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Abstract
In this article we examine moments in which parents or other caregivers overtly 
invoke rules during episodes in which they take issue with, intervene against, and 
try to change a child’s ongoing behavior or action(s). Drawing on interactional data 
from four different languages (English, Finnish, German, Polish) and using Con-
versation Analytic methods, we first illustrate the variety of ways in which parents 
may use such overt rule invocations as part of their behavior modification attempts, 
showing them to be functionally versatile interactional objects. Their interactional 
flexibility notwithstanding, we find that parents typically invoke rules when, in the 
course of the intervention episode, they encounter trouble with achieving an accept-
able compliant outcome. To get at the distinct import of rule formulations in this 
context, we then compare them to two sequential alternatives: parental expressions 
of an experienced negative affective state, and parental threats. While the former 
emphasize aspects of social solidarity, the latter seek to enforce compliance by fore-
grounding a power asymmetry between the parent and the child. Rule formulations, 
by contrast, are designedly impersonal and appear to be directed at what the parents 
construe as shortcomings in common-sense practical reasoning on the child’s part. 
Reflexively, the child is thereby cast as not having properly applied common-sense 
‘practical reason’ when engaging in what is treated as the problematic behavior or 
action. Overt rule invocations can, therefore, be understood as indexical appeals to 
practical reason.
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Introduction and Background: Rules in Social Interaction

It is a widely held view that ordinary, mundane social life exhibits the stable and 
orderly features it does because those living it on a daily basis follow certain rules of 
behavior. As Liberman  has aptly summarized it: “In most societies there is a kind 
of ‘just-so story’ that daily affairs are governed by rules and that these rules exist 
externally to those who ‘follow’ them” (2013: 83). One common consequence of 
this view is that rules tend to be understood somewhat mechanistically, as produc-
ing a particular behavioral output when fed with a particular input (i.e., participants’ 
adequate recognition of a ‘given’ situation as calling for the application of the rule), 
much like algorithms. While, historically, this algorithmic view of rules appears to 
be a quirky peculiarity resulting from a twentieth-century (re)turn to rationalism 
(Daston, 2022; Erickson et al., 2015), it seems to be well and thriving in much of the 
social sciences (e.g., in cross-cultural psychological studies of ‘rule-following,’ see 
Gelfand, 2018).

Given the ostensible, typically taken-for-granted, governing role of rules for 
social behavior, they have been accorded a central place in many social theories, 
especially those dealing with the Hobbesian problem of social order (Sharrock, 
1970).1 One prominent way of thinking about rules in these terms is that we inter-
nalize the rules of our society or culture in a process of socialization, and that these 
internalized rules then guide our behavior and yield proper, rule-following conduct, 
which in turn produces stable, orderly social arrangements as an outcome. This line 
of theorizing is particularly prominent in the Parsonian theory of action (e.g., Par-
sons, 1937, 1951; Parsons & Bales, 1955; see also Heritage, 1984, Chapter 2), but it 
supplants many other theories of social behavior and action in traditional sociology 
and social psychology as well (Wilson, 1970).

Similar conceptualizations of rules as regulating behavior have also dom-
inated much of (Western) philosophical thought, whether in political, moral, 
or language philosophy.2 But plainly regulative conceptualizations of rules 
quickly reach an explanatory limit. A strategy commonly employed to deal 
with this issue has been to, analytically or theoretically, distinguish between 
different kinds of rules and to classify them into distinct types (e.g., prescrip-
tive vs. proscriptive). One rather well-known distinction that has been made 
in linguistic and moral philosophy, for instance, is between rules that regulate 

1 Or as Liberman puts it: “If a culture adopts a mythology of rule-governed behavior, then theorists 
would be happy to be the priests” (2013: 83).
2 Needless to say perhaps, philosophical thinking tends to relevantly inform (social) scientific practice. 
With respect to the study of language, for example, Chomskyan grammar, with the status it assigns to 
rules of grammatical structure, while not phrased in such prescriptive terms, can count as a prime exam-
ple of the manifold ways in which the aforementioned algorithmic view of rules has found its way into 
various (social) scientific disciplines, by way of their practitioners adopting a certain underlying (in this 
case, Cartesian) philosophy (Chomsky, 2009; see also Coulter, 2009: 394; see Baker & Hacker, 1984 for 
a detailed critical discussion).
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or describe behavior in certain activities and those that at the same time con-
stitute and define the very activities that they regulate (e.g., J. Rawls, 1955; 
Searle, 1969). And while such classifications typically allow those who create 
or advocate them to address specific philosophical problems, they are necessar-
ily incomplete and at the very least oversimplify the empirical reality of things 
(as J. Rawls, 1955: 29, for example, is prepared to concede).3 Moreover, they 
essentially sidestep the more general and fundamental issue of how rules could 
actually be understood to regulate, constrain or otherwise affect behavior in the 
first place, and how it would be possible to produce and/or recognize conduct 
that not just (fortuitously) happens to accord with a rule but instantiates actual 
rule-following. As famously problematized by Wittgenstein (2009 [1953]), 
rules are inevitably underdetermined and do not specify how they are to be 
used, especially if stripped from the context(s) that provide(s) for their sense 
and reference (see also Liberman, 2013, Chapter 3; Kew, 1992). As such, they 
cannot in and of themselves be used to explain rule-following behavior. Witt-
genstein’s work has been hugely influential for an alternative view of rules: as 
tools that are used and applied by agents in a context-sensitive manner. On this 
view, then, rather than to theorize about rules in the abstract, it is necessary to 
examine how persons interpret real-world situations as calling or allowing for 
the application of a particular rule, or, put more simply, how they use rules as 
part of their worldly affairs (Baker & Hacker, 2010: 50ff).

As far as sociological theorizing of human action and interaction is con-
cerned, Wittgenstein’s ideas on rules and rule-following have also left their 
mark in Garfinkel’s work (Garfinkel, 2019; A. W. Rawls, 2019).4 Like Wittgen-
stein, Garfinkel (1963, 1967, 1978) has argued that the practical doing of some 
activity does not depend on the application of (sets of) abstract, pre-existing 
rules, such that the latter cannot account for the observable stable orderliness 
of the former. Instead, rules are generally applied context-sensitively in (and 
to) situations that are already meaningful for their participants. Rules, then, are 
a device that members of a society or culture can use to account for conduct 
and make it interpretable in certain ways, for example, as having followed a 
rule or as having departed from a rule (Zimmerman & Wieder, 1978: 654ff.; 
see also Heritage, 1984, Chapters  5–6). More generally, a major implication 
of Garfinkel’s line of work is that it urges analysts of human (inter)action 
to study when and how members come to employ or invoke rules on actual, 

3 See also Bilmes (1988) for a discussion of how such classifications fare with respect to the “rules” 
described by Conversation Analysts (e.g., turn-taking ‘rules,’ membership categorization ‘rules’). It 
bears mention that Schegloff later distanced himself from the ‘rule’ terminology employed in the Sacks 
et al. (1974) paper, stating that he would prefer to think of the ‘rule set’ they proposed for linking the 
turn-constructional and the turn-allocational component of the turn-taking system together in terms of 
‘practices’ rather than ‘rules’ (Schegloff, 2003, lecture 4).
4 Sidnell (2003) also provides an excellent and very accessible overview of parallels in Garfinkel’s and 
Wittgenstein’s thinking about rules and rule-following.
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concrete occasions. From an ethnomethodological point of view, the relation-
ship between rules and actual conduct can only be meaningfully explored by 
examining “features of the circumstances in which they are deemed relevant 
and used by members” (Zimmerman, 1970: 225), and specifically how they are 
rendered “relevant as prescriptions, justifications, descriptions, or accounts of 
their activities” (Zimmerman, 1970: 223; see also Coulter, 2009: 399; Wieder, 
1974).

Despite this programmatic call for work along these lines, actual empirical inves-
tigations of how members use rules, how they employ, enforce or otherwise invoke 
them, as part of their ordinary daily affairs have remained surprisingly scarce. Most 
ethnomethodological and ethnomethodologically inspired interactional work fol-
lowing this line of inquiry has focused on rule use in institutional settings (e.g., 
Arminen, 2004; Zimmerman, 1970) or in games (e.g., Askins et  al., 1981; Liber-
man, 2013, Chapter 3; Svensson & Tekin, 2021; Zinken et  al., 2021; Kornfeld & 
Rossi, under review).5 Both of these are, of course, conspicuous settings for investi-
gating rule use, since they usually involve a set of codified rules or similar kinds of 
formal plans that are supposed to ‘guide’ actions, procedures and/or decisions in the 
respective settings and activities.6

Interactional research on how rules are used and invoked in more mundane 
settings, however, is comparatively rare. This is particularly true with respect to 
one of the major sites of socialization (Schegloff, 1989): mundane family inter-
actions (but see Grieshaber, 1997 for a Foucauldian analysis). In fact, consider-
able analytic efforts have been invested into showing that, and how, children are 
socialized into standards of conduct and the social norms of a society/culture 
in and through interaction without recourse to explicit rules, simply by being 
increasingly treated as morally accountable agents (e.g., Fasulo et  al., 2007; 
Keel, 2016; Sterponi, 2003, 2009; Vatanen & Haddington, 2021). In many stud-
ies of family interactions, overt parental rule invocations are only mentioned in 
passing (when they appear in specific data excerpts), while analytic attention 
is typically directed elsewhere. One common observation that has been made 
is that parents may invoke rules in directive sequences, especially when com-
pliance with the directive is not immediately forthcoming (M. H. Goodwin & 
Cekaite, 2018: 116f.; Kim & Carlin, 2021). In such environments, rule formu-
lations can serve as justificatory accounts for the parental directive and com-
pete with other practices for enforcing the parental perspective, such as threats, 
admonishments, accusations, quid-pro-quo negotiations, etc. (M. H. Goodwin 

5 In addition, there are more ethnographically driven analyses of rule use, but these, too, have regularly 
focused on rules in games (e.g., DeLand, 2021). A notable exception is Sidnell (2003), who discusses 
rules, rule use and rule-following with respect to their embeddedness in ordinary activities in an Indo-
Guyanese community.
6 It should be noted in this regard that Garfinkel did not view games as any different from other linguis-
tic or social/cultural events with respect to their constitutive conditions and their need to be practically 
accomplished (see Garfinkel, 1963, 2019; A. W. Rawls, 2019). As such, studies of the use of rules in 
games can in principle also be informative about the use of rules in other fields of action. To what extent 
they actually are remains an empirical matter, though, to be determined and assessed by way of studying 
the situated use of rules in other real-world settings, including ones that are not underpinned by codified 
rules. The present article reports on rule use in one such setting.
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& Cekaite, 2018: 116f.). Similarly, Aronsson and Cekaite (2011) note that 
parents may invoke (family) rules—and with them the local social and moral 
order—as part of parental attempts at making ‘activity contracts’ with their 
children (i.e., when negotiating verbal agreements about future compliance 
with directives aimed at specific target activities, such as cleaning one’s room).

The most detailed interactional account of how rules are used in ordinary family 
life is Wootton’s study of explicit rule statements. He identified two distinct types of 
rule statements (ones that exhibit a conditional structure and simple rule announce-
ments), both of which he observed to commonly “occur in the environment of what 
can be called untoward events” (1986: 152, emphasis in original). Not only do both 
of these types of rule statements “locate the recipient as at fault” for the occurrence 
of the untoward event, they also “locate that fault as arising out of inadequate aware-
ness of the precept being articulated” (1986: 157). As such, and by moving away 
from the particulars of the incident, the rule statements serve as instructive inform-
ings for the future of what proper behavior would (or could) look like. However, 
given the reflexivities that underpin actual rule use in ordinary life (Garfinkel, 1978; 
Liberman, 2013, Chapter 3), it is unlikely that this is the only way in which rules can 
(come to) be used in mundane family life (see also Wootton, 19861986: 161).

Our study seeks to build on and complement this earlier work by examining in 
greater detail how parents use overt rule invocations in mundane family life and by 
asking what (if anything) potentially unites the various ways in which they (come 
to) use them. To do this, we zoom in on one specific sequential environment in 
which parents appear to recurrently mobilize rules as practical devices for accom-
plishing specific interactional ends. We focus on parental interventions against what 
is thereby treated, and reflexively constituted, as problematic child behavior. This 
particular sequential environment combines features of the two environments that 
have been observed to engender overt parental rule invocations in prior research: 
Insofar as parents, through their interventions, seek to alter the child’s conduct, we 
are essentially dealing with attempts at behavior modification, which may involve 
the production of directive or prohibitive actions. Moreover, by being recogniz-
ably aimed at getting the child to either stop and abandon, or at least adjust, what 
s/he is currently doing, such parental interventions orient to the child’s action(s) or 
comportment as untoward, inappropriate, inacceptable or otherwise socially prob-
lematic. Finally, as a form of social sanctioning, such parental interventions can be 
understood to be implicated in the practical doing of ‘normative socialization’. So if 
rules have any role to play in and for it, we would expect to see it there.

We will show that, even in such a narrowly confined sequential environment, 
overt rule invocations emerge as highly versatile interactional objects that parents 
can mobilize to fulfill a wide variety of interactional functions. By comparing them 
to other practices and techniques that parents may employ as part of their behavior 
modification attempts, we aim to get at the distinctive import of overt parental rule 
invocations vis-à-vis those other techniques. We will argue that parental rule invoca-
tions appear to construe the problem behavior as being rooted in shortcomings in the 
child’s application of common-sense practical reasoning. Before we move into the 
analysis, however, we will elaborate on the focal sequential environment, our data 
material and our procedure in greater detail.
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Materials and Methods

For this study, we draw on approximately 25  hours of video-recordings of inter-
actions in family households, mostly but not exclusively during mealtimes. The 
recorded interactions involve up to three adults (one or two parents and occasion-
ally one other care-giver) as well as one to nine children per family, aged anywhere 
between 3 months and 18 years. The data come from four different languages: Eng-
lish (8 h), Finnish (5,5 h), German (3,25 h) and Polish (7 h).

In this connection, it is important to note that our study was never intended to be 
comparative by design. Instead, our approach bears resemblance to what has previ-
ously been called cross-linguistic ‘co-investigations’ (Lerner & Takagi, 1999; Rob-
inson & Bolden, 2010), whereby pertinent cases in each language are sequentially 
analyzed in their own right and independently from one another. This procedure is 
capable of revealing interesting parallels across languages and allows for the discov-
ery of cross-culturally available, sequential-interactional uses of the targeted prac-
tice or action. Studying data from several languages/cultures may also lend further 
support to the idea that what we are dealing with are instances of a ‘human phe-
nomenon’ that is somewhat independent of particular language-specific resources or 
practices for bringing it off (e.g., habitual aspect, impersonal pronouns, zero person-
marking, etc.).

Still, we may well wonder about cultural diversity in our phenomenon. Partici-
pants in our data are concerned with such matters as the proper bins for dispos-
ing different kinds of waste, or proper behavior at the kitchen table. It is easy to 
imagine that rules concerning such matters will be far from universal. However, the 
‘contents’ of rules are not the object of our study. Instead, we are interested in how 
participants use talk that recognizably formulates a rule as a method for achieving 
certain social ends. Research on social interaction has found that while the ‘con-
tents’ of talk may differ widely across cultures, the organization of talk in social 
interaction, and the organization of social interaction through talk remain strikingly 
similar (Dingemanse & Floyd, 2014; Floyd, 2021). It is true that these findings 
concern generic facets of interactional organization, such as the taking of turns or 
the initiation of repair of troubles of hearing or understanding. Here, we are con-
cerned with an interactional practice (rule formulation) that is more tightly bound 
to particular cultural activities, such as socializing children into proper (mealtime) 
conduct. It may be that such situation-specific practices are more open to cultural 
variation. Still, extant research on more circumscribed interactional practices (e.g., 
thanking others for assistance, Zinken et al., 2020) suggests that here, too, cultural 
diversity is constrained by a shared core of usage that makes the practice meaningful 
in the first place. Along these lines, we offer the present study as an examination of 
a cross-cultural (at least: European) home environment for the practice of explicitly 
invoking a rule.

As stated towards the end of the previous section, both prior research as well 
as early single case analyses suggested that direct parental/caregiver interventions 
against problematic child behavior constitute one sequential environment that tends 
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to recurrently engender overt rule invocations. In a first step, we therefore isolated 
episodes from our data in which parents or other caregivers intervene against what 
they thereby demonstrably orient to as problematic child behavior (Kidwell, 2013; 
Walker, 2013; Hepburn, 2020; Potter & Hepburn, 2020). The import of such paren-
tal/caregiver interventions is twofold: On the one hand, they involve an adult inter-
fering with and demonstrably seeking to change (the trajectory of) a child’s cur-
rently ongoing behavior. Irrespective of whether any particular intervention is aimed 
at a permanent abandonment or merely an adjustment of the targeted child behav-
ior, they are generally aimed at achieving an immediate cessation of whatever in the 
child’s current doings has been identified and is targeted as ‘untoward’. Being, as 
they are, attempts at behavior modification, parental/caregiver interventions, there-
fore, have a clear deontic dimension (e.g., Stevanovic, 2018; Stevanovic & Sven-
nevig, 2015; Craven & Potter, 2010; M. H. Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018). At the same 
time, such interventions have a normative and potentially moral import, in that par-
ents’ and caregivers’ attempts at changing the child’s behavior reflexively cast the 
targeted conduct as problematic, undesirable, bad, wrong or in some way deficient 
and untoward, i.e., as misconduct or problem behavior (compare Austin, 1957: 2; 
see also Emerson & Messinger, 1977; Schegloff, 2005; Potter & Hepburn, 2020).7

In a second step, we then focused on those interventions in which the parent 
or caregiver could be understood to overtly invoke (state or otherwise expressly 
formulate) a rule as part of the larger behavior modification attempt. Given 
the pitfalls associated with trying to develop any watertight definition of what 
counts as a ‘rule’ by reference to formal criteria, we approached this rather gen-
erously, allowing for any turn with which its speaker could be understood to 
articulate a general precept for (social) behavior that extends beyond the here-
and-now situation to count as an overt rule invocation, regardless of how the 
speaker accomplished this abstraction away from the thick particulars of the 
locally targeted infraction linguistically on any given occasion.8

A first, very basic observation to be made about such overt rule invocations 
in parental interventions (and in ordinary family interactions more generally) is 
that they are not very common. Indeed, our data lends cross-linguistic support 

7 This feature can furthermore be connected to Garfinkel’s (1967) remarks about the competences 
involved in being a bona-fide member of a collectivity. As he points out in a note: 

 I use the term ‘competence’ to mean the claim that a collectivity member is entitled to exercise 
that he is capable of managing his everyday affairs without interference. That members can take 
such claims for granted I refer to by speaking of a person as a ‘bona-fide’ collectivity member. 
(Garfinkel, 1967: 57, fn. 8).

 By interfering with another’s ongoing action, the interventions considered here thus call into question, 
and sometimes challenge (if only momentarily), the other’s competence and therewith their status as a 
bona-fide member of the relevant collectivity (e.g., the family).
8 As Liberman points out, “[i]t is inherent in any notion of ‘rules’ that they apply without variance 
across persons” (2013: 87). Further, their atemporal character implies “consistency in their application” 
(Liberman, 2013: 87). With respect to overt rule invocations, both of these characteristics suggest that, in 
formulating the relevant rule, speakers need to accomplish some level of abstraction from the here-and-
now particulars of the situation to/in which the rule is asserted and/or enforced.
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to Wootton’s  observation that sequences “where rules are explicitly invoked 
[…] are unusual in that they occur very infrequently” (1986: 151). The roughly 
25 hours of video-taped material at our disposal yielded only a handful of rel-
evant cases for each language, suggesting that the interactional circumstances 
in which parents overtly appeal to rules in the course of their ‘interventions’ 
are rather special. These episodes were then analyzed on a case-by-case basis, 
using Conversation Analytic methods (e.g., Clift, 2016; Schegloff, 1996; Sid-
nell, 2013). Special emphasis was placed on the role of the rule-invoking turn 
in the larger sequential trajectory of each parental intervention episode and 
cases were then grouped based on (functional) similarities and differences, i.e., 
in terms of how these turns were deployed as part of these episodes across lan-
guages. Transcriptions follow the conventions developed by Jefferson (2004), 
with interlinear glosses and free translations added for non-English language 
data. A mixture of still frames and multimodal transcript lines, largely follow-
ing Mondada (20192019), is used to represent relevant embodied behavior.9

Instructing, Admonishing, Pursuing Compliance: The Versatility 
of Overt Rule Invocations in Parental Interventions

A small subset of the overt rule invocations in our data exhibit the features 
previously described by Wootton: They emerge as part of parental interventions 
in which children are treated as previously unaware, or at least inadequately 
aware, of the precepts being articulated and therefore come off as instruction-
like informings (1986: 155ff.). In those cases, the rule invocations have a dis-
tinct pedagogical quality in that they not only inform the targeted child(ren) 
of the possible untowardness of their conduct, but, at least as far as practical 
actions and activities are concerned, typically also go along with, or segue 
into, demonstrations of the ‘proper way of doing things’ (compare Råman, 
20192019). The following Finnish example is a case in point. Here, 3-year-old 
Sasu comes into the kitchen from the living room, holding a paper leaflet in 
one hand (referred to with the demonstrative pronoun tää ‘this’ in lines 01 and 
03) and a banana in the other. His younger sister Pihla is also in the room, car-
rying a banana as well, as she watches the following scene unfold.

9 Embodied behavior is represented in gray font underneath the  transcript line for talk. Asterisks (*), 
at-signs (@), or plusses ( +) on both lines mark the beginning point of the described embodied behav-
ior. Figures (still frames) are marked on a separate line, underneath the lines for talk and embodiment, 
with hash signs (#) denoting the moment during the verbal turn at which the image has been taken. 
For detailed explanations of the transcription conventions for embodiment developed by Mondada, see 
https:// www. loren zamon dada. net/ multi modal- trans cript ion.

https://www.lorenzamondada.net/multimodal-transcription


801

1 3

Invoking Rules in Everyday Family Interactions: A Method for…

As Sasu enters the kitchen, he produces a troubles announcement tää o jikki äiti (‘this 
is broken mum,’ line 01). His mother (Mom) then moves into recipiency and aligns as 
a troubles recipient, by turning around, showing her availability, and producing the 
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category-specific repair initiator mikä (‘what,’ line 02, Fig. #1) (Haakana et al., 2016). 
Sasu then shows her the leaflet, while repeating the deictic demonstrative tää (‘this,’ 
line 03) as a repair solution (Schegloff et al., 1977). This occasions an offer of assistance 
from Mom, who walks over with her arm extended (line 04, Fig. #2; see also Kendrick & 
Drew, 2016). As she does so, Sasu declines her offer of assistance by producing a com-
petence display: he formulates the necessary action as a way of demonstrating that he 
knows what to do, which Mom acknowledges, and so Sasu moves over and throws the 
leaflet into the trash (lines 05–06, Fig. #3). As he does this, Mom launches an interven-
tion. She produces a prohibitive (elä paa siihe, ‘don’t put ((it)) there,’ line 08) and undoes 
Sasu’s action by bending forward to take the leaflet back out from the trash (Fig. #4). She 
then produces an impersonal prohibitive (ei saa siihen ruokaroskikseen laittaa, ‘((this)) 
must not be put in the food waste bin,’ line 09), which serves to inform Sasu about his 
‘wrongdoing’ and treats him as unaware of his mistake. The impersonal construction 
Mom uses here works to avoid formulating Sasu as the responsible actor/agent of the 
observed “unhappy incident” (Pomerantz, 1978). Likewise, the remedial or ‘corrective’ 
action she proposes after a bit of silence (lines 10–11), by being morpho-syntactically for-
matted in the passive, circumvents the issue of formulating a particular agent. While nota-
bly impersonal, all of Mom’s talk from lines 08–11, together with her embodied actions, 
is (still) hearable as referring to the here-and-now situation, and to the specific leaflet Sasu 
has just thrown away in particular. Moreover, by combining this with a demonstration of 
which bin to actually throw the damaged leaflet into (Fig. #5), Mom works to transform 
this intervention episode into an instruction sequence (compare Levin et al., 2017). And 
it is only at this point that she overtly invokes a general rule ruokaroskikseen pannaan 
vaan banaaninkuoria ja semmosia (‘only banana peels and such things are to be put in 
the food waste bin,’ lines 12–13, Fig. #6), which, in this sequential context, serves as an 
instructive informing. The instructive character of this overt rule invocation is exhibited 
in the way in which Mom elects to exemplify the larger category of items that would 
properly go into the bin Sasu ‘mistakenly’ selected as the target for the disposable leaflet, 
viz. organic materials and food waste. Her choice to specifically mention banana peels as 
a representative exemplar10 of this category is not as arbitrary as it may initially seem if 
it is recalled that Sasu and his sister are both holding bananas in their hands, to be eaten 
shortly. Mom’s instructive rule formulation can, therefore, be understood to be carefully 
crafted with an eye to an impending, situated application of the precept it articulates.11 
And indeed both children not only acknowledge its receipt and claim to have understood 
it (lines 14 & 16), they also follow the instruction (and thereby act in accordance with the 
rule) shortly thereafter (line 17).

It is perhaps not surprising to find that overt rule invocations can be used for doing 
instructive work in everyday family life, especially in interactions with very young chil-
dren, who are regularly treated as ‘novices’ in what emerge as locally occasioned peda-
gogical exchanges (see also Schegloff, 1989). It is precisely because of their pedagogical 

10 Note the ja semmosia ‘and such things’ in line 13 in this respect.
11 We note that this particular case squares extremely well with some of Wittgenstein’s (2009 [1953]) 
remarks on rule-following. Wittgenstein emphasized the process of practical entrainment into the activ-
ity ‘guided’ by a particular rule, without which—so he argued—a rule cannot be meaningfully applied. 
Here, the rule is formulated to enable such practical entrainment as part of the circumstances in which it 
is produced.
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character that such rule invocations cannot be clearly distinguished from generalized 
instructions and similar deontic actions that primarily concern the transmission of practi-
cal (e.g., procedural) knowledge (see again Wittgenstein, 2009 [1953]).12

Drawing on rule formulations to bring off ‘instructive informings’ is far from the only 
way in which rules come to be asserted among family members, however. Another com-
mon use is illustrated in the following English example, in which 2-year-old Deedee and 
her mother have just been washing their hands together. Deedee is standing on a stool in 
front of the sink.

12 We may note in passing that there are codified rules for waste separation in Finland. Whether or not 
these inform the mother’s use of a rule as part of the intervention in Extract (1) is irrelevant to our argu-
ment about how the rule statement is used interactionally, though.
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As Deedee leans over into the sink, presumably so as to turn on the tap to wash the object 
she just took a hold of (see Fig. #7), her father (Dad), possibly anticipating some sort of 
impending danger (e.g., Deedee falling from the stool), intervenes both verbally and physi-
cally. He launches a turn consisting of two multiple sayings (of hey and no, respectively, 
lines 09–10), designed to get Deedee to stop what she is currently doing (Stivers, 2004). 
As he articulates this turn, he is, however, already reaching over Deedee’s back, pulling her 
back and taking the object away from her to put it back into the dish dryer (lines 09–11, Fig. 
#8). In the process of returning the object, he seizes the opportunity to also pick up a knife 
from the dish dryer with his left hand—as it turns out, in order to remove it further away 
from Deedee. Now as Deedee’s mother (Mom) returns, the scene therefore presents itself to 
her as if Deedee had been playing with a knife and as if this was the source of Dad’s inter-
vention (i.e., as if he had taken the knife away from Deedee; see Fig. #9). Indeed, this under-
standing is what Mom publicly registers with her exclamative !Kni:ves! (line 14) and which 
she subsequently addresses with two utterances that are hearable as invoking a rule. Both 
of them are designed to convey a sense of generality, such that their prohibitive character is 
detached from, and extends well beyond, the here-and-now situation. Note in particular the 
use of the simple present tense and the plural form knives (as compared to something like 
“You shouldn’t be playing with the knife”; see also Edwards, 1994).13

Like other rule invocations (see again Wootton, 1986), these utterances propose a spe-
cific version of the preceding event and of Deedee’s role in it, namely that she was playing 
with a knife (as opposed to simply holding, touching, or using it). Formulating Deedee’s 
prior action as playing is inference-rich in a number of ways. Most importantly, it can be 
understood to relevantly invoke the category ‘child’ (Sacks, 1972) and, with it, perhaps an 
attendant lack of care in handling a sharp and potentially harmful object like a knife. In any 
case, the explicit action categorization of Deedee’s doings as playing is a way of invoking 
and foregrounding its accountability (Enfield & Sidnell, 2017; Sidnell, 2017). It casts Dee-
dee as having selected and used an object that is potentially harmful, and thus inappropriate 
for play, as a toy, with apparent disregard for the possible self-endangering consequences 
of such an action. Deedee’s conduct is therefore construed, and framed, as departing from 
common sense, as resulting from a shortcoming in properly applying mundane practical 
reason on Deedee’s part. Moreover, and quite unlike the rule statement in the previous Finn-
ish example, this one is incrementally built to incorporate an explicit knowledge attribu-
tion concerning the precept it articulates (you know you don’t play with kni:ves, line 15).14 
It therefore attends to Deedee’s action15 as a ‘knowable wrongdoing,’ i.e., as a morally 
accountable transgression. Far from serving as an instruction-like informing, then, this rule 
statement does admonishing work (Potter & Hepburn, 2020). Another noteworthy sequen-
tial feature of Mom’s rule invocation is that it is produced in response to Deedee’s whining 
summons of her (line 12). By formulating what Mom takes to have been the circumstances 

13 The personal pronoun you in these two utterances is ambivalent in this regard. In contrast to the you 
in Mom’s you know-frame (line 15), which specifically refers to Deedee, the yous in you don’t play with 
knives may also be heard generically.
14 The stress on the predicate of you know makes this hearable as a complement-taking matrix clause 
with full, literal semantics (see Thompson, 2002), rather than a semantically bleached discourse-marking 
you know (on which, see, e.g., Schiffrin, 1987; Clayman & Raymond, 2021a, 2021b).
15 Or rather what it was perceived to be—recall that Mom operates with an understanding of the prior 
events based on how the scene presented itself to her upon her return. While this understanding is not ‘fac-
tually accurate’ (in that Deedee never actually touched a/the knife), it is allowed to stand (also by Dad).



805

1 3

Invoking Rules in Everyday Family Interactions: A Method for…

that have given rise to Dad’s prior parental intervention, it attends to Deedee’s whining 
summons as a form of protest against this interference (Butler & Edwards, 2018) and also 
serves to defend, warrant, and buttress Dad’s action in the face of such protest.

Indeed, it appears that, across the languages in our sample, and in line with earlier cas-
ual observations in the extant literature, overt rule invocations tend to be produced as part 
of parental interventions when achieving compliance is somehow problematic and/or it 
is not (immediately) forthcoming, with protest or defiance from the party whose action is 
being interfered with being common forms of ‘trouble with achieving compliance’. The 
following Finnish case shall serve as an illustration. Viola (3 years) is currently drinking 
milk with a straw, while her mother (Mom) is feeding Viola’s brother, Aku, with por-
ridge. At line 02, Viola starts to blow bubbles in her drink through the straw.
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As can be seen, Mom is quick to launch an intervening move, consisting of the 
simple prohibitive ei sillai (‘not like that,’ line 03, Fig. #10), which seeks to stop 
Viola from blowing bubbles in her drink. This prohibitive action does not merely 
display Mom’s orientation to the bubble-blowing as untoward behavior (Walker, 
2013). The minimal and highly indexical design with which it is issued, specifically 
the fact that the problem behavior—and with it the action to be abandoned—is not 
formulated, also treats Viola as a recipient who is capable of figuring out herself 
what Mom might be targeting and orienting to as problem behavior. Just as Viola 
prepares another blow into her straw by taking a big inbreath at the beginning of 
line 04, thereby projectably defying her mother’s prohibitive, Mom begins to reach 
over and grabs a hold of Viola’s glass (see Fig. #11). Moreover, as Viola does  
indeed begin to blow bubbles again, Mom intensifies her attempts at inhibiting 
this  (mis)behavior (Hepburn, 2020). Verbally, she produces what Potter and Hep-
burn (2020) have called a “shaming interrogative” kuulikko (‘did you hear?’), which 
serves to foreground the child’s moral accountability for defying her mother’s prior 
prohibitive, followed by an attention-directing kato (‘look’) (Hakulinen & Sep-
pänen, 1992; Siitonen et al., 2021) and a warning that the milk will flow over if she 
continues to blow (line 05), which construes Viola as not being fully aware of the 
possible consequences of her actions. Meanwhile, Mom supports her intervention 
in an embodied way by moving the glass further away from Viola, preventing her 
physically from blowing further (see Fig. #12–#13). Finally, she follows up on this 
with a turn that seeks to restore “order at the table” by redirecting Viola to resume 
her drinking of the milk (line 07, note the nyt ‘now’-preface). Again, Viola refuses 
to comply as embodied in her lateral head shake and a burst of babbling noises (line 
08). Given that Viola can actually speak, these babbling noises might very well rep-
resent a form of ‘mocking,’ designed to signal to Mom that she is ‘nagging a bit too 
much’. But even if they do not, Viola has visibly displayed her disinclination to com-
ply with her mother’s directive in line 07. And it is in this environment of continued 
resistance that Mom appeals to a rule with the impersonal prohibitive ei saa sillai 
puhaltaa (‘it’s not allowed to blow like that,’ line 09) to insist that Viola stop the 
problem behavior.16

Again, it can be noted that, at least by the time the rule-like prohibition is pro-
duced, the problem behavior is treated as a ‘knowable’ transgression (given the prior 
attempts at stopping it). The rule invocation itself is deployed as a way of dealing 
with continued resistance (both defiance and refusal) and to pursue compliance 
with an earlier ‘simple’ prohibitive (line 03). In its sequential context, following an 
explication of the possible negative consequences of Viola’s doings in the form of a 
warning, Mom’s rule invocation appeals to Viola’s practical reason that complying 

16 Note also the turn-initial nii ‘yes,’ in this respect, which serves to reassert the speaker’s prior turn and 
resume its activity (i.e., the main line of action) after a non-aligning turn from the co-participant, here: 
Viola (see Sorjonen, 2001: 195ff., 267ff.). At the same time, the nii, being anaphoric by nature, connects 
the subsequent rule invocation to the larger directive sequence. We gratefully acknowledge Marja-Leena 
Sorjonen’s valuable feedback on our analysis of this particular case.
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and stopping the bubble blowing is commonsensically the better way to proceed (for, 
as a matter of common-sense experience, continuing it is liable to produce adverse 
outcomes). Moreover, the rule invoking turn presents the prohibition as timeless, 
transcendent, impersonal and detached from Viola’s particular instantiation of the 
problem behavior (i.e., it is generically tied to the situation: ‘when drinking with 
a straw, one must not blow’). This enables Mom to tacitly disclaim being person-
ally invested in the prohibition’s execution. As such it is perhaps also less “arguable 
with,” and we can note that no such arguing, nor any other form of resistance for that 
matter, follows from Viola (lines 10–11). Indeed, in our data, overt rule invocations 
tend to be deployed rather late sequentially—if not as a practice of last resort (but 
see below on threats as a sequential alternative to overt rule invocations that tends 
to be placed even later sequentially). This does, of course, not mean that they would 
guarantee compliance as an interactional outcome, but participants may be seen to 
reserve them for those ‘special’ occasions where compliance is not (immediately) 
forthcoming.

Beyond Overcoming Resistance: Using Overt Rule Invocations 
to Manage Other Problems in Achieving Compliance

Although direct non-compliance or defiance of a parental directive/prohibitive con-
stitutes a recurrent environment for the overt invocation of rules in our data, there 
are other kinds of trouble with achieving compliance that may prompt their use. At 
times, these may be quite complex and subtle, as is illustrated by the following case 
from the English data, where a general rule is invoked in a context in which it is not 
entirely transparent whether problem behavior (or more of it) is on its way or not, 
i.e., in an environment of local ambiguity or indeterminateness of the child’s action 
and its import for the trajectory of the ongoing sequence (compare Stivers et  al., 
2022). The fragment begins as Jake (2 years) announces an action with what is very 
likely a babble-y version of “do that in there” (line 01).
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As Jake begins to put food into the cup holder of his high seat and lets go of it, 
his father (Dad) intervenes with a prohibitive (lines 03–04, Fig. #14), which Jake’s 
mother supports (line 05). Just as Dad produces another No:: (line 06), accompa-
nied by a lateral headshake, Jake touches the food he just placed into his cup holder 
again. At this point in the sequence, the situation could develop either way: Jake’s 
touching could be viewed (by Dad) as a move towards incipient compliance (Kent, 
2012), if he were to take the food out of the cup holder again. Alternatively, it could 
be understood (again, by Dad) as a re-initiation of the problem behavior and thus 
an act of incipient defiance. And as can be seen in Fig. #15, Dad is monitoring this 
development closely (prior to and) during line 07, while also producing a lateral 
head shake when Jake locks eyes with him. It is at this point that Dad follows up 
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on his prior prohibitive turns with the rule formulation food goes on the plate (line 
08; see again Edwards, 1994), in an attempt to encourage compliance with them. 
However, as it happens, Jake puts down his cup into the cup holder shortly before 
Dad finishes his turn (Fig. #16). Jake thereby squishes his food and essentially defies 
his father’s prohibitions. This then leads to further admonishing actions, namely 
another addressed prohibitive No: Jake (line 09) and an admonishing assessment 
that’s naughty (line 10), which could either refer to this kind of conduct more gener-
ally, or specifically to Jake’s here-and-now non-compliance. As Dad produces the 
address term, Jake quickly moves into incipient compliance by lifting his cup again, 
thereby demonstrating his understanding of his father’s disapproval of his actions 
and pre-empting Dad’s subsequent physical intervention of reaching over to rescue 
the situation (see line 10). Dad then transforms this move into a ‘mere pointing’ 
(Lerner & Raymond, 2017) and accompanies it with attempts at cajoling Jake into 
‘full compliance’ (lines 14–15, Fig. #17), leaving it to Jake himself to remedy the 
problem behavior (Hepburn, 2020). In the end, Jake complies (line 16), which earns 
him praise from his father (lines 17–18).

The point to be taken away from this example is that overt rule invocations are 
not merely apt devices for responding to and dealing with actual non-compliance 
or defiance ex post facto. Their generality and deontic force also allows them to be 
used in environments in which the further development of the ongoing sequence is 
not yet clear or is locally indeterminate. They then work to persuade or encourage 
the recipient to act in accordance with the precepts they articulate, rather than to 
overcome actual resistance.

In fact, non-compliance or resistance (whether actual or possible) need not be 
in-play at all when parents decide to invoke rules. Consider the following case from 
the Polish data. Here, Mom is in the middle of telling her husband something when 
their teenaged daughter Marysia initiates what will be treated as problem behavior. 
She uses her fingers to take food from the casserole in front of her. Although Mom 
monitors this for quite a while (about one second) during her production of line 5 
(see Fig. #18), she ultimately self-interrupts and initiates an intervention by using an 
address term in the vocative case to scold Marysia (line 06).
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Unlike the children in the previous cases, Marysia is quick to respond to the 
parental intervention. She apologizes and, in an attempt to rectify the problem 
behavior, quickly shakes the piece she took back into the casserole (line 07, Fig. 
#19). As it turns out, however, this remedial action is similarly problematic for 
Mom. This is rendered visible by her response, in which she admonishes the reme-
dial action (line 09) and does so in a way that treats Marysia as knowing very well 
what the problem is with it (see also Marysia’s early laughter in line 10 which can 
be understood to align with this tacit epistemic attribution). Mom’s response also 
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reveals that her intervention was aiming for a display of contrition from Marysia, but 
not necessarily a concurrent ‘reversal’ of her problematic action. She then follows 
up on her admonishment of Marysia’s remedial action by overtly invoking a rule 
which is similar to the touch-move rule in chess and other board games, and may 
accordingly be glossed as a ‘touch-keep’ or ‘touch-eat’ rule: towar macany należy 
do maCANta (‘what was grabbed belongs to the grabber,’ line 11). The fact that 
Marysia already starts to retrieve the piece she threw back into the casserole early 
on during the production of Mom’s turn in line 11 (see Fig. #20–#21) suggests that 
this overt rule invocation cannot be understood as dealing with a lack of compliance. 
Quite to the contrary, and notably, it is dealing with Marysia’s way of complying 
with Mom’s initial intervention in line 06 (i.e., her shaking the piece back into the 
casserole). The issue here is thus not whether or not compliance is forthcoming, but 
resides in the specific manner in which the recipient has chosen to comply, which is 
itself treated as inadequate and sanctionable, as not abiding by common-sense stand-
ards of conduct in such situations. The rule is thus invoked in a sequential environ-
ment in which there is trouble associated with achieving compliance with the paren-
tal intervention, but in the sense of arriving at an acceptable compliant outcome.

Analytically, this mandates a broader characterization of the use of overt rule 
invocations in the parental intervention episodes that are of primary interest here. 
Rather than saying that rule statements have special prominence in response to non-
complying or resisting actions (see Kim & Carlin, 2021), we would instead want to 
argue that they tend to be deployed when there is trouble associated with achieving 
compliance (with an acceptable compliant outcome), regardless of whether it was 
preceded by non-compliance or resistance. This “higher order generalization” (see 
Schegloff, 1968) has the benefit that it can also capture cases like the above in which 
non-compliance or resistance is at best one of several possible sequential scenarios 
(as in Extract (4)) or not implicated at all (as in Extract (5)).

The preceding observations on when and how participants explicitly invoke rules 
in the parental intervention episodes we considered throw into sharp relief the func-
tional versatility of overt rule invocations as interactional objects and as elements 
of social practice (see also Baker & Hacker, 2010: 46ff.). This functional versatility 
rests, to a considerable extent, on the dual orientations that can be taken up toward 
‘rules’ whenever they are invoked: On the one hand, they may be oriented to (i.e., 
treated, used, and understood) in terms of their prescriptive import, i.e., in terms 
of “what is/ought to be done” or “how one is/ought to behave”. On the other hand, 
they may be oriented to in terms of their proscriptive import, i.e., in terms of “what 
should not be done” or “how one ought not to behave”. As far as our parental inter-
ventions are concerned, these differential orientations toward ‘rules’ appear to inter-
lock in interesting ways with the different uses we can observe in our data, which 
differentially foreground distinct dimensions in the interactional management of 
social action. Orientations to the prescriptive import of ‘rules’ tend to go together 
with overt rule invocations that are prospectively oriented and appear to foreground 
the deontic dimension of action more strongly. This is evident in cases like Extracts 
(1) (‘Food waste’) and (4) (‘Food goes on the plate’) above, where a ‘rule,’ and the 
precept it articulates, is mobilized to generate ‘proper behavior’ in the immedi-
ate or (more) distant future, i.e., by way of drawing on a ‘rule’ as a pedagogical or 
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persuasive device. Orientations to the proscriptive import of ‘rules,’ on the other 
hand, tend to go together with rule invocations that are predominantly retrospec-
tive in character and appear to emphasize the moral dimension of social action more 
strongly.17 This is particularly clear in cases like Extract (2) (‘Knives’), where a rule 
is asserted as part of an admonishment for an ostensible prior transgression and with 
reference to the known-in-common character of the proscription it articulates. But 
it is also visible, albeit to a somewhat lesser extent, in cases like Extract (3) (‘Bub-
bles’), where a proscription is articulated to deal with a recalcitrant child and her 
continued resistance to an earlier injunction. In this connection, it is important to 
emphasize, however, that we do not wish to propose these as binary and mutually 
exclusive distinctions, or as particularly tight associations. Overt rule invocations 
generally have the potential to be attended to in both ways, and so participant orien-
tations to them on particular occasions can transcend the (analytic) dualities we have 
invoked in this paragraph in multifaceted ways.

Sequential Alternatives for Overt Rule Invocations

So far, our analysis has focused on the use of overt rule invocations in episodes 
of parental interventions against problem behavior. We have seen that ‘rules’ are 
commonly asserted when there is (more or less persistent) trouble associated with 
the achievement of acceptable compliant behavior on  the part of the sanctioned 
child(ren). To get a clearer sense of the distinct import of overt rule invocations in 
this context, as compared to other possible ways of handling such situations, we will 
now look at some actual sequential alternatives in comparable sequential environ-
ments. We will argue that overt rule invocations are distinct from these other meth-
ods in that they construe the problem behavior as having its source in, or being the 
outcome of, the child’s insufficient application of common-sense practical reason 
(i.e., of ‘what everybody knows about how to conduct themselves in the situations 
they find themselves in or when taking part in the activities they are engaged in’). 
The sequential alternatives we consider here, by contrast, emphasize aspects of the 
social relationship between the participants more strongly, especially as they pertain 
to the problematic behavior.

Consider first the following case from the Finnish data in which Julius (4 years) 
has just risen from the kitchen table to take a bucket with pencils from a side table. 
He empties it out on the floor and puts the bucket on his head, while his father (Dad) 
and Julius’s two younger siblings are sitting at the table, having their evening meal. 
At line 01, Dad begins to take issue with Julius’s conduct by inquiring him about his 
actions. Dad’s question treats Julius’s actions as incomprehensible and holds him 
accountable for them (Sterponi, 2003).

17 These empirical observations square with Rawls’s theoretical discussion of the legislator’s and the 
judge’s differential orientations toward “punishment” (1955: 6), especially with regard to the prospectiv-
ity vs. retrospectivity of their perspectives in relation to the system of rules that makes up the institution 
of the “criminal law”.
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Julius responds to Dad’s question by answering it literally, reporting that he 
tipped something over (line 2). After a short gap (line 03), Dad directs Julius to 
collect the pencils back up again and to clean up the mess that he created (line 04). 
Although Julius turns around to the “scene of the crime” (line 05), he does not begin 
to move towards compliance and challenges his father’s directive by soliciting an 
account for it (line 06; see Bolden & Robinson, 2011). In partial overlap with this, 
Dad produces a turn that is hearable as a morally charged account (line 07): His 
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reporting that he picked up the pencils the night before foregrounds the anti-social 
character of Julius’s scattering of the pencils and serves to aggravate the offense that 
it might otherwise have been seen to constitute. During this turn, Julius takes the 
bucket off of his head and starts to move in the direction of the pencils. Although 
these actions can be viewed as preparatory to compliance with his father’s direc-
tive (Kent, 2012), Julius stops short of fully complying and fixes his gaze on the 
pencils (see Fig. #22). As we have seen above (compare Extract (4) ‘Food goes on 
the plate’), this is an environment in which Dad could overtly invoke a (family) rule 
(e.g., ‘one mustn’t drop stuff on the floor,’ ‘what one scatters around, one must pick 
back up,’ ‘pencils don’t belong on the floor’). He doesn’t. Instead, he formulates an 
emotional state of distress that results from Julius’s action of cluttering the floor (‘it 
irritates me when there’s stuff on the floor one has to walk over,’ lines 09–10). As it 
turns out, this affectively charged display of disapproval is successful in mobilizing 
Julius’s compliance (see line 10, Fig. #23).

Expressing the experience of a negative or undesirable personal affective state 
as a result of the child’s action(s) can, therefore, be viewed as a relevant sequen-
tial alternative to overtly invoking rules when achieving compliance with a paren-
tal intervention is somehow problematic (compare C. Goodwin, 2007). The exam-
ple also renders visible the distinctness of these two methods: The approach Dad 
chooses to achieve compliance throughout lines 07–10 appeals to Julius’s social 
conscience and emphasizes aspects of social solidarity as a vital ingredient of their 
living together. When parents invoke rules, by contrast, they do not so much fore-
ground the social significance of the child’s action(s). Rather, such rule formulations 
appear to be directed at what the parents construe as shortcomings in common-sense 
practical reasoning. These shortcomings may have to do with a child not being able 
to foresee the full range of possible consequences of their actions, which may be 
undesirable, unfortunate or even harmful (e.g., when playing with knives could lead 
to injury, when blowing bubbles into a straw could lead to an overflowing drink, 
etc.). But they may also have to do with a failure to act in accordance with how 
things are conventionally organized in this world, or specific parts of it (e.g., that 
one does not mix paper waste and organic waste in Finland, that one ordinarily puts 
food on one’s plate in Western societies).

This particular feature of the practice of overtly invoking rules becomes even 
more apparent when it is compared to another sequential alternative in the environ-
ment of parental intervention episodes, viz. threats. Extract (7) shows an example of 
a threat from our Polish data. The family sat down for their meal some four minutes 
before the fragment below begins. During all this time, Leszek, one of the sons, has 
not touched his soup at all. Instead, he has engaged in various kinds of mischief, 
which he formulated early on as making ‘jokes on camera’ (dowcipy na kamerze). 
His parents have repeatedly taken action against his fooling around (five times prior 
to the fragment below), telling him time and again to eat his soup. On one of those 
occasions (the third one), Dad has issued a rule-like appeal to Leszek’s common 
sense (‘who drinks juice with soup,’ invoked as part of an intervention against 
Leszek trying to steal his brother’s and his mother’s glasses of juice). Here, on the 
sixth occasion of taking measures against Leszek’s clowning behavior, occasioned 
by Leszek’s grimacing to the camera while producing a series of high-pitched 
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vocalizations (see Fig. #24), Dad (off camera) and Mom collaboratively build a 
threat.

Like the father’s action in the preceding Finnish example, this threat is mor-
ally charged and appeals to Leszek’s social conscience. In building the threat, Dad 
reminds Leszek of how he did him a favor earlier that day by acceding to a request 
that he (Leszek) made (lines 04, 06). Dad then turns to describe the current situa-
tion as one in which Leszek fails to comply with his (Dad’s) request (lines 08, 10), 
thereby characterizing the current situation in terms of a lopsided, and therefore 
unsatisfactory, quid-pro-quo arrangement. At this point, Mom chimes in with a turn 
that is designed as a delayed incremental addition to Dad’s reminder in lines 04–06 
and retroactively transforms it into a threat (lines 11–12, see Fig. #25), which Dad 
then ratifies and actively endorses as his own viewpoint by effectively repeating it 
(line 13). Like other threats described in the literature (Church & Hester, 2012; Hep-
burn & Potter, 2011), this one rests on an underlying conditional logic which pro-
jects negative consequences in case the problem behavior is continued. That is, if 
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Leszek continues to not comply with the parental requests or directives, then they 
will not feel obligated to stick to their earlier granting of Leszek’s request either.

As Hepburn and Potter note, one basic feature of threats is that the negative 
consequences they project are the product of the agency of the issuer of the threat 
(2011: 107ff.). As such, they are a way of invoking the threatening party’s power 
to engender such negative consequences and their readiness to exert it (if neces-
sary) (Hepburn & Potter, 2011: 116). Unlike threats, rule formulations do not invoke 
such power differentials. To the contrary, because of their atemporal and impersonal 
character, they do not depict anyone as agentively involved or particularly invested 
in the recipient’s behavioral adjustment towards compliant conduct. Rule formula-
tions point to depersonalized and generic standards of conduct that are presented 
as having their source in everyday common-sense practical reasoning, rather than 
being rooted in anyone’s power, interests, or desires. Consequently, overt rule invo-
cations draw attention to departures from, or shortcomings in the competent use 
of, common-sense practical reasoning as manifestly exhibited in the child’s prior 
action(s).18 This is also why (and how) overt rule invocations but not threats can 
work as instructive informings. In this connection, it is important to bear in mind, 
however, that they need not (and typically do not) fully explicate the reasoning pro-
cedures that inform their use (see, e.g., Extract (2) ‘Knives’ or Extract (4) ‘Food 
goes on the plate’). In fact, part of the practical utility of such rule formulations 
might be that they can be treated as self-contained/self-sufficient and precisely not 
in need of further explanation or accounting, where this may bestow a particular 
‘that’s-just-the-way-things-are’ character on the precepts they articulate. As such, 
they can come to be understood as indexical appeals to practical reason (i.e., to 
‘what every competent member of this society knows about how it works’).

Summary and Conclusion

In this paper, we have reported insights from a study of overt rule invocations in eve-
ryday family interaction. We have zoomed in on a situation that may, prima facie, be 
seen to invite the explicit formulation of rules: parental interventions against prob-
lematic child behavior. Indeed, parents do draw on explicit rule formulations in this 
context, although apparently less frequently than one might intuitively expect. This 
observation is consistent with earlier research on rule formulations in family inter-
actions (Wootton, 1986). A first upshot of the present study then is that the explicit 
formulation of rules does not seem to play a prominent role in parental interventions 
against problem behavior. Most of the time, parents manage these situations per-
fectly well without recourse to explicit rules.

18 Parental threats, by contrast, typically position the recipient as deliberately disobedient, which parents 
may orient to as legitimizing their exertion of power qua their parental authority. A corollary of this 
difference can be seen in the later sequential positioning of threats relative to overt rule invocations in 
extended sequences in which both are being used (see also Hepburn, 2020). Overt rule invocations, and 
with them appeals to common-sense reasoning, typically precede threats in such sequences.
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The few occasions on which the parents in our data do overtly invoke rules as 
part of their interventions against problematic child behavior lend empirical sup-
port to Wittgenstein’s (2009 [1953]) and Garfinkel’s (1978) ideas that, if anything, 
‘rules’ are tools that social actors apply context-sensitively in and to situations that 
are already meaningful to them, so as to render conduct interpretable in certain 
ways. Rule use in parental intervention episodes is evidently no exception, as the 
occasions on which ‘rules’ are overtly invoked appear to be characterized by spe-
cific, and sometimes highly particularized, interactional circumstances (compare 
Zimmerman, 1970: 223ff.). These may be pedagogical in nature, as when parents 
find the problematic behavior to have its origins in the child’s insufficient awareness 
of the ‘wrongness’ of his/her doings. Formulating rules then works prospectively 
and pedagogically as part of an instructional activity (as already noted by Wootton, 
1986). By contrast, where parents presuppose or ascribe knowledge of the ‘unto-
wardness’ of their conduct to their child(ren), formulating the rules they can be seen 
to have transgressed can be a way of doing moralizing or admonishing work. We 
have argued that these different ways of mobilizing ‘rules’ reflect the dual orienta-
tions that can be taken up towards rules, viz. in terms of their prescriptive or their 
proscriptive import, and that they appear to differentially foreground distinct dimen-
sions in the interactional management of social action (the more prospectively ori-
ented deontic and the more retrospectively oriented moral dimension, respectively). 
While, as noted above, this account appears to echo parts of J. Rawls’s (1955) theo-
retical discussion in Two Concepts of Rules, rather than aiming to propose distinct 
concepts of rules, we offer it as an empirically derived initial observation about pos-
sibly relevant interactional features of ordinary rule use, to be explored in further 
detail by future research.

Most commonly, the parents in our data appear to overtly invoke rules when they 
encounter trouble associated with achieving compliance. The kinds of trouble that 
may give rise to overt rule formulations are varied, contingent, and emerge locally 
over the course of the intervention episodes in which the rule formulations are pro-
duced. As one might expect, such episodes may involve actual or potential child 
resistance against the parent’s action agenda. But they need not do so. As we have 
shown, inadequate compliant behavior can attract overt rule invocations in much the 
same way as non-compliant or defiant behavior can.

This creates a bit of a puzzle: If the compliance/non-compliance distinction can-
not adequately account for parents’ overt invocation of rules in these episodes, what 
else might? Is it at all possible to specify a kind of situation that can be understood 
to attract the formulation of a rule? Our findings suggest that, after all, there may 
be something systematic to be said about everyday rule use. To be sure, our data 
demonstrate that invoking a rule is a functionally versatile interactional practice 
(see also Baker & Hacker, 2010: 46ff.). However, a comparison of parental inter-
vention episodes that feature overt rule invocations with cases in which parents 
draw on alternative practices in this particular environment suggests that, in and by 
overtly invoking a rule, parents cast the child as not having acted in accord with 
standards of common-sense practical reason when engaging in what is treated as 
the problematic behavior or action. As such, rule formulations tackle problems with 
the child’s ‘praxis,’ understood in the sense originally developed by Aristotle, as the 
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skills of living and acting well as a member of a ‘polis’ (Bernstein, 1999), which 
might explain their relative scarcity compared to other parental practices aimed at 
behavior modification. The possibility of such a treatment ties in with one of Gar-
finkel’s (1967) central tenets: that, rather than being an actor’s attribute, rationality 
is an incarnate feature of, and exhibited in, any (sequence of) action. To the extent 
that common-sense knowledge and practical reasoning manifest themselves in and 
through ordinary action, parents are able to find in the child’s actions a possible 
diagnosis for their untowardness—the insufficient application of practical reasoning. 
Unlike threats, for example, rule formulations are capable of indexically pointing 
to such shortcomings and may enable transgressors to engage with their “wrongdo-
ings” in a remedial manner on their own initiative (see also Hepburn, 2020).

As such, overt rule formulations can (and evidently sometimes do) play a role 
in socialization: they have a place in parents’ socialization practices. It would seem 
foolhardy to deny that rule invocations have a basic capacity to be used as methods 
for teaching children how to act properly in a world shared with others. But as has 
been argued extensively in the interactional literature on socialization, this socializa-
tion work is pervasive in interaction with children and happens largely implicitly 
(e.g., Fasulo et  al., 2007; Keel, 2016; Sterponi, 2003, 2009; Wootton, 1997). The 
account we have offered here of parental rule invocations in dealing with problem-
atic child behavior is both broader and more specific than that. By understanding 
rule invocations as indexical appeals to practical reason which point to shortcomings 
in its application, we can account for other uses of ‘rules’ than plainly (or narrowly) 
instructive ones, while at the same time allowing for their invocation to have peda-
gogical value in the long run (i.e., even a moralizing or admonishing rule invoca-
tion can have a ‘socializing’ effect by virtue of its flagging a failure to have acted 
in accordance with common-sense standards of practical reasoning on part of its 
recipient).

Of course, failures to abide by common-sense standards of practical reasoning 
may befall each and every one of us from time to time—not just children. If our 
account is correct, we would expect that overt rule invocations can be shown to have 
a similar import in intervention episodes against problem behavior among adults 
(though, expectably, they might be even less common than in child-directed talk). 
If that turns out to be the case, rule formulations may be understood to participate 
in a much larger, infinite process of acquiring practical-procedural reasoning skills 
from individual encounters with others (a kind of lifelong learning). On this view, 
then, socialization is perhaps best understood as the “progressive and never-ending 
acquaintance people get with the logical constraints of everyday life as they experi-
ence them in each social occasion they happen to attend from childhood on” (Ogien, 
2009: 464; see also Bloor, 2002).

Acknowledgements An earlier version of this paper was presented at the International Pragmatics Asso-
ciation (IPrA) conference, held in Winterthur, Switzerland, on Jul 02, 2021 as part of the panel “Rules in 
Social Interaction”. We thank the participants at this event for their constructive feedback and contribu-
tions. All remaining shortcomings (in practical or analytical reasoning) are our own.



819

1 3

Invoking Rules in Everyday Family Interactions: A Method for…

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.
Küttner and Zinken acknowledge funding by the Leibniz Association under a Leibniz Cooperative 

Excellence Grant (Grant # K232/2019 awarded to Jörg Zinken). Work by the second author (Vatanen) 
was supported by the Eudaimonia Institute of the University of Oulu and the Academy of Finland (Project 
Number: 287219).

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visithttp:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen 
ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

Arminen, I. (2004). On the weakness of institutional rules: The case of addiction group therapy. Dis-
course & Society, 15(6), 683–704. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 09579 26504 046500

Aronsson, K., & Cekaite, A. (2011). Activity contracts and directives in everyday family politics. Dis-
course & Society, 22(2), 137–154. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 09579 26510 392124

Askins, R. L., Carter, T. J., & Wood, M. (1981). Rule enforcement in a public setting: The case of basket-
ball officiating. Qualitative Sociology, 4(2), 87–101. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ BF009 87213

Austin, J. L. (1957). I.—A plea for excuses: The presidential address. Proceedings of the Aristotelian 
Society, 57(1), 1–30. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ arist oteli an/ 57.1.1

Baker, G. P., & Hacker, P. M. S. (1984). Language, sense and nonsense: A critical investigation into mod-
ern theories of language. Blackwell.

Baker, G. P., & Hacker, P. M. S. (2010). Wittgenstein: Rules, grammar, and necessity—Essays and exege-
sis of § 185–242 (2nd, extensively revised ed.). Wiley-Blackwell.

Bernstein, R. J. (1999). Praxis and action: Contemporary philosophies of human activity (New ed). Univ. 
of Pennsylvania Press.

Bilmes, J. (1988). Category and rules in conversation analysis. IPrA Papers in Pragmatics, 2(1–2), 
25–59. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1075/ iprap ip.2. 1-2. 02bil

Bloor, D. (2002). Wittgenstein, rules and institutions (1. publ. in paperback). Routledge.
Bolden, G. B., & Robinson, J. D. (2011). Soliciting accounts with why-interrogatives in conversation. 

Journal of Communication, 61(1), 94–119. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1460- 2466. 2010. 01528.x
Butler, C. W., & Edwards, D. (2018). Children’s whining in family interaction. Research on Language 

and Social Interaction, 51(1), 52–66. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 08351 813. 2018. 14138 93
Church, A., & Hester, S. (2012). Conditional threats in young children’s peer interaction. In S. Danby, & 

M. Theobald (Eds.), Disputes in everyday life: Social and moral orders of children and young peo-
ple (pp. 243–265). Emerald. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1108/ S1537- 4661(2012) 00000 15014

Clayman, S. E., & Raymond, C. W. (2021a). An adjunct to repair: You know in speech production and 
understanding difficulties. Research on Language and Social Interaction, 54(1), 80–100. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1080/ 08351 813. 2020. 18641 57

Clayman, S. E., & Raymond, C. W. (2021b). You know as invoking alignment: A generic resource for 
emerging problems of understanding and affiliation. Journal of Pragmatics, 182, 293–309. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. pragma. 2021. 02. 011

Clift, R. (2016). Conversation analysis. Cambridge University Press.
Coulter, J. (2009). Rule-following, rule-governance and rule-accord: Reflections on rules after Rawls. 

Journal of Classical Sociology, 9(4), 389–403. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14687 95X09 344449
Craven, A., & Potter, J. (2010). Directives: Entitlement and contingency in action. Discourse Studies, 

12(4), 419–442. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14614 45610 370126
Daston, L. (2022). Rules: A short history of what we live by. Princeton University Press.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926504046500
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926510392124
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00987213
https://doi.org/10.1093/aristotelian/57.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1075/iprapip.2.1-2.02bil
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2010.01528.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2018.1413893
https://doi.org/10.1108/S1537-4661(2012)0000015014
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2020.1864157
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2020.1864157
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2021.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2021.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468795X09344449
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445610370126


820 U.-A. Küttner et al.

1 3

DeLand, M. F. (2021). Men and their moments: Character-driven Ethnography and Interaction Analysis 
in a park basketball rule dispute. Social Psychology Quarterly, 84(2), 155–176. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1177/ 01902 72521 10048 94

Dingemanse, M., & Floyd, S. (2014). Conversation across cultures. In N. J. Enfield, P. Kockelman, & 
J. Sidnell (Eds.), The Cambridge handbook of Linguistic Anthropology (pp. 447–480). Cambridge 
University Press.

Edwards, D. (1994). Script formulations: An analysis of event descriptions in conversation. Journal of 
Language and Social Psychology, 13(3), 211–247. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 02619 27X94 133001

Emerson, R. M., & Messinger, S. L. (1977). The micro-politics of trouble. Social Problems, 25(2), 121–
134. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 800289

Enfield, N., & Sidnell, J. (2017). On the concept of action in the study of interaction. Discourse Studies, 
19(5), 515–535. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14614 45617 730235

Erickson, P., Klein, J. L., Daston, L., Lemov, R., Sturm, T., & Gordin, M. D. (2015). How reason almost 
lost its mind: The strange career of Cold War rationality (Paperback edition). The University of 
Chicago Press.

Fasulo, A., Loyd, H., & Padiglione, V. (2007). Children’s socialization into cleaning practices: A cross-
cultural perspective. Discourse & Society, 18(1), 11–33. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 09579 26507 069454

Floyd, S. (2021). Conversation and culture. Annual Review of Anthropology, 50(1), 14.1-14.22. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1146/ annur ev- anthro- 101819- 110158

Garfinkel, H. (1963). A conception of, and experiments with, “trust” as a condition of stable concerted 
actions. In O. J. Harvey (Ed.), Motivation and social interaction: Cognitive determinants (pp. 187–
238). Ronald Press.

Garfinkel, H. (1967). Studies in ethnomethodology. Prentice-Hall.
Garfinkel, H. (1978). Practices for following rules and applying instructions. In P. Worsley (Ed.), Modern 

sociology: Introductory readings (2nd ed, pp. 658–663). Penguin Books.
Garfinkel, H. (2019). Notes on language games as a source of methods for studying the formal properties 

of linguistic events. European Journal of Social Theory, 22(2), 148–174. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 
13684 31018 824733

Gelfand, M. J. (2018). Rule makers, rule breakers: How culture wires our minds. Scribner.
Goodwin, C. (2007). Participation, stance, and affect in the organization of activities. Discourse & Soci-

ety, 18(1), 53–73. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 09579 26507 069457
Goodwin, M. H., & Cekaite, A. (2018). Embodied family choreography: Practices of control, care, and 

mundane creativity. Routledge.
Grieshaber, S. (1997). Mealtime rituals: Power and resistance in the construction of mealtime rules. The 

British Journal of Sociology, 48(4), 649–666. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 591601
Haakana, M., Kurhila, S., Lilja, N., & Savijärvi, M. (2016). Kuka, mitä, häh? Korjausaloitteet suoma-

laisessa arkikeskustelussa [Other-initiation of repair in Finnish everyday conversation]. Virittäjä, 
120(2), 255–293.

Hakulinen, A., & Seppänen, E.-L. (1992). Finnish kato: From verb to particle. Journal of Pragmatics, 
18(6), 527–549. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/ 0378- 2166(92) 90118-U

Hepburn, A. (2020). The preference for self-direction as a resource for parents’ socialisation practices. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 17(3), 450–468. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14780 887. 2019. 16646 
79

Hepburn, A., & Potter, J. (2011). Threats: Power, family mealtimes, and social influence. British Journal 
of Social Psychology, 50(1), 99–120. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1348/ 01446 6610X 500791

Heritage, J. (1984). Garfinkel and ethnomethodology. Polity Press.
Jefferson, G. (2004). Glossary of transcript symbols with an introduction. In G. H. Lerner (Ed.), Conver-

sation analysis: Studies from the first generation (pp. 13–31). John Benjamins. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1075/ pbns. 125. 02jef

Keel, S. (2016). Socialization: Parent–child interaction in everyday life. Routledge, Taylor & Francis 
Group.

Kendrick, K. H., & Drew, P. (2016). Recruitment: Offers, requests, and the organization of assistance 
in interaction. Research on Language and Social Interaction, 49(1), 1–19. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 
08351 813. 2016. 11264 36

Kent, A. (2012). Compliance, resistance and incipient compliance when responding to directives. Dis-
course Studies, 14(6), 711–730. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14614 45612 457485

Kew, F. C. (1992). Game-rules and social theory. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 27(4), 
293–307. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10126 90292 02700 402

https://doi.org/10.1177/01902725211004894
https://doi.org/10.1177/01902725211004894
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X94133001
https://doi.org/10.2307/800289
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445617730235
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926507069454
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-101819-110158
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-101819-110158
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431018824733
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431018824733
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926507069457
https://doi.org/10.2307/591601
https://doi.org/10.1016/0378-2166(92)90118-U
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2019.1664679
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2019.1664679
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466610X500791
https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.125.02jef
https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.125.02jef
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2016.1126436
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2016.1126436
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445612457485
https://doi.org/10.1177/101269029202700402


821

1 3

Invoking Rules in Everyday Family Interactions: A Method for…

Kidwell, M. (2013). Availability as a trouble source in directive-response sequences. In M. Hayashi, G. 
Raymond, & J. Sidnell (Eds.), Conversational repair and human understanding (pp. 234–260). 
Cambridge University Press. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ CBO97 80511 757464. 008

Kim, Y., & Carlin, A. P. (2021, July 1). You very böse: Dealing with moments of conflict in parent-child 
interaction [IPrA conference presentation]. Talking to and about children: Studies of child-centered 
interaction across contexts (Panel), Winterthur, Switzerland.

Kornfeld, L., & Rossi, G. (under review). Enforcing rules during play: Knowledge, agency, and the design 
of instructions and reminders. Research on Language and Social Interaction.

Lerner, G. H., & Raymond, G. (2017). On the practical re-intentionalization of body behavior: Action 
pivots in the progressive realization of embodied conduct. In G. Raymond, G. H. Lerner, & J. Herit-
age (Eds.), Enabling human conduct: Studies of talk-in-interaction in honor of Emanuel A. Schegloff 
(pp. 299–313). John Benjamins Publishing. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1075/ pbns. 273. 15ler

Lerner, G. H., & Takagi, T. (1999). On the place of linguistic resources in the organization of talk-in-
interaction: A co-investigation of English and Japanese grammatical practices. Journal of Pragmat-
ics, 31(1), 49–75. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/ S0378- 2166(98) 00051-4

Levin, L., Cromdal, J., Broth, M., Gazin, A.-D., Haddington, P., McIlvenny, P., Melander, H., & Rauni-
omaa, M. (2017). Unpacking corrections in mobile instruction: Error-occasioned learning opportu-
nities in driving, cycling and aviation training. Linguistics and Education, 38, 11–23. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1016/j. linged. 2016. 10. 002

Liberman, K. (2013). More studies in Ethnomethodology. State University of New York Press.
Mondada, L. (2019). Multimodal transcription. https:// www. loren zamon dada. net/ multi modal- trans cript 

ion
Ogien, A. (2009). Rules and details: From Wittgenstein and Rawls to the study of practices. Journal of 

Classical Sociology, 9(4), 450–474. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14687 95X09 344452
Parsons, T. (1937). The structure of social action. McGraw Hill.
Parsons, T. (1951). The social system. Free Press.
Parsons, T., & Bales, R. F. (1955). Family, socialization and interaction process. The Free Press.
Pomerantz, A. (1978). Attributions of responsibility: Blamings. Sociology—The Journal of The British 

Sociological Association, 12(1), 115–121. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 00380 38578 01200 107
Potter, J., & Hepburn, A. (2020). Shaming interrogatives: Admonishments, the social psychology of 

emotion, and discursive practices of behaviour modification in family mealtimes. British Journal of 
Social Psychology, 59(2), 347–364. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ bjso. 12346

Råman, J. (2019). Budo demonstrations as shared accomplishments: The modalities of guiding in the 
joint teaching of physical skills. Journal of Pragmatics, 150, 17–38. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. 
pragma. 2019. 06. 014

Rawls, A. W. (2019). Introduction to Garfinkel’s ‘Notes on Language Games’: Language events as cul-
tural events in ‘systems of interaction.’ European Journal of Social Theory, 22(2), 133–147. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 13684 31018 824698

Rawls, J. (1955). Two concepts of rules. The Philosophical Review, 64(1), 3–32. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 
21822 30

Robinson, J. D., & Bolden, G. B. (2010). Preference organization of sequence-initiating actions: The case 
of explicit account solicitations. Discourse Studies, 12(4), 501–533. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14614 
45610 371051

Sacks, H. (1972). On the analyzability of stories by children. In J. J. Gumperz & D. Hymes (Eds.), Direc-
tions in sociolinguistics: The ethnography of communication (pp. 325–345). Rinehart & Winston.

Sacks, H., Schegloff, E. A., & Jefferson, G. (1974). A simplest systematics for the organization of turn-
taking for conversation. Language, 50(4), 696–735. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 412243

Schegloff, E. A. (1968). Sequencing in conversational openings. American Anthropologist, 70(6), 1075–
1095. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1525/ aa. 1968. 70.6. 02a00 030

Schegloff, E. A. (1989). Reflections on language, development, and the interactional character of talk-
in-interaction. In M. H. Bornstein & J. S. Bruner (Eds.), Interaction in human development (pp. 
139–153). Lawrence Erlbaum.

Schegloff, E. A. (1996). Confirming allusions: Toward an empirical account of action. American Journal 
of Sociology, 102(1), 161–216. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1086/ 230911

Schegloff, E. A. (2003, Fall). Conversational structures 1 (Sociology 244 A) [Lecture Series].
Schegloff, E. A. (2005). On complainability. Social Problems, 52(4), 449–476. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1525/ 

sp. 2005. 52.4. 449

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511757464.008
https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.273.15ler
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0378-2166(98)00051-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2016.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2016.10.002
https://www.lorenzamondada.net/multimodal-transcription
https://www.lorenzamondada.net/multimodal-transcription
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468795X09344452
https://doi.org/10.1177/003803857801200107
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12346
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2019.06.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2019.06.014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431018824698
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431018824698
https://doi.org/10.2307/2182230
https://doi.org/10.2307/2182230
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445610371051
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445610371051
https://doi.org/10.2307/412243
https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.1968.70.6.02a00030
https://doi.org/10.1086/230911
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2005.52.4.449
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2005.52.4.449


822 U.-A. Küttner et al.

1 3

Schegloff, E. A., Jefferson, G., & Sacks, H. (1977). The preference for self-correction in the organization 
of repair in conversation. Language, 53(2), 361–382. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 413107

Schiffrin, D. (1987). Discourse markers (1st ed.). Cambridge University Press. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ 
CBO97 80511 611841

Searle, J. R. (1969). Speech acts: An essay in the Philosophy of Language (1st ed.). Cambridge Univer-
sity Press. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ CBO97 81139 173438

Sharrock, W. W. (1970). The problem of order. In P. Worsley (Ed.), Introducing sociology (pp. 337–392). 
Penguin Books.

Sidnell, J. (2003). An ethnographic consideration of rule-following. Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute, 9(3), 429–445. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ 1467- 9655. 00157

Sidnell, J. (2013). Basic conversation analytic methods. In J. Sidnell, & T. Stivers (Eds.), The Handbook 
of Conversation Analysis (pp. 77–99). Wiley-Blackwell. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ 97811 18325 001. 
ch5

Sidnell, J. (2017). Action in interaction is conduct under a description. Language in Society, 46(3), 313–
337. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ S0047 40451 70001 73

Siitonen, P., Rauniomaa, M., & Keisanen, T. (2021). Language and the moving body: Directive actions 
with the Finnish kato “look” in nature-related activities. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 661784. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 3389/ fpsyg. 2021. 661784

Sorjonen, M.-L. (2001). Responding in conversation: A study of response particles in Finnish. John Ben-
jamins Publishing. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1075/ pbns. 70

Sterponi, L. (2003). Account episodes in family discourse: The making of morality in everyday interac-
tion. Discourse Studies, 5(1), 79–100. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14614 45603 00500 10401

Sterponi, L. (2009). Accountability in family discourse: Socialization into norms and standards and nego-
tiation of responsibility in Italian dinner conversations. Childhood, 16(4), 441–459. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1177/ 09075 68209 343269

Stevanovic, M. (2018). Social deontics: A nano-level approach to human power play. Journal for the 
Theory of Social Behavior, 48(3), 369–389. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ jtsb. 12175

Stevanovic, M., & Svennevig, J. (2015). Introduction: Epistemics and deontics in conversational direc-
tives. Journal of Pragmatics, 78, 1–6. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. pragma. 2015. 01. 008

Stivers, T. (2004). “No no no” and other types of multiple sayings in social interaction. Human Commu-
nication Research, 30(2), 260–293. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1468- 2958. 2004. tb007 33.x

Stivers, T., Rossi, G., & Chalfoun, A. (2022). Ambiguities in action ascription. Social Forces, soac021, 
1–28. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ sf/ soac0 21

Svensson, H., & Tekin, B. S. (2021). Rules at play: Correcting projectable violations of who plays next. 
Human Studies, 44, 791–819. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10746- 021- 09591-6

Thompson, S. A. (2002). “Object complements” and conversation: Towards a realistic account. Studies in 
Language, 26(1), 125–164. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1075/ sl. 26.1. 05tho

Vatanen, A., & Haddington, P. (2021). Multiactivity in adult-child interaction: Accounts resolving con-
flicting courses of action in request sequences. Text & Talk. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1515/ text- 2020- 0165

Walker, G. (2013). Young children’s use of laughter after transgressions. Research on Language and 
Social Interaction, 46(4), 363–382. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 08351 813. 2013. 810415

Wieder, D. L. (1974). Language and social reality: The case of telling the convict code. Mouton.
Wilson, T. P. (1970). Normative and interpretive paradigms in sociology. In J. D. Douglas (Ed.), Under-

standing everyday life: Towards a reconstruction of sociological knowledge (pp. 57–79). Aldine 
Publishing.

Wittgenstein, L. (2009 [1953]). Philosophische Untersuchungen: Philosophical investigations (P. M. S. 
Hacker & J. Schulte, Eds.; G. E. M. Anscombe, Trans.; Rev. 4th ed). Wiley-Blackwell.

Wootton, A. J. (1986). Rules in action: Orderly features of actions that formulate rules. In J. Cook-Gump-
erz, W. A. Corsaro, & J. Streeck (Eds.), Children’s worlds and children’s language (pp. 147–168). 
Mouton de Gruyter. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1515/ 97831 10864 212. 147

Wootton, A. J. (1997). Interaction and the development of mind. Cambridge University Press.
Zimmerman, D. H. (1970). The practicalities of rule use. In J. D. Douglas (Ed.), Understanding everyday 

life: Towards a reconstruction of sociological knowledge (pp. 221–238). Aldine Publishing.
Zimmerman, D. H., & Wieder, D. L. (1978). Ethnomethodology and the problem of order. In P. Worsley 

(Ed.), Modern Sociology: Introductory Readings (2nd ed, pp. 651–657). Penguin Books.
Zinken, J., Kaiser, J., Weidner, M., Mondada, L., Rossi, G., & Sorjonen, M.-L. (2021). Rule talk: Instruct-

ing proper play with impersonal deontic statements. Frontiers in Communication, 6, 660394. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 3389/ fcomm. 2021. 660394

https://doi.org/10.2307/413107
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511611841
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511611841
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139173438
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9655.00157
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118325001.ch5
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118325001.ch5
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404517000173
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.661784
https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.70
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614456030050010401
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568209343269
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568209343269
https://doi.org/10.1111/jtsb.12175
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2015.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2004.tb00733.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soac021
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10746-021-09591-6
https://doi.org/10.1075/sl.26.1.05tho
https://doi.org/10.1515/text-2020-0165
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2013.810415
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110864212.147
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2021.660394
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2021.660394


823

1 3

Invoking Rules in Everyday Family Interactions: A Method for…

Zinken, J., Rossi, G. & Reddy, V. (2020). Doing more than expected. Thanking recognizes another’s 
agency in providing assistance. In C. Taleghani-Nikazm, E. Betz &P. Golato (Eds.), Mobilizing oth-
ers. Grammar and lexis within larger activities. (pp. 253–277). John Benjamins Publishing.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

Authors and Affiliations

Uwe‑A. Küttner1  · Anna Vatanen2  · Jörg Zinken1 

 Anna Vatanen 
 Anna.Vatanen@oulu.fi

 Jörg Zinken 
 zinken@ids-mannheim.de

1 Leibniz-Institute for the German Language, Augustaanlage 32, 68165 Mannheim, Germany
2 Research Unit for Languages and Literature, Faculty of Humanities, University of Oulu, 

P.O. Box 1000, 90014 Oulu, Finland

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1688-0896
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8236-657X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5728-4767

	Invoking Rules in Everyday Family Interactions: A Method for Appealing to Practical Reason
	Abstract
	Introduction and Background: Rules in Social Interaction
	Materials and Methods
	Instructing, Admonishing, Pursuing Compliance: The Versatility of Overt Rule Invocations in Parental Interventions
	Beyond Overcoming Resistance: Using Overt Rule Invocations to Manage Other Problems in Achieving Compliance
	Sequential Alternatives for Overt Rule Invocations
	Summary and Conclusion
	Acknowledgements 
	References




