine the proper unit of analysis.
Should the social action types be analyzed at the sentence, paragraph, or issue-related
level? In the next section, we will present our language action analysis based on each
utterance. Although it is difficult to justify each action type coding, the result of cross
coding both the language action types and the language games shows some interesting
insights of collaborative group processes that might be hidden from other methods of
analyses, i.e., thick descriptions, dictionary-based content analysis.

4. Analysis of Coding Summaries

As is evident from the prior discussion, we are faced with the following paradox.
Whereas the coding of language gamesisfairly straightforward after some training and
experience, it is insufficient to capture the full meaning of speech. Only if coding of
language games is combined with action type coding can we capture some of the
subtleties of the ongoing group interactions. However, coding for action typesisfull of
ambiguities rendering the coding lessreliable. Thisistrue even for researchers who are

very familiar with Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action. What seems to be
surfacing here is some sort of linguistic Heisenberg principle: The more meaning we try
to capture (i.e., the cross coding with language games type and action type), the less
precise become the measurements ( i.e., the ambiguities illustrated in Figure 4). The
richness of cross coding can be elaborated in more detail with Figure 5.

Figure 5 was obtained by projecting the language games across different social
actions of Habermas. The purpose of this cross tabulation is to explore the values and
intentions underlying the language games. Our fundamental conjecture is that
Habermas’ five action types (namely instrumental, strategic, normatively regulated,
communicative, and discursive action) represent most of significant social actions
occurring in group processes. This study suggests that the values and intentions
underlying different language games can be clarified substantially by cross-coding them
with Habermas’ action types. The reason for this is that the language games categories
do not capture the underlying motives or intentions, which they serve. These motives are
captured by the Habermas’ action types. Hence language game coding alone is
chronically insufficient whenever the same language game can serve different action
types.

This observation is very evident from analyzing the following four language games
in Figure 5: 1.10 Request for clarification, 1.11 Giving advice, 2.1 Problem inception,
and 2.2 Data interpretation. These language games account about half of the conversa-
tion, hence are very critical communications. To clarify the point of chronic insuffi-
ciency of language game coding, let us single out 1.11, the “Giving advice” game.
Clearly the meaning of “giving advice” is very different depending on whether the
underlying orientation is to challenge some prior points (merely couched politely in
terms of advice) or simply to offer some additional pieces of information to round out
the picture that might have been overlooked by the listener. In the former case, the
action type is discursive in the latter communicative. The giving advice game is almost
evenly split among these two very different action types.



Figure 4. The lllustration of Difficulties in Coding Language Action Types

Samples from the excer pt

Code assigned

Explanation |

Line 68: See the activities as listed in the cycle
of change...recognizing...etc.

Structured imposed

Act-communicative

This refers to scrolling back to see things on the screen—a stiuc-

ture that exists as a result of using group supported technolog
The statement informs others for the purpose understanding.

y.

Line 70: Sorry, got to run...

Social conversation

Act-Unspecified

This does not relate to a task but it conveys a message so we
coded it as social conversation.

The act here is unspecified. This is an example of ambiguity i
coding social action types. The term “Sorry” itself might be
treated as an expressive act, but taking the whole utterance in
context, the statement could be interpreted as a communicativ
act. However, it is not clear in either case.

=}

to
e

Line 72-74: However | have always believed
that the overall direction of an organization
derives from upper management. This being
true, are they not responsible for the team er
ronment in an organization? At least in the
aggregate?

Problem inception

vAct-discursive

The language game is quite obvious in this case. The statem
raised an issue for discussion. However, the language action
is debatable. Here, it was coded as discursive because the q
tions raised here put a spotlight on the common assumption.

the same time, this statement might also be interpreted as a ¢

for an problem inception. If so, it would be communicative act|.

ent
type
es-

all

Line 81: How about the first issue? Let us
generate as much ideas as possible.

Work coordination
Act-strategic

The work coordination code seems reasonable. Again, interp
ing this statement as a strategic act might require further elab
tion. In this case, we speculated that this participant had a hid
motive when he/she made the statement. It could be that the
individual wanted to shift the topic of the discussion and influe
other to follow his suit. However, one might argue the commu
cative nature of the statement. The difficulty is how can we
determine what is in the mind of the participants based on the
speech expression.
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Result of coding Habermas action types in H5 case discussions. Note: X-axis: types of language move, Z-
axis: action types, and Y-axis: percentage of statements
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Figure 5. Result of Coding Language Games Cross Habermas’'
Action Types in the Case Discussions of the H5 Course

Similar observations can be made for the other three language game types. As
shown in Figure 5, most of the problem inception language games are discursive, i.e.,
the interactions were aimed at challenging group members’ opinions or positions. A
similar pattern holds for the rRequests for data clarifications” (1.10). They also appear
to be mostly discursive. The reverse is true for data interpretation language games: only
one quarter is discursive and about three-quarters are communicative.

In principle, we expect the distribution will vary depending on the social context in
which the transcripts are generated, i.e., a consultation with the tax auditor would
produce a distribution that is very different from that of a psychotherapy session. Given
a very large number of texts and utterances, the shape of the utterance frequencies might
not be necessarily stable because they are subject to the influence of various factors
including group climate, task goal, group spirit, group composition, and so on.

There are a few more observations that can be made with the help of the coding
summary in Figure 5. For instance, on the whole, the communicative action appears to
be dominant (cf. Figure 6). This orientation indicates the values and intentions that the
group members placed on achieving consensus and shared sense-making. Group
members viewed themselves as partners engaging in negotiation and interpretation for
shared understandings. This is further illustrated in the Figure 6.
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Result of coding Habermes action types in HRVB53 online case discussion

[ Percentage of statements based on the action type

Act- ActDiscusive  Act-Bxressive  Actinstrumental ActNommetive Act-Strategic Act-Unspecified
o

Figure 6. The Result of Coding Habermas’ Action Types in
a Sample of H5 Online Case Discussion

Figure 6 showsthetotal number of statementsin percentagewith respect to different
types of Habermas’ social action types in all four online sessions of case discussion in
the H5 course. From this figure, one interpretation of the group’s interaction is that the
group showed a high level of collaboration. It is evident in the large number of
communicative actions that are oriented toward negotiation, coordination, and reaching
consensus. In contrast, there are a smaller number of discursive statements that reflect
disagreement, conflict, and argumentation. In hostile or confrontational groups, one
would expect that strategic and discursive actions are much more frequent than were
observed in our sample data. Hence the analysis method introduced could also provide
of measure of the group climate on the cooperative vs. confrontational dimension.
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Insummary, adding the dimension of Habermas’ action types reveals a deeper level
of meaning in the group interactions. It shows us different orientations of the
communication in which the group members engage. It allows us to take a closer look
at the inside of group processes where values and intentions manifest themselves. It
sheds light on the transformation where sense-making, shared meaning, and consensus
building take place.

5. Conclusions and Further Research Implications

The paper reflects on the potential contribution from developing and using a coding
scheme that is based on the language action theory. Based on an earlier study and its
adaptation to a new setting, we concluded that such a coding scheme provides ethno-
graphic researchers a valuable tool to examine group interactions at a deeper and more
global level than the traditional thick description. Of course there are at least two
challenges to this claim. The first is that the coding scheme rests on a number of a priori
assumptions, which are imported by the researcher from “the outside” and therefore may
not have any grounding in the field records. There is an obvious counter argument to
this. Klein and Myers (1999) found that many ethnographic studies exhibit a heavy
a priori theoretical bias even if they solely rely on thick descriptions because they tend
to use external theories for interpreting the field records and for selecting the contents
and format of their descriptions. Hence, no matter which research method is used, some
theoretical bias is inevitable.

The second challenge that a language action coding scheme faces is the difficulty
with achieving sufficiently reliable coding results. In other words, the coding methods
need to improve the inter-raters’ consistency and agreement. This is important for
giving evidence for the plausibility and cogency of results. If coders trained in the same
methods, but with otherwise different backgrounds, are presented with the same text, the
tabulation of the results should be similar at least to the extent that they agree on the
interpretation of the original thick descriptions. If the results vary with the coders, then
they appear more or less arbitrary, because the reader cannot follow the logic of the
coding in detail whereas thick descriptions are supposed to be sufficiently detailed so
that the reader can form his own judgements.

However, even if coding consistency is not achievable, we made the case that the
proposed language action coding scheme still is a valuable idea generation tool during
the research process (the context of discovery). This is so because the coding scheme
tabulation and interpretation are trustworthy only if supported by the thick descriptions.
The latter are the warrant that the global characteristics captured in the tabulation of
coding results depict qualities that are in some sense “true.” True in this sense merely
means that any claims made in the course of reporting results can be substantiated with
the thick description accounts of the people’s “lived experience,” who perceived the
phenomena about which academic claims are made. What is at stake here is the
relationship between two socially constructed realities: those of the people whose lives
are being studied and those of the researchers who try to understand them in their
writings. We assume that the former is prior and hence any academic claims must be
anchored to the lived experiences of the people whose experiences the academics try to
understand.
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