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Accounting

Richard Buttny

Syracuse University, USA

G.H. Morris

California State University, San Marcos, USA

(C)onsider . . . the use of “Why?” . . . (W)hat one does with “Why?” is to propose
about some action that it is an “accountable action.” That is to say, “Why?” is a
way of asking for an account. Accounts are most extraordinary. And the use of
accounts and the use of requests for accounts are very highly regulated phenomena.
(Sacks, 1992 [1964], pp. 4-5)

This passage illuminates our title. While much of what humans do and say is
understood by others in routine, taken-for-granted ways, our actions may not
always be self-explanatory. On such occasions, others ask us “Why?”” — to grasp
our intentions, anderstandings, or position. The ways of explaining ourselves to
others (and to curselves) constitute the speech activity of accounting.

The above epigram, to our knowledge, represents the first use of “accounts”
as a social scien-ific concept (Scott, 1993). The phenomenon of accounts remains
a rich research site today which social scientists from various disciplinary
perspectives have been mining for over 30 years. The initial excitement of re-
searching these everyday explanations may have dissipated somewhat, but the
concept of accounts has taken its place as an important way of conceiving
people’s sense-making and remedial practices for maintaining or repairing inter-
actional alignment and telling one’s side of things.

To read the accounts literature is to review the panoply of different perspec-
tives and research traditions in the social and human sciences. Different theoreti-
cal perspectives have developed the notion of accounts in different directions:
accounts as reconfiguring the context of an event, accounts as reality negotiation,
accounts as narratives, accounts as an exception to the rule, accounts as a
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dispreferred response, and so on. In looking at recent work on accounts, we
came across seven reviews of the accounts literature written in the 1990s alone
(Cody & McLaughlin, 1990; Nicholas, 1990; Schlenker & Weigold, 1992; Buttny,
1993a; Antaki, 1994: Benoit, 1995, Ch.3; Orbuch, 1997). What is striking from
reading these literature reviews is how different authors size up the value and
direction of the literature in terms of their own paradigmatic commitments. One
broad divergence in these readings of accounts research is reflected by the very
title of this Handbook: those who look at the ‘“‘social psychology’ of accounts
(i.e., focusing on cognitive components and using primarily quantitative
methods) in contrast to those who take accounts as “language” (i.e., as talk-in-
interaction ~ what we will call the language-and-social-interaction paradigm,
which uses primarily qualitative methods). These two traditions of accounts
research have common roots in the work of Scott and Lyman (1968). but they
have diverged due to asking different kinds of questions and using different
methodologies and data in trying to answer them (Antaki, 1994). The present
authors’ background is more steeped in the language-and-social-interaction ap-
proach and we suspect that our reading is tilted in that direction, but we attempt
to discuss the literatures in the spirit of carrying on a dialogue (Robinson, 1998).
We focus on the basic issues of what accounts are, how accounts become necess-
ary, and 10w accounts are evaluated.!

WHAT ARE ACCOUNTS?

The concept “‘accounts’ has been defined in a number of ways. A useful distinc-
tion is between (1) accounts for actions, in the sense of answering for trouble-
some conduct and (2) accounts of actions in the sense of giving a description or a
narrative of events, not necessarily involving troubles. The former sense of ac-
counts involves remedial talk for some problematic or questioned act and the
actor’s verbal portrayal of it in response. The second notion of accounts looks at
the actor’s verbal sense-making focusing on events, such as relationships, per-
sonal crises, life-course changes, and so on. Both of these approaches share an
interest in how people tell their side of the story, that is, interpret and rhet-
orically rzconstruct events through talk.

Scott and Lyman’s (1968) well-known article articulates this first sense of
accounts, and this conception remains one of the principal views today: accounts
are verbal responses offered by individuals to others designed to protect the
ongoing social interaction from the disruptive consequences of problematic
events. Accounts attempt to explain apparently “untoward” or “unusual’’ events
as understandable, or at least to minimize the actor’s responsibility for them.
When successful, accounts prevent, or repair, problematic situations and restore
social equilibrium between participants. This sense of accounts involves issues of

! We have omitted the important work on accounts of Potter and Edwards since their chapter on
discursive psychology is included in this volume.
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practical. moral, or even legal conduct, that is. talk about troubles, agency.
intent, blame, responsibility, mitigating circumstances, and the like.

A second sense of accounts is more interested in the content of the account
and how we convey our worlds to others. As Garfinkel (1967, p. 1) puts it,
“When I speak of accountable ... I mean observable-and-reportable, i.c.,
available to members as situated practices of looking-and-telling.” On this
view, accounts involve how speech, or non-verbal means, are used to render
our activities understandable to others, such as by placing our action in a wider
framework, as in a part-whole relation (Shotter, 1984). Persons account for
their actions such that others can make sense of what they are doing for all
practical purposes; accounts are an ongoing feature of social interaction. For
example, office workers seated at a desk shuffling papers, jotting notes, making
telephone calls, and the like may be seen to account for their activities to co-
workers as engaged in what we may gloss as routine work (Watson & Sharrock,
1991). When a person’s actions are not accountable by normal typifications or
common-sense understandings, then this may be seen as unusual or problem-
atic such that thz person may be questioned by others and need to account in
Scott and Lymarn’s (1968) sense for those actions. So the Garfinkel (1967) sense
of accounts as 01going, sense-making procedures is ultimately consistent with
the more circumscribed Scott and Lyman (1968) sense of accounts (Heritage,
1984).

A related approach takes accounts as narratives or having a story-like form
(Harvey, Orbuch & Weber, 1990). Accounts are conceived as longer and more
complex renderings of events than the earlier view of accounts as relatively short
and simple statements. Narratives can account by conveying a temporal se-
quence of events, the cast of characters, and the actor’s part to portray events
and make actions understandable. The accounts-as-narrative approach captures
people’s need to explain and make sense of their lives, particularly in times of
Severe stress or tfrauma. An early exemplar of this approach is Weiss’s (1975)
study (cited in Orbuch, 1997) of newly separated people’s accounts for what
happened to end an intimate relationship. Other studies drawing on the notion
of storied accounts have examined interpersonal relationships (Stamp & Sabo-
urin, 1995), life-course changes (Harvey et al., 1990), identity issues (Herzfeld,
1996), and so on. This more in-depth view of accounts as storied seems useful for
gaining insight into persons’ sense-making and interpretive repertories.

In related literatures various speech actions have been identified which
dovetail with accounts, for instance, confessions, admissions or denials of guilt
(Schonbach, 1990), apologies (Owen, 1983), vocabularies of motives (Mills, 1940;
Burke, 1969), disclaimers (Hewitt & Stokes, 1975), remedial acts (Goffman,
1971), and aligning actions (Stokes & Hewitt, 1976). Also, the affinity between
accounts and aitribution theory, which has independently studied such
phenomena, has been pointed out (Weiner et al., 1987). Accounts can be seen as
self-serving attributions designed to protect one’s identity from damaging im-
plications of problematic events (Schlenker & Weigold, 1992). Attributions are
the actor’s private judgments, while accounts are publicly conveyed to others:
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accounts are the communication of “packaged attributions’” (Mongeau, Hale &
Alles, 1994, p. 330).

Throughout the 1980s and up until around 1990 there was much interest in
developing taxonomies or category systems of accounts (Tedeschi & Reiss,
1981:; Semin & Manstead, 1983: Schonbach. 1990; Nicholas, 1990). This trend
seems to have run its course as researchers have turned from distinguishing
types and subtypes of accounts to issues of accounts practices and evaluation.
Here we look at just two of the main kinds of accounts: excuses and
justifications.

Excuses are considered by some the prototypic form of accounts (Snyder &
Higgins, 1990; Weiner, 1992). Excuses account by allowing that the event in
question is wrong or in some sense negative, but denying or minimizing the
actor’s -esponsibility for it (Austin, 1961). Excuses address circumstances which
are designed to alleviate the actor’s responsibility for what happened, e.g.. it was
unintentional, accidental, unforeseen, and so on. The underlying notion of re-
sponsibility is central to understanding and evaluating much human action.
Indeed. taking responsibility is sometimes synonymous with being accountable.

Accounts have been conceived as having two underlying dimensions: the ac-
tor’s “linkage” or connection to the undesirable act in question (i.e., respon-
sibility), and the ‘valence” of that act (i.e., negative evaluation) (Snyder &
Higgins, 1990). Accounts which address the actor’s linkage to the act can be
heard as excuses, while addressing the valence of the act involves justifications —
a second main type of account. Accounts which try to change the negative
evaluation attempt to justify the act. Justifications challenge the evaluation of
the act in question by redescribing events or offering a different label for the act
in question, e.g., “I’'m not giving you an ultimatum, I want to discuss this” or
“I'm just teasing.” Justifications and excuses work to account because they each
attempt to get recipients to see actions in particular ways (Bilmes, 1994).

Generally accounts may be taken as a kind of reason for action, an explana-
tion for “why” an action was committed (Draper, 1988; see epigram). In the
prototypical case, reasons are marked by ‘‘because statements”, as in “I did X
because of Y’ (Antaki, 1990). However, in looking at actual cases of accounts in
naturalistic contexts, the prototypical ‘‘because-statement” accounts are much
less common. Instead one finds a variety of other formats which are hearable as
accounts, such as descriptions, reports, or versions of events. Atkinson and Drew
(1979, pp. 139-140) observe that witnesses in judicial proceedings justify their
part in events by descriptions of the scene, for example, *“We were under gunfire
at the time.” Descriptions of scenes, events, relationships, and the like are crucial
for recounting what happened, establishing the facts and, ultimately, who is
responsible. The larger point here is that accounts are not recognizable by the
form of the utterance alone, but rather by their sequential position in context
(e.g., rzsponding to a prior question or blame) which makes it hearable as an
account. For instance, the statement, “l just don’t like to think what would
happen,” is not obviously identifiable as an account. But when seen in its sequen-
tial context (transcript 1, arrow), it can be heard to be an accounting:
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Transcript 1 (Buttny, 1993b, p. 58)
S: Why did you tell me it was a good thing I told you now
(.) m happy you told me?
W: 1 don’t "cause eh because Sam it’s just (.)
I don’t know
4.1)
W: .hh
(12.1)
= W: I just don’t like to think what would happen.

Examining accounts in context is important; the form of an utterance alone does
not tell us what action is being performed.

UNDER WHAT CONDITIONS DO ACCOUNTS
OCCUR?

Most of the time people do not account, or call others to account, because social
actions are understood in routine, taken-for-granted ways. When a person’s
actions are seen as “unusual” or ‘‘untoward”, others may raise questions or call
for an account (Scott & Lyman, 1968). Recall Sacks’ observation (epigram) that
accounts are “highly regulated phenomena”. Persons do not account just any-
where, but are responsive to conditions of uncertainty, or practical-moral mis-
alignment with others. The project of specifying these conditions more carefully
has been an issue of some importance.

Moral communities need some form of social accountability to control and
coordinate the diverse interests and ends of individuals. Members hold each
other socially accountable through watching, judging, and sanctioning each
other’s conduct to certain legitimated standards (Schlenker, Weigold & Doherty,
1991). While being accountable to others works as a constraint on one’s actions,
this social control aspect involves more than simply matching conduct to social
rules. Instead, social control needs to be seen as an emergent feature of interac-
tion which arises from how persons orient and respond to the rules and one
another. How rules apply to the individual, with what weight and what authority,
are matters which can be interactionally negotiated, especially through accounts.
Persons can be seen to follow, circumvent, or even modify the rules to align
actions and coordinate conduct (Stokes & Hewitt, 1976). For instance, in a
kindergarten setting, teachers invoke rules for social control purposes, but such
“rules are continually tested, employed, clarified, and negotiated” by kinder-
gartners and teachers (Much & Shweder, 1978, p. 20).

Starting from the assumption that social actors ordinarily do what they know
to be normatively correct, Morris, White and Iltis (1994) view accounts as claims
about what was happening in a given case that prevented actors from doing what
they ordinarily would. These accounts thus explain divergences and,

-~
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simultancously, uphold the rules. Accounts invite recipients to share in the belief
that, were it not for the specific troubles that occurred in this situation, the
person offering the account would have done what is normal. Accounts are
defined as *‘a description that reports trouble accomplishing what is expected
ordinarily and, therefore, is understood or credited by its recipient as an explana-
tion for a divergence from assumptions about what ordinarily will or should
happen” (p. 130). The cornerstone of this approach is its concentration on nor-
mative assumptions or rules about social interaction and relationships. Speakers
treat violations of these as one-time exceptions that are warranted under the
circumstances; it is the work of accounts to describe these circumstances and
thereby to explain divergence from expectations.

What an actor can be held accountable for, and how the event becomes
labeled, reflects local normative standards and vocabulary of motives (Mills,
1940). The magnitude of these failure events ranges from minor (e.g., forgetting
an acquaintance’s name) to major (e.g., shooting an acquaintance). The more
important the failure event, and the stronger the actor’s connection to it, the
more potentially damaging to the actor, and consequently. the stronger the
motive for offering accounts (Schlenker & Weigold, 1992; Higgins & Snyder,
1991). From a social psychological perspective, the initiating force for generating
accounts is an actual, or possible, threat to the actor. The failure event has been
variously conceived as threatening the actor’s self-concept (Snyder & Higgins,
1990), social identity (Schlenker et al., 1991), or face (Gonzales, 1992; Turnbull,
1992). This threat is intensified when there is consensus among audience mem-
bers as to the actor’s failure or when the audience is of high status (Snyder &
Higgins, 1990). Such threatening failure events may create severe stress or nega-
tive affect for the actor.

The failure event may not only be threatening to the actor, but also may be
offensive to the face of another (Gonzales, Manning & Haugen, 1992). Given the
emergence of a failure event, an account may be called for in various ways, such
as by “blaming”, “reproaching”, or “finding fault” with the actor. The tactic of
directly reproaching the actor is more likely to receive a defensive account in
reply. Put in terms of politeness theory, the more aggravating the reproach from
another, the more aggravating the account from the actor (Cody & Braaten,
1992). However, contrary to earlier theorizing, a general principle of reciprocity
between reproaches and accounts breaks down:; mitigating reproaches do not
predict mitigating accounts.

Accounts have been conceived of as a way to reassert control and so are
important in conflict escalation processes (Schonbach, 1990). The more severe
the reproach, the more the recipient experiences a loss of control. Since males
have a greater need for control, they are more likely to give defensive accounts
(Schonbach, 1990). Consistent with this are the findings that males are more
likely to refuse to account, while females are more likely to concede to the
failure event (Gonzales et al., 1992; Mongeau et al., 1994). Also, in an organiza-
tional setting, female employees reported using more mitigating accounts while
males avowed more aggravating accounts (Tata, 1998).
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The act of calling for an account from another can itself be face threatening to
both interactants. 3o actors may attempt to protect face in calling for accounts by
using “‘less transactional clarity” (Turnbull, 1992). Accounts may be sought in
more indirect ways by use of ‘‘priming moves” (Owen, 1983). such as indirect
questioning (Atkinson & Drew, 1979), “‘noticing” some state of affairs about the
actor to open up a slot for an account (Antaki, 1994), or proposing an account
for the actor so as “to invite corrections” (Sacks, 1992 [1964], pp. 21-22). The
greater the perceived threat to face, the less clear the accounts offered (Turnbull,
1992). Accounts may be presented with ambiguous links among the prescription
for action, the actor’s identity claims, and the event (Sheer & Weigold, 1995).
Persons may strategically account in a vague or ambiguous manner for impres-
sion management purposes. Sacks (1992 [1964], pp. 23-24) observes that certain
responses appear designed to cut off the basis for the search for an account, e.g.,
“Everyone does it. don’t they?”” or “They’re all like that.”

Accounts, of course, may be self-initiated to tell about something unusual or in
anticipation of others finding out about a failure event. Manusov (1996) found
few direct reproaches from others in an interpersonal accounts study; typically
accounts were self-initiated or in response to a question. One way to initiate an
account is to avow a state description (e.g., “I’'m so:: tizyid” (line 5)) and immedi-
ately add an account to explain it (line 6):

Transcript 2 (Schegloff, 1996, p. 68)
1 Ava: [B’taside fr'm that it’s a’right.
2 Bee: [So what-

3 (0.4)

4 Bee: Wha:t?

5 Ava: I'mso: tiyid.

6 I j’s played ba:skeball t’day since the firs’ time since I wz a freshm’n in
highschool.

A variation on this state description plus account format is when one avows a
state description, such as a negative emotion, which projects the recipient to ask
for an account. Consider, for instance, the three-part sequence, “affect avowal-
prompt-account”, in the following transcript:

Transcript 3 (Buttoy, 1993b, p. 91)

1 S: SoI'm a little a:: (2.2) bummed let’s just say
2 3.1)

3 B: Why::?

4 S: Why you know why

Avowals of emotion (line 1) serve as shorthand formulations. They make relev-
ant a question or prompt (line 3) from the recipient to unpack and make under-
standable the problematic affect with an account (line 4).

Affect or, more broadly, state descriptions may be ascribed of another as a
way to prompt an account. Similar to one’s avowal of emotion, ascribing emotion
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to another makes relevant something out of the ordinary which calls for an
account (see Mother’s ascription below).

Transcript 4 (UTCL: FOlahard.1, Buttny, 1993b, p. 94)
Mother: Well you don’t sound like you're too excited about it
Daughter: .h Well no: I think it’s fine I just don’t want to get my hopes
up real high and have it turn out to be some old gu:y that’s
gonna try to hire (0.4) you know for nothin’

Ascribing affect of another commonly results in an agreement or disagreement
combined with account. Affect ascriptions are a kind of ‘‘noticing” (Antaki,
1994) of something about the other being unusual or deviant in some sense.
Given that actors assume a privileged access to their own states or affect, it is not
surprising that accounts are used to correct or elaborate on another’s ascription.

Relevance is a key factor in accounting. As already seen, accounts become
relevant as a response only if the recipient hears the prior as a problematic,
reproach, or probe. Secondly, accounts make relevant aspects of the event to tell
one’s side. What of the event that is made relevant is partial and selective
(Goodwin & Goodwin, 1990). In looking again at transcript 4, how the account
gets constructed depends on both (a) how the daughter takes the mother’s
utterance and (b) what the daughter makes relevant about the event at hand to
discursively position herself. Regarding (a), the daughter has to hear the
mother’s comment as noticing something odd about her to warrant the explana-
tory acccunt. Antaki (1996, p. 420) shows a case of a job applicant missing an
implicit criticism from an interviewer as seen in the applicant’s agreeing re-
sponse. The point here from conversation analysis is that a person’s response
displays how that person understands and orients to the prior utterance
(Heritage, 1984). Regarding (b), once an explanation slot gets interactionally
opened, as seen in the daughter’s response, the account itself makes relevant
different aspects of the event — the actors, their motives, actions, and surround-
ing context — to cohere in one’s telling.

Accounts are prototypically conceived of as responses to problematic events,
but as ths above point about self-initiated accounts suggests, accounts also can
work to prevent a problematic from arising. For instance, conversation analysis
looks at accounts as a kind of *‘dispreferred response”, which works in refusing a
request, declining an offer or invitation, or disagreeing with an assessment
(Heritage, 1988). Accounts work, along with other interactional moves, in doing
these dispreferred responses. Given the general ‘“‘preference for agreement” in
conversation (Sacks, 1987), when one does not agree or go along with the dir-
ection of the initiating utterance, one needs to soften or mitigate the disagree-
ment, lest one be considered rude or self-centered. Notice how B’s account,
along with other interactional work, declines an invitation.

Transcript 5 (SBL:10:14)
1 A: Uhif you’'d care to come over and a little while this morning
2 I'll give you a cup of coffee
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3 B: hehh Well that’s awfully sweet of you,

4 I don’t think I can make it this morning
5 -hh uhm I'm running an ad in the paper and-
6 and uh I have to stay near the phone

B’s response displays many of the features of dispreference: the rejection gets
delayed by the use of “hehh”, “Well”, and an appreciation, “that’s awfully sweet
of you” (line 3). The rejection is pushed back in the turn, is qualified (line 4), and
an account is o’fered to explain (lines 5-6) (Heritage, 1988). The account allows
the recipient to withhold agreement with the initial speaker (Beach, 1990/91).

Accounts are also found in other kinds of sequences, such as in making a
proposal to another (Houtkoop-Steenstra, 1990). Making proposals can involve
a certain delicacy, so accounts can be used before or after the proposal to
explain. Accounts which proceed the proposal are taken as more of a problem
for the speaker and are oriented to as delicate. For instance, consider transcript
6:

Transcript 6 (Houtkoop-Streenstra, 1990, p. 113)
L: U:hI've got a little problem,

Account ['ve got to do some washing,
R: Ya:h.
L: and actually I can’t leave the house, because (.) I'm on sick-leave,
()
and I think it’s risky to (.) be out in the streets.
R: Ya:h.

Proposal L: $o I'd like to ask you if I could do my washing at your place.
Accept  R: Yeah yeah:. Of course you can.

In response to a failure event, persons engage in what Higgins and Snyder (1991)
call “reality negotiation’”: excuse-making processes designed to maintain posi-
tive images and a sense of control. In the process of constructing an account,
actors selectively interpret relevant information according to ‘‘self-serving at-
tributional biases”. Persons have to reconcile the sometimes competing goals of
accounts which are beneficial to the actor and accounts which are believable to
the audience (Schlenker & Weigold, 1992). Put in reality negotiation terms,
persons need to ‘“‘achieve a biased compromise between what we want to per-
ceive about ourselves and what outside persons will not seriously question”
(Snyder & Higgins, 1990, pp. 212-213).

Actors may try out their account first on their own internal audience and
accept it if it is consistent with their desired self-concept. Before presenting the
account to external audiences, the actor may need to revise the account several
times to cohere with “the facts” and others’ knowledge. Given the goal of
offering an effective account, the actor’s cognitive processing works from poss-
ible explanations to ““the facts’”. Various pieces of evidence, facts, or fabrication
of facts are considered along with what the audience knows of the facts. From
this loose array of concepts, the account becomes coherent depending on “how
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strongly supported it is by other concepts as part of the representation” (Read,
1992, p.12). For example, one may offer an excuse for arriving late due to heavy
traffic but this account becomes more coherent if one can cite the cause of the
heavy traffic — a multiple car accident.

The constitutive basis of accounts as a remedial practice is that persons need
to tell their side of the story. Looked at interactively, an “‘explanation slot™ gets
opened by another’s reproach or question, or by the actor’s initiation, to address
some problematic (Antaki, 1996). In other words, a response becomes relevant
to convey one’s positioning or alignment to the prior utterance. For instance, an
account in response to a blame may be conceived as based on “a self-defense
rule” (Bilmes, 1988). The self-defense rule prescribes: upon receiving a blame,
respond with an account, lest no response be heard by others as an admission to
the reproach. An actor may elect not to offer accounts, instead to avoid the
situation, to remain silent, or to retreat. But without an account from the actor,
others are left to make their own attributions or stories to reconstruct the event.
These are likely to be less enhancing of the actor’s reputation. It has been
claimed that “‘any account is better than none” (Massey, Freedman & Zelditch,
1997, p. 239).

A canonical model of accounts phases has been proposed (Schonbach, 1990;
Cody & McLaughlin, 1990). (1) A “failure event” arises, along the lines de-
scribed above, for which an actor is seen as responsible. (2) This leads another to
“reproach’ the actor for the failure event. (3) The actor replies to the reproach
by offering an ‘“‘account”. (4) The account is then “‘evaluated” by the recipient.
This model is a useful beginning point for identifying the stages or components
of accounts episodes. However, when actual instances of accounts are examined,
we will see that problems arise for this model in describing the components,
capturing connection between components and variations on the canonical
format.

EVALUATIONS OF ACCOUNTS

Just as a blame or question about a problematic event opens up a slot for an
account, so an account, in turn, opens up a slot for an evaluation. In the evalua-
tion slot, the account offered may be honored, or not, by the recipient. When the
account is honored, the accounts episode comes to an end. If the account is not
honored by the recipient, further accounting may be necessary. In some cases,
the account may not be addressed at all by the recipient, but oriented to as
“incontestable” (Heritage, 1984), so the episode may be terminated without the
account ever being accepted (Young, 1997).

Accounts are more likely to be honored by recipients when they are perceived
as “adequate” (Bies & Sitkin, 1992), that is, fit the background expectancies and
cohere with consensual vocabularies of motive (Massey et al., 1997). There are
generally shared assumptions for what counts as a “‘good excuse”. Accounts are
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more likely to successfully excuse when the causes of the event can be attributed
to “external” (raher than internal), ‘““‘uncontrollable” (rather than controllable),
or “unstable” (rather than stable) conditions (Weiner, et al. 1987). This is
consistent with findings from conversation analysis on declining invitations or
refusing requests in which persons cite “constraints” or “inability” in their ac-
count, rather thaa “an unwillingness” to accept (Heritage, 1988). Gonzales and
colleagues (1992) found that accounts are most likely to be accepted when the
failure event was accidental, and least likely when intentional. The point is that
these conditions are part of our common-sense knowledge and can be drawn on
as a resource in constructing accounts to make them more convincing.

Other approacies to evaluation have attempted to determine the most effec-
tive type of account. The findings have been mixed. Not surprisingly, apologies
and concessions were the most mitigating and favorable (Sheer & Weigold, 1995;
Mongeau et al., 1994). Concessions and excuses are deemed more polite than
justifications and refusals. Concessions and excuses show more politeness in that
they are attentive to other’s face by admitting the problematic character of the
act in question. Excuses are less polite than concessions since full responsibility
is denied. Justifications and refusals are less polite. They support the actor’s face,
but not other’s face, since they challenge the negative evaluation of the act.
Schonbach (1990) reports that excuses and justifications are more positively
evaluated, while others found justifications as least favored (Sheer & Weigold
1995).

Recipients interpret accounts by a “response priority” principle (Bilmes,
1993). For instance, denials are the first priority response to reproaches. So if one
does not deny a reproach, but offers an excuse or apology, then it can be
implicated that conditions for a denial were not available. Also, there is a re-
sponse priority in the strength of accounts such that strong accounts have first
priority. If a weak account is initially offered, it can be implicated that a strong
account will not be forthcoming.

The response to an account is often not a straightforward accept or reject
evaluation, but rather a question about the account. Given that accounts are
commonly partial and selective, one cannot tell “the whole story” in the initial
accounts slot. Account-givers may be probed by recipients’ questions so that
accounts are incrementally expanded or unpacked. Questions following accounts
may be heard as “‘challenges” which project further accounts. In a study of a
business negotiating setting, the sequence, “‘accounts—questions-response”’
works as a problem-defining series to seek out an agreement (Firth, 1995).

Accountings are ““collaboratively achieved”” among interlocutors. Whether or
not the accounts offered are adequate, or require further explanation, is worked
out among the participants’ themselves. Mandelbaum (1993) shows how the
telling of a narrative represents one of the present participants, Shawn, as selfish.
Shawn then responds with his own storied account in which the specifics of the
event do not change, but missing details are offered. In reconstructing the event,
the blameworthiness of the event is altered such that Shawn portrays himself as
not fully responsitle — he was left no alternative given the circumstances.

’
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An account may not be initially honored by a recipient, but as it is revised or
further claborated upon, it may become seen as adequate. Recipients who did
not accept the initial account sometimes helped account-givers form alternative
explanatory factors in their revised accounts (Manusov, 1996). That is, in refus-
ing to accept the initial account, recipients offered accounts for the tellers, which
the tellers integrated into their subsequent accounts to different audiences about
“the same” incident. This process of reality negotiation lends further support for
the collaborative, co-constructed character of accounts sequences (Mandelbaum,
1993; Buttny, 1996).

Reciprents are positively biased to refrain from negative feedback when the
person offering accounts is perceived as similar to them. They may publicly accept,
though privately doubt, the veracity of the account, especially when the account-
giver has higher status or power (Blumstein et al., 1974). While recipients may be
predisposed to honor accounts, there seems to be a limiting factor: the greater the
magnitude of the failure event and the actor’s connection to it, the less likely are
accounts alone to be honored (Snyder & Higgins, 1990; Gonzales et al., 1992). In
other words, the more consequential the failure event, the more likely recipients
will seek out corroborating evidence for the actor’s accounts.

The uses and evaluations of accounts in specialized or institutional contexts
have been studied, e.g., in the courtroom (Atkinson & Drew, 1979; Cody &
McLaughlin, 1988), in business negotiation (Firth, 1995), among managers (Bies
& Sitkin, 1992; Tata, 1998), in medical exams (Fisher & Groce, 1990), and in
therapy (Buttny, 1993b, Ch. 5; Buttny, 1996). A theme in this research is how the
institutional setting influences accountability and how accounts get evaluated. In
medical exams, for instance, there are asymmetries between doctors and patients
in terms of accounts and conversational control. Also, in therapy the therapist
does not allow clients to detail their problems at great length, but rather at-
tempts to reframe their problems into a formulation which can be addressed
through therapy. The importance of knowing how to account in these specialized
contexts can have important practical consequences.

There is a growing body of research pointing to the positive psychological
health benefits for account-givers. Accounting is correlated with self-esteem,
health, performance, positive affect and reduced anxiety and depression (Hig-
gins & Snyder, 1991; Schlenker & Weigold, 1992). Harvey and colleagues (1990)
discuss the importance of accounting processes for coping with severe stress.
Accounts serve to reduce tension and uncertainty. Developing narrative ac-
counts helps to provide persons with a sense of control and understanding by
giving an order to their relational experiences (Orbuch, 1997).

CONCLUSION

By way of conclusion, we offer a more opinionated commentary on some recent
developments in accounts research. The literature on remedial accounts appears
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to overemphasize direct reproaches, accusations, or blame as a condition for
accounts. Accounts are not simply responses to failure events; they occur in
response to a variety of other conditions besides reproaches. The turn to exam-
ining accounts in naturally occurring contexts found that recipients used few
direct reproaches: accounts were more often self-initiated (Morris et al., 1994;
Manusov, 1996). As we have seen, accounts are used to make sense of the
unusual, e.g., one’s negative emotional state (Buttny, 1993b) or a delicate
proposal (Houtkoop-Steenstra, 1990). Also, accounts occur as part of ‘“dis-
preferred responses™ as a way to prevent face-threatening acts from arising
(Heritage, 1988). Reproaches, criticism, or fault finding, of course, do make
accounts relevant. but so do these other conditions which need to be part of
our accounts modz:ls.

Evaluating accounts has been compared to a verdict (Nicholas, 1990), but
such a judicial analogue seems overstretched. This becomes most apparent in
accounts studies which have subjects evaluate hypothetical vignettes to com-
pare the relative efficacy of different types of accounts. The problem with such
research protocols is that they cast the subject as an audience — a detached
observer of events merely evaluating another’s actions, rather than situated in
an interactional context as a co-participant (Shotter, 1984). For some everyday
offenses, the recipient of an account is not primarily concerned with the ac-
count’s truth or falsity as these studies assume (Goffman, 1971). Recipients are
frequently more concerned with maintaining interactional alignment and their
ongoing relationship, rather than in judging the credibility of the account. As
we have seen, recipients commonly accept accounts which privately they may
doubt. For interpersonal accounts, this image of the recipient as “audience’ or
“judge” directs attention to considerations which are often of secondary
importance,

Studies that attempt to determine the most effective type of account seem to
be asking the wrong question. Doing this assumes that we can take accounts out
of their situated context, independent of antecedents and other co-occurring
acts, and compare the effectiveness of, for instance, excuses to justifications to
concessions and so on. Such procedures (e.g., evaluating hypothetical vignettes
of accounts) result in a conception of a “single-shot” account — of a person
offering the account, as though accounts are invariably achieved as a single
speech act or message. Observations of actual accounts sequences in naturalistic
contexts show that accounts are more emergent, open-ended, and modified in
response to recipients’ questions or assessments.

An important arza of convergence in the literature is in attention to how ac-
counts are “interactionally negotiated” or “‘co-constructed” by participants — also
called “reality negotiation”. Accounts are made relevant by some exigency -
another’s question, reproach, noticing, or by a situational contingency. But what
the actor’s account makes relevant from the event in question is “partial and
selective”. The initial account offered may be “self-serving according to attribu-
tional biases”, but its efficacy depends on the uptake and evaluation of the recip-
tent. One cannot tell everything in a single account, so recipients’ questions help to
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“incrementally unpack” (Firth, 1995) the account further. Indeed, recipients may
state the point of a storied account (Mandelbaum, 1993) or even help the account-
giver revise the account until it is acceptable (Manusov, 1996).

A related development is the attention given to the discursive subtleties of
accounting. Given the often delicate or face-threatening character of situations
of accountability, interlocutors may use indirection, vagueness, or ambiguity and
rely upon recipients to implicate their meanings, e.g., the response priority
principle (Bilmes, 1993). Persons may draw on general-purpose resources, e.g.,
“Everybody does it”, to fill the explanation slot so as to attempt to avoid a more
careful accounting.

In cognitively constructing an account, one takes into consideration not only
one’s own wants, but the recipient — what others know about the event and how
they are likely to react (Read, 1992). The conditions which make for a “good
excuse” (external, uncontrollable, and unstable (Weiner et al., 1987)) are part of
our discursive resources, but to draw upon them in forming an account depends
on the situational reality constraints and what can be interactionally negotiated.
So the emphasis given to the “strategic” character of accounting, e.g., impression
management, needs to be seen, not solely as the work of an individual, but as a
co-constructed achievement.

In the decade since the first edition of this Handbook, researchers have broad-
ened the scope of activities within which accounts are understood to occur;
detailed the variety of ways accounts are occasioned, constructed, and received
in naturally occurring social interaction; and established new connections be-
tween accounts and other phenomena of interest to students of language and
social psychology. This more panoramic, detailed, and relevant view of accounts
positiors us to launch future accounts research, advance and critique theoretical
formulations, and apply knowledge of accounts with greater sophistication, care,
and fruitfulness.
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