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Abstract

How do politicians engage with and offer to assist their constituents; the people who vote
them into power? We address the question by analyzing a corpus of 80 interactions recorded
at the office of a Member of Parliament (MP) in the United Kingdom, and comprising
telephone calls between constituents and the MP’s clerical ‘caseworkers’ as well as face to
face encounters with MPs in their fortnightly ‘surgeries’. The data were transcribed, then
analysed using conversation analysis, focusing on the design and placement of offers of
assistance. We identified three types of offers within a longer ‘offering’ sequence: 1)
‘proposal offers’, which typically appear first in any offering sequence, in which politicians
and caseworkers make proposals to help their constituents using formats that request
permission to do so, or check that the constituent does indeed want help (e.g., “do you want
me to”; “we could…”); 2) ‘announcement offers’, which appear second, and indicate that
something has been decided and confirm the intention to act (e.g., “I will do X”), and 3)
‘request offers’, which appear third, and take for form “let me do X”. Request offers indicate
that the offer is available but cannot be completed until the current conversation is closed;
they also appear in environments in which the constituent reissues their problems and appears
dissatisfied with the offers so far. The paper contributes to what we know about making
offers in institutional settings, as well as shedding the first empirical light on the workings of
the constituency office: the site of engagement between everyday members of the public and
their elected representatives.

Keywords: Politicians, political discourse, constituency work, conversation analysis, offers.

Introduction

How do politicians engage with and offer to assist their constituents; the people who vote
them into power? The workings of constituency offices, in which members of the public have
the opportunity to engage directly with their elected representatives, has received little to no
empirical attention by interaction analysts or social scientists more generally. Yet it is in
these settings that (where?) politicians engage with the everyday concerns of constituents.
The current paper focuses on a key activity accomplished in such settings: responding to
requests for help with offers of assistance. We focus first on previous interactional work on
offers in other settings, before presenting our analysis of the way offers work in the
constituency office. We will examine the contexts that elicit offers, and show how offers are
built as one of a spectrum of possible ways to initiate action.

The constituency office
All MPs in the United Kingdom run constituency offices, usually fortnightly, which is a local
bureau at which constituents can contact their local representative. The offices deal with a
wide variety of issues, from social security and immigration, to neighbour disputes and
development. The MP and their office staff (‘caseworkers’) assist by acting as mediators and
ombudsmen, as well as referring constituents to other services. Caseworkers do the majority
of the actual work of assisting constituents, and also take all the phone calls for the office.
There has been little research undertaken concerning the constituency office, and no
one has studied what actually happens during surgery encounters. Constituency office
casework is frequently investigated as a potentially effective method of campaigning and
securing re-election (Yiannakis, 1981; Norton & Wood, 1993; Butler & Collins, 2001;
Johnston & Pattie, 2009). There is also work examining the motivations of politicians for
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engaging in casework (Fenno, 1978; Cain et al. 1987; Norris, 1992; Searing, 1994; Arter,
2010), given that it is uncertain whether casework does, in fact, lead to improved election
results. Other studies examine whether and how constituencies influence politicians’ actions
at Parliament (Miller & Stokes, 1963; Ågren et al., 2006; Blidook & Kerby, 2011). A handful
of studies examine the composition of casework (Rawlings, 1990; Macleod, 2006; Le Lidec,
2009). But none examine what happens when an MP and a constituent sit down to talk during
constituency surgeries. This is surprising, given that researchers and politicians alike are
interested in engaging voters in politics (see, for instance, the Hansard Audit of Political
Engagement, 2015) and determining citizens’ political attitudes and beliefs (e.g., Dalton,
2000). This study is the first to open the ‘black box’ of what happens at constituency
surgeries.
The constituency office, as an institution, may appear similar to doctors’ surgeries;
however, there are two major respects in which it differs. First, MPs are elected by their
constituents, unlike doctors or any other service personnel. As a result, MPs are accountable
for the actions to their constituents, and a constituent has the right to take anything the MP
does or says as a motivation for giving the MP their vote (or not) in future elections. In other
words, the MPs’ job stability is partially in the hands of the constituents that visit the
constituency office. There are other players to whom the MP is also accountable: the MP’s
political party (which provides funds for the MP to use in election campaigns, but which also
requires the MP to vote ‘in line’ with party policies), and the ‘selectorate’ (the group of
people who choose the MP as a candidate to run and represent a political party in the
election). The party and selectorate want MPs to connect with local constituents, in
recognition of the importance of constituents’ opinions about the MP (Koop, 2012), but also
require the MP to adhere to party policy, or else they will pick someone else. The MP must
balance these contingencies when offering help to the constituents.
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Second, the role of the MP as a service provider is not as widely understood as a
doctor’s role. One sees a doctor in order to discuss problems with one’s health, and to receive
diagnoses, referrals and treatment. One sees an MP for all manner of social services,
bureaucratic problems, and political discussion. Not only is the range of issues broader, but,
as our data show, constituents do not know whether the MP will help at all, let alone what
help is possible. There are no clear guidelines regarding what MPs should do to help
constituents – in fact constituency service is not required of MPs at all (House of Commons
Information Office, 2013), despite the fact that all MPs offer it. Although MPs are limited in
their jurisdiction (for example, they cannot offer legal advice, nor intervene in local council
issues), the MP in this data set regularly assisted constituents in matters that should have been
council issues. Both the MP and caseworkers at this office reported that it is common practice
for constituency offices to offer any help possible, shy of directly contradicting council
authority. This furthers the uncertainty that constituents have over what is ‘requestable’,
unlike the relative familiarity a patient has with what a doctor can provide. While a doctor is
paid to treat and aid their patients, an MP is paid to legislate new laws, not to help
constituents with their problems. Paired with the fact that any given constituent’s vote is only
one of the thousands of votes an MP needs, constituents express both uncertainty and low
entitlement (Curl & Drew, 2008) with respect to requesting aid. Despite the continuing
increase in constituency casework that MPs offer and perceive to be necessary (see Norton &
Wood, 1993), there is not likewise a growing understanding of what MPs are for (Wright,
2010), especially in terms of casework.
At the constituency office, then, the institutional roles and norms are ephemeral in
comparison to a doctor’s office, which most people have experienced. This is not to say that
there is not an institutional inferential framework permeating the context of the constituency
office, but constituents’ knowledge of the institutional context is limited. As a result,
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constituents have to learn the institutional rules as they go through the surgery meeting (cf.
Pollner, 1979). The institutional ‘rules’ are still talked into being (Drew & Heritage, 1992),
but much of the interactional work must be done by the institutional experts: the caseworkers
and MP. This may be one context-related reason why we found that most surgeries are
devoid of requests, as the constituent does not know what is requestable, and also why many
of the offers of assistance are made multiple times, as the MP and caseworkers need to
address (and even teach) what is institutionally appropriate for the constituency office. The
constituents do not know what is requestable until they receive an offer; each offer that the
MP and caseworkers make is also a way of habituating the constituents to what constituency
offices are willing and able to do. As we will see in the analysis below, offers are regularly
reissued during surgery meetings, and the format of the offers progresses the offered aid
towards a state of acceptance.

Offers
Offers are, intuitively at least, the bedrock activity of service provision and other institutional
settings, such as call centres or doctors’ offices, as well as a regular activity in everyday
social life. They can include concrete transactions, such as asking, ‘Milk? Sugar?’ when
offering tea (Kärkkäinen & Keisanen, 2012), as well as more intangible commitments to
future action such as asking, ‘Do you want help with your homework?’ (Curl, 2006;
Davidson, 1984). They may be made to fulfil another’s need or desire, but they also may
occur in the absence of any expressed need (Curl, 2006). But while they are a ubiquitous
conversational action, offers can be difficult to define empirically. Conversation analysis,
being an inductive process, has an ambiguous relationship with definitions. The Oxford
English Dictionary provides the following definition of an offer: “An expression of readiness
to do or give something if desired.” The verb, ‘to offer’, is defined as “providing” or
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“presenting” something, “expressing readiness” to do something, and “to present or proffer
something for someone to accept or reject as desired”.
Unsurprisingly, however, the OED definition is not entirely aligned with what
participants in actual conversation treat as an offer. Offers take a variety of formats in a
variety of contexts, making them difficult to disaggregate from ‘invitations’, ‘proposals’, or
‘suggestions’. Even ‘requests’, which Kendrick and Drew (2014) point out have been
regarded as the ‘opposite’ of offers, can potentially be interpreted as doing precisely such an
action (see Extracts 15 and 16 below). In her own work on offers, Curl (2006: 1258) does not
define what an offer is, but provides a statement to specify the general action under
investigation as one which satisfies “some want or need of the recipient’s, or propos[es] to
assist in the resolution of a difficulty or misfortune experienced by the recipient”. Somewhat
earlier, Maynard (1986: 268) argued that “parallel and consistent displays of alignment”
constitute offers, in that they are done for the benefit of another person and made complete by
recipient acceptance or rejection. Others have challenged the notion that offers are contingent
on the recipient’s acceptance or rejection, however; Toerien et al (2011) show how doctors
use offers to circumvent patients’ ability to reject or resist treatment options. This suggests
that offers remain more contingent on the beneficial nature of the transaction, rather than the
recipient’s response.
In a recent paper, Couper-Kuhlen (2014) examined initiating actions that bring about,
or aim to bring about, potential future courses of action, including offers. As a typology, such
initiating actions prefer an accepting or aligning response; index regularly and negotiate
issues of deontic and epistemic stance, and are geared towards making a future state exist
(Couper-Kuhlen, 2014: 624). Offers are specifically defined as having the ‘Self’ as an agent
(i.e., the offerer does the action required to bring about the future state), and the ‘Other’ as
beneficiary (i.e., the recipient gets the object or assistance committed by the offerer), whereas
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requests work in the opposite direction (Couper-Kuhlen, 2014, p.628). However, the question
of who benefits from an offer, and who suffers the costs, depends significantly on what the
participants consider to be a benefit or a cost. Costs and benefits are not necessarily split such
that one party benefits entirely and one party entirely is at cost. From a psychological
perspective, when speakers make offers they place recipients in their debt (or at least earn
their gratitude), which is a benefit to the speaker that could entirely outweigh any potential
‘cost’. Further, an anthropologist might note that offering (and gift-giving, see Mauss, 1950
[1990]) is fundamental to cementing relationships and even inter-group treaties, and thus any
‘cost’ of offering is obscured by the potential benefits.
This difficulty in attributing costs and benefits can be seen in the extract below from
the Holt collection. Lesley is having a package delivered to Philip, but the delivery company
failed to charge Lesley for carriage costs. As it is a gift, she requests that he tell the company
to charge her.

Extract 1: Holt: X(Christmas)1:1:3, from Curl (2006)
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

Les:

Les:
Phi:
Les:
Phi:
Les:
Phi:

=The ↑other thin:g (.) was (.) uhm .t.h we've had 'n
invoice: fr'm Scott's .hh (.) Now if they deliver it
(0.5) to ↓you: UH (0.7) we- (.) we wanted t'pay the
↑carriage w'l they hav↑en't invoiced us f'r any
carriage.
.hwhh (.) We:l[l
[So(0.2)
[they
[if they come t'you an' invoice you f'carriage say
th[at it's we that're paying oka:y? ((smile voice))
[eYeah

While Lesley’s ‘request’ benefits Philip – he will not have to pay for delivery of the package,
it also benefits Lesley – she can maintain her status as gift-giver and fulfil her goal (“we
wanted to pay the carriage”). The same dilemma is found in the politician-constituent data. In
Extract 2, the MP’s caseworker (CW) is speaking to a constituent (C), and requests to use
information that the constituent explained earlier in the call.
6

Extract 2: MP01.Phone-13KK_03: 109-116
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

CW:

C:
CW:
C:
CW:

.hh right Okay well I’ll look forward to your email then
and then can I use that information .hh and send it on to
the clinical commissioning group is that all ri:ght,=
=°Okay° that no problem at’all.
Super. All [righ]t then,=
[’Kay]
=Thanks ever so mu:ch.=

The caseworker’s request (lines 2-3) benefits the caseworker, in that she can now fulfil her
offer of assistance, but ultimately benefits the constituent, who will receive the assistance he
requires. Who is the beneficiary in these instances? Are these requests or offers or something
else? Couper-Kuhlen (2014) uses the term ‘Proposals’ to refer to these shared cost-benefit
situations, but whether or not ‘proposal’ correctly characterizes the activities of Extracts 1
and 2 is moot. Furthermore, in neither extract are there clearly definable costs, only possible
shared benefits. The cost/benefit possibilities are too variable for these categories.
Clayman and Heritage’s (2014) concept of a ‘benefactive’ stance (and status) helps
analysts navigate the question of what is beneficial. They introduce this idea with the same
conundrum: “it may not always be the case that the offer recipient will treat the thing offered
as a benefit” (p.4). In the same way that ‘epistemic stance’ describes how a turn configures
distributions of knowledge, ‘benefactive stance’ refers to how talk distributes costs and
benefits, as interlocutors see them. Benefactive status is “a complex of underlying conditions
for the action, including such matters as whether a service will be rendered that is of actual
benefit to its recipient, whether the performer of the service is able and willing to perform
it…” (p.5). However, the concept relies on the possibility of objectively identifying ‘actual’
costs and benefits, whereas in many cases, including the ones above, it is not explicit. That
said, benefactive stance provides a way of looking at the range of offers, requests, invitations,
and other future projecting initiating actions. These actions have long been considered as part
of a similar group (cf. Couper-Kuhlen, 2014), but also as discrete ‘objects’ (see Davidson,
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1984). But it may be more helpful to conceptualize these actions as a spectrum of options for
initiating actions and transactions. Sacks wrote:
“We think of an ‘offer’ as something different than a ‘request’ or a
‘warning’ or a ‘threat’. But in some situations the offer is simply the first
version of getting the person to do something. … One wants then to
reconsider these objects – offer, request, warning, threat – not as though
they’re a series of different things, but to see them as sequential versions
of a something” (1992, p.331).
As Couper-Kuhlen (2014) suggests, requests, offers, invitations, proposals, suggestions,
warnings, etc., all share the goal of negotiating the creation of a future action, with two axes
of variation (the degree of interlocutor agency, and the eventual distribution of benefits
between them). While Couper-Kuhlen and Clayman and Heritage suggest an interpretation
based on ‘actual’ costs and benefits, Sacks’ suggestion leads to a more flexible interpretation,
based on what the participants wish to achieve by doing the action (e.g., appear agentive,
intimidate, cajole, hint, welcome). These additional goals will continue to confound our
interpretation of action ascription unless we allow for actions such as requests and offers to
be conceptualized as zones on a spectrum of possible actions, with grey areas between
possibilities. This is because, as Stokoe (2012) points out, it is not the job of analysts to be
more specific about designedly ambiguous descriptions and actions, than members
themselves are. The fact that we cannot be definitive about what an action ‘is’ is what gives
language practices their defeasibility (see Edwards, 2005).
Based on the offers in our dataset, we have defined offers as actions that indicate a
future action for the benefit of the recipient, even if other benefits arise, which is at least
mostly enacted by the speaker. Importantly, we argue that offers should be considered along
a spectrum of actions that include proposals, announcements, invitations, and suggestions.
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The grey areas between prototypical examples should be seen as zones in which some
additional work is being done by the turn in question, rather than as an invalidation of the
offering aspects of the turn.

Data and method

The data comprises 80 recorded face-to-face and telephone interactions at the office of a
Member of Parliament (MP) in the United Kingdom. The recorded data were transcribed
using Jefferson’s (2004) system for conversation analysis (CA), and the transcripts analysed
using CA.
The data was trawled for all possible ‘offers’ of assistance and 250 instances were
identified. Most fall into Curl’s (2006) category of “offers that are responsive to overt
problems” (p.1270-1275). Unsurprisingly, we found no examples of offers as a reason-forcalling; in almost all calls, constituents are calling to receive, not make, offers of assistance.
There are also no examples of what Curl calls ‘educed-problem’ offers, in which an offer is
made distally to the original discussion of the problem (typically in a closing section), and the
offer is made based on some item the speaker has educed to be a problem. This is also
unsurprising, as constituents contact constituency offices because they have a problem, and
their problem is therefore discussed explicitly. All of the MP or caseworker offers are,
therefore, made in response to overt problems. Of course, the constituents would not be at (or
calling) the office if they did not have some need of assistance meaning that any item that
they bring forward is likely to be interpreted as potential item needing assistance. So while all
of our offers fit into Curl’s (2006) ‘responsive to overt problems’ category, we still encounter
a dilemma: they do not all match the offer format or style as described in Curl, even allowing
for the variety of formats she identified. For example, her participants never used a ‘do you
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want’ format in these types of offers. As we will see in the analysis, this does not hold true
for offers at the constituency office.

Analysis
The analysis below is divided into four sections. The first focuses on ‘proposal offers’ (“Can
I do X?”; “do you want me to do X?”), which we found to be the format for first offers of a
certain course of action following a problem presentation from a constituent. The second
section focuses on ‘next offers’, differentiating between offering a potential course of action,
and explaining a potential course of action. The third section focuses on ‘announcement
offers’ (“I will do X”), and the final on ‘request offers’ (“Let me do X”). In each section, we
consider the interactional and institutional affordances of these different offer designs.

First offers: Proposals
Many offers made at the constituency office are made in a similar form to a proposal. These
offers are characterized by a low degree of ‘deontic force’, in that they are formulated to
require the permission or acceptance of the constituent before being enacted. They regularly
use phrases such as “can I do X” or “do you want me to X”. In using the word ‘proposal’, we
are attempting to capture aspects of the utterances, such as their deontic and epistemic stance
and are not using it in the specific way that Couper-Kuhlen (2014) has used it to refer to a
potential future action from which both parties benefit and for which both parties contribute
to actuation. Our usage is closer to that of Stevanovic and Peräkylä (2012), to refer to a
commitment to a potential future joint action that was contingent on the approval of the
interlocutor. In this analysis, the term ‘proposal’ indicates an utterance that offers a potential
future action of assistance, seeks the approval of the constituent before commencing action
on the offer.
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Proposal-offers are exclusively used as the first offer of a certain course of action to a
constituent. ‘First’ does not necessarily refer to the temporally ‘first offer in an interaction’
but to the first offer of any assisting action that occurs following a first presentation of a
problem. For example, in the following call, the caseworker has called the constituent’s
house to give an update on a roof leak that the housing association is supposed to fix, but has
not. Thus the call does not start with a first presentation of a problem, because the caseworker
and constituent have previous discussed the roof problem. The first offer in the phone call is
an ‘announcement offer’ regarding the update (“I’ll go back to (.) John [to] … explain to him
that the scaffolding’s been up three weeks” – see Announcement offers, below). Immediately
following the temporally first offer, however, the constituent (C) introduces a new problem
and a new sequence about which he has not spoken before. As part of this new sequence
dealing with the new problem, the caseworker (CW) gives a ‘proposal’ offer, which is first
with respect to the problem in question.

Extract 3 – MP01.Phone-13KK_08: 107-116
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

C:

CW:

C:

CW:

Now there w- whil- whilst you’re on there, There wathere was something that my wife has- has actually
mentioned the other day, (0.6) She spoke to you before
about (0.8) getting Roger another place perhaps,
.hhh Uh- well yes. But the- u:m, I mean:, (.) D- oo- I
can approach the: council about that most definitely if
you’d like me to, .hh[h the- the-]
[Well
be]fore you have
actua(h)lly(h)eeh,
(0.4)
I- I may have done in the passt,=f[orgi]ve me,

We found that the first offers for a course of action were routinely formatted as proposals,
throughout the data. On lines 5-6 CW makes a new first ‘proposal offer’ to “approach the
council” using the “I can” format. Note that is CW’s belief that the offer has not already been
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made – which is corrected by C at lines 8-9 – that accounts for this possibly second offer
being produced as a first.
Let us look at other instances of proposal-style offers. In Extract 4, C has been
describing a threatening letter from her ex-partner in the context of child custody issues. At
line 14, CW makes an offer based on a complaint that happened earlier in the call – that the
Child Support Agency has not been in contact.

Extract 4 – MP01.Phone-13KK_05: 216-234
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:

So it was hand written,
Oh yes. This one was typed,
Yeah.
From him.
(0.6)
Right.
But um (0.8) Now it’s (0.4) e(h)ih!
(1.7)
Oh: dear,
(0.3)
°Anyway,°
(0.6)
.hhH so Cee Ess Ay though, haven’t contacted ya since last
Thursday, Can I chase them for you? S’that all right?=
=<I’d love you to cos with my phone not bei:ng> (0.4) you know,
reLIable,
Yeah,
(0.4)
U:m (0.5) <That would be fabulous.>

The caseworker’s offer is formatted using what we observed to be the routine “can I” format
for first offers, with a tag question (“s’that all right?”). These design choices index a low
deontic stance; that is, CW displays that she is not yet certain that this will be an acceptable
course of action for C, and gives them the opportunity to raise concerns with this particular
offer of assistance. However, C gives the preferred response, an acceptance, at line 19.
Note, however, that the offer takes place several minutes after the original problem was
formulated. Curl (2006) referred to such offers as ‘educed’, appearing “… at some point
which is temporally and sequentially distanced from the problem” (p.1265). We stated
previously that there are no educed problems in our data; this is because the second half of
12

Curl’s definition: “Before the offer is made, the problem it educes is not treated by either
participant as something in need of remedy” (p.1265). In Extract 4, the CSA issue was treated
as a problem, but CW’s offer was displaced by an inserted sequence about the threatening
letter, which then took up the majority of the call. Once dealt with, CW returned to the
original topic of the call, and made the offer accordingly. As a first offer, it was formatted as
a proposal, in which CW seeks confirmation of the appropriateness of her proposed course of
action (“Can I chase them for you? S’that all right?=”).
Extract 5 provides another example of proposal-offers. It is from the face-to-face
surgery, in which the MP and a caseworker are talking to two constituents about the
repatriation of an ill family member to a nursing home in the UK. Some contact has already
occurred between the office staff (CW and MP) and the constituents (C and C2), especially
over email. At this moment, C is inquiring about where her family member could stay while
being assessed for long-term care.

Extract 5 – MP01.Surgery-13KO_06: 469-487
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

C:

CW:
C:
CW:
MP:
CW:

C:
CW:
MP:
CW:
MP:
C2:
MP:

So you know #you- >you say about those couple a days an’<
if we could sort something out to go into a private
residential home, .hh How would we go about that, Because
is that different to what we’ve found out from ringing,
(1.6) Ho:mes yI ca[n[you k[now:,
[I can get a list from,=
=>°dYeah°<=
=from u:m, Countyshire county council an’ people who
would do it,
(0.3)
Ri:ght,=
=If you’d like me [to,
[Ih- It may be, >I [s’pose that<=
[Yea,
=the BAsis on which they’re admitting her °is different,°
so it MAy not be in the SAme PLAce.
Sure.
But I suspect they’ll probably, (.) charge more,

CW issues the offer on lines 5-10, the first to propose finding a list of short-term nursing
home placements. The offer is phrased as a proposed, not definite, course of action, indicated
13

by the verb ‘can’ (instead of ‘I will’). This is further indicated by the increment added on line
13, “If you’d like me to”, which emphasizes that this course of action would only be pursued
‘if’ the constituent approved. Such “I can do X” utterances could be treated as grammatical
statements of information, informing recipients that speakers are able to do that action. In the
context of a service setting, though, where offers of assistance are a core activity, “I can…”
utterances convey courses of action that are possible. In particular, at constituency offices,
where constituents need careful direction as to what aid is available, this design helps indicate
what the constituency office staff are able and willing to do. The design presents the course
of action as a potential future, to be assessed for viability and acceptability on the part of the
constituent.
There is more evidence in Extract 5 that shows that and how “I can do X” utterances
are offers (as opposed to ‘merely’ proposals, or commitments, etc.), making assessments or
acceptances/rejections relevant. After making the offer in lines 7-10 (“I can get a list
from…”), C’s response is slightly delayed (line 12) and neither accepts nor rejects the offer,
but treats it as information (“Ri:ght”, line 13). At this point, then, C is not yet unambiguously
oriented to CW’s turn as an offer (although it is possibly on the way to being an offer). As a
result, CW adds the increment “If you’d like me to,” (line 14). This increment emphasizes
that this action is an offer, and is for the benefit of the constituents, and that it will only be
enacted if they desire. As Stevanovic and Peräkylä (2012) point out, this indexes greater
rights on the part of the constituent to have a say in how their case is managed and what
courses of action are pursued.
By indicating that the offer is contingent on the constituent’s approval, the staff a)
make clear what courses of action the constituency office staff can pursue on behalf of the
constituent, and b) treat constituents as having greater epistemic and deontic rights over their
own cases: they know all the details whereas staff only know what has been divulged so far.
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If constituents have already tried certain solutions, it is not useful to try them again. For
example, in Extract 6, we return to the same call as Extract 5. C has been trying to get into
state supported housing, and one way this process works in the United Kingdom is by
bidding on houses, but she was unable to bid within the correct time period. Prior to the
extract, C asked if there was new information on the house – information that CW was
supposed to track down. However, CW had not found any new information, and so has to
report her problematic failure to do so. Given that CW needs to help maintain good
relationships with constituents, any perceived failure is a problem to be remedied, and as in
the case below, CW usually follows any lack of success in accomplishing aid with a new
offer of assistance.

Extract 6 – MP01.Phone-14AH_03: 20-53
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

CW2:
C:

CW2:

C:
CW2:
C:
CW2:
C:
C:
CW2:

No::. Did you Bid on anything else,
No there wasn’t a legit flat an’ stuff, There wasn’t anything
else I could BId on,
(0.8)
Ri::ght. .hH d’ya’wa- °n°- do you want me to ask if anybody did
ge:t sixty fi:ve,
(1.4)
Um::¿ (0.5) Wull:, you see I don’t see the point.=Because like I
(sent/said) to Laura Kni:ght,
Yeah,
(0.4)
An’ she says well you’re just <swappin’,> (0.3) basically if >I
move (out a’) the village,< j’st my house is a little ways out,
.hH Oh is it the [same] side Bathroom,
[( )]
(0.3)
You’re still gonna have the <steep stair> situation.=
=Oh::, I see:. Ri:ght. Okay. Fair enough.

At lines 5-6, CW offers to find out what happened to the house (number ‘sixty five’) that C
wanted to bid on. The offer is based on whether the constituent ‘wants’ the caseworker to
look into the house, and it is also formulated as a question, requiring the constituent to
answer, and thereby accept or reject the offer. C has, therefore, a maximum amount of control
over what course of action CW will pursue. The ‘do you want’ formulation indexes an even
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stronger deontic position for the constituents than the ‘can’ formulation, although both make
acceptance (or rejection) relevant. It would be inappropriate here to use an ‘announcement’
offer (see below), because the desires of C are as yet undetermined. Given that bidding was
over, an inquiry into who got the house will not help C get the house, or get some other house
in the future. Examples in our data, such as Extract 6, are different from those discussed in
Curl (2006), whereby ‘do you want…’ formats were used exclusively with educed problems
(“offers responsive to overt problems are never produced in this way”, p.1274). Not only is
C’s problem in Extract 6 not educed – as C’s housing problem was already known by both
parties, as was the issue of C’s interest in that specific house – the offer is produced
immediately after the original mention of the problem. The different sequential contexts of
the offers (in a series, see Schegloff, 2007, and Request-offers below) result in a different
offer format. Curl concludes that the reason why the ‘do you want’ format is avoided with
overt problems may be to avoid implicitly accusing the problem-holder as hinting or ‘fishing’
for aid. She gives an example of ‘do you want’-avoidance after an overt problem, out of the
Newport Beach data, seen below.

Extract 7 – NBII.4.R: 181-195 (from Curl, 2006)
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Emm:
Nan:
Emm:

Nan:
Emm:
Nan:

Nan:

[I : 'd ] LIKE TIH GET S 'M
LID'L[E slipper]s but uh:
[Y e : ah.]
(0.7)
.t.hhh I jis do:n't think I better walk it's jis bleeding
a tiny bid'n a:nd u-I think I'm gon'stay o:ff of it it
thro:bs: a liddle bit. Yihknow thet's no fun tuh have a
nai:l tak[en off.]
[°Y ea h] right.° hh[hh
[°Oh: Go:d,°
(.)
We:ll dih you wanna me tuh be tih js pick you Ken u you (.)
get induh Robins'n? so you c'buy a li'l pair a'slippers?h
(.)
I mean er: c'n I getchu somethin:g? er: sump'm:?=

Curl argues that Nancy’s repair from “did you wanna me to” to “can I get you something”
(lines 12-15), displays a return to the norm; the norm being to use ‘do you want’ only with
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educed problems. However, this could be explained more simply: Nancy makes the repair
because she already knows that Emma does want something (Emma has just said ‘I’d like to
get some little slippers’) but is unable to acquire it. Asking “do you want” would amount to
asking Emma what Nancy has just been told, and make it appear as though Nancy was not
listening. Nancy should know that Emma cannot make use of a mere ride – Emma needs
someone to physically get the slippers, because she cannot walk (‘I just don’t think I better
walk it’s just bleeding’). Whether the ‘did you wanna’ (line 12) was prefacing an offer of a
ride or slippers, or any other type of assistance is uncertain, given that Nancy repairs away
from that format (the subsequent ‘me tuh’ cannot grammatically follow ‘wanna’, implying
that self-repair is underway). But any offer here that does not address what Nancy ought to
know will be insufficient. In contrast, in Extract 7, CW does not know what C wants, vis-àvis the house bidding. This suggests that educed problem offers may be more about being
uncertain of what is offered than about a linguistic norm. For both parties, for CW and for
Nancy, there is a social obligation to help the party in need (C and Emma) – Nancy is
Emma’s sister, and thus may be expected to help her when she is ill, and CW works for an
institution where it is in their best interests to help clients in every way possible. Neither is
required (by law, ethics, or otherwise) to offer help, and neither turn format could be
interpreted as ought but an offer, even outside of the institutional context in Extract 6. This
comparison has been drawn to show that knowledge may play a greater role than a norm in
determining these turn designs – something that is clearer to see in the institutional context,
where the knowledge of CW is more available to the analyst.
With first time offers, the constituency office as an institution has a more pressing need
than a friend or family member might – to be certain that they are acting on the constituents’
wishes. Not only do they have a vested interest in acting on the constituents’ behalf, in order
to best build the ‘personal vote’ – it is necessary for the staff to get permission from the
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constituents to act on their behalf when dealing with other organizations. First time offers are
the first place this permission is sought. This institutional formality hangs in the balance
when first time offers are accepted or rejected. As a result, we see this downgraded deontic
stance in proposal-offers, as the staff attempt to ensure they are acting on the constituents’
wishes.
Note that in both Extracts 6 and 7 above, speakers ask ‘do you want me to X’, not just
“do you want X”. This is a crucial difference. On the one hand, ‘do you want me to X’ gives
greater deontic powers to the recipient; the offer is contingent on their acceptance or desire.
On the other hand, ‘do you want me to X’ includes a very clear indicator of who must carry
out the action on behalf of the recipient. This puts the recipient in a difficult position in terms
of a preferred next turn. While offers prefer acceptances (Davidson, 1984), it has been
suggested that one should also not burden others with having to do an action (CouperKuhlen, 2014; Clayman & Heritage, 2014; Kendrick & Drew, 2014), which creates a crosscutting preference between accepting the offer and not burdening the offerer. In other words,
by indicating who must perform the action within the offer turn, the speakers are actually
creating a situation in which the preferred next turn may not be acceptance, but rejection.
This could be another reason why Nancy repaired away from ‘do you want me to’, as she
may have realized that suggested too high a burden for Emma to accept the offer. These
extracts demonstrate one way that constituency offices are more similar to mundane talk than
other institutions like doctors’ offices; constituency offices are offering services outside of
their mandated institutional purview – they are offering to help constituents, not because it is
their job, but because they are doing being ‘good’ community members and representatives,
just as friends and family enact being ‘good’ friends and family when they undertake offers
and actions on behalf of others. One could argue that constituency offices are doing this in
order to enact the ‘good’ representative, whereas family members do it for other reasons
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(such as, they actually like the person they are helping and want to help them). But this would
go beyond conversation analysis’ capabilities. We cannot say whether the constituency office
staff like or do not like constituents, nor whether MPs want or do not want to help citizens.
By offering constituency services, and with each offer of service, MPs and constituency
office staff enact and re-establish their position as ‘good’ representatives, partly because of
the fact that they offer these services outside of their mandated job roles.
We have seen that at, in the constituency office, first offers of assistance are done using
a particular proposal-style design, and made with downgraded deontic stance, indexing that
the offer may not be appropriate or acceptable to the constituent. The constituent is expected
to respond to these proposal-offers, and response is usually pursued when lacking. In the next
section, we consider subsequent offers that relate to courses of action that have already been
tried, or are in progress. We will differentiate between offers and explanations of what is
offer-able.

Next offers: ‘Can’ as an Offer vs. ‘Can’ as an Explanation
Proposal-offers can appear, grammatically, like explanations of what the office is capable of
doing, rather than what it is offering. Both explanations and proposal-offers regularly use the
modal verb ‘can’ (and its conditional form, ‘could’), and both reference potential future states
or courses of action. In real time interaction, however, staff are rarely asked to explain what
the office is able to do – constituents usually suss this out more implicitly. Extract 8 below,
however, demonstrates the use of ‘can’, both as an offer, and subsequently as an explanation
of the options for courses of action. In the first part of the extract, the constituent has been
explaining that he is a small business owner in a residential area, and one resident has been
complaining about parking at the business to the local council. The MP for the area is Sarah
Johnson. A series of offers is made by the caseworker (CW) in lines 14-17.
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Extract 8 – MP01.Phone-14AH_01: 40-71
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

C:

CW:
C:

CW:
C:
CW:
CW:

C:
C:

CW:

C:
CW:
C:

<Which they have now put all enforcement #onto us#> an:d
I’ll be honest with you, (0.7) <I feel> very weak at this
stage because I feel like they-=they’ve overpowered me an’
there’s nothing I can do about it.
Ri:ght, Okay.
I mean >#to be ho- I-# I don’t know if it’s the best route
to take.< People keep saying try:, you know, (.) Sarah
Johnson because obvio’sly [(she’ll help you.)]
[>Yeah=yeah=yeah.< ]
(0.5)
really suppor:ts [ev ]’rythin’ like th[is.
[Mm.]
[Mm.
(0.2)
.hhhhhHH WELL we ca- We can certainly look into it for
you.=That’s not a problem an:’ if we need to: u:m: uh: get
in touch with the council, we’ll Happily do #so,#=thathat’s not a pro#blem:#, Yeah. Absolutely .hhh[hH
[Will y- e- e(0.2)
#I- I-# e- >you know I don’t know what’s best to do<
#>would’you-e-<# Do you- Do you: do like appointments
w[here you ca-]
[Yeah::,
]I- I think um proba’ly the best <thing to do:
i:s if <<you are able to come in>>to the office, #I mean:
erm# presum’bly you canh you get here if you’re based in
Luton, .hhhH uh We can go through it. U::m an::d u:m
.tsch=an’ then: we’ll see where we go from ther:e, .hhh um
is [that o]kay¿=
[Ri:ght.]
=D’you think that’d be a- (.) e- (.) the-the best
[thing to do¿
[Yeah: no that’s- that’s fine,

The conclusion of C’s problem formulation is that ‘people keep saying’ he should try
contacting the constituency office for help, because he knows that the MP is someone who
“really suppor:ts ev’rythin’ like this.” (line 11), which acts as a fishing device (Pomerantz,
1980). The utterance ‘people keep saying’ constructs a state of knowledge that is widespread,
to the general, unnamed people, making it relevant for CW to now explain whether this
general knowledge is accurate, what help is available, and whether the constituency office
will help C too. C also says that he does not know if this is ‘the best route to take’, something
that CW confirms as he begins to describe what the office can do. Note that CW expresses it
as something he is ‘happy’ (line 16) to commit to doing, something that is ‘not a problem’
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(line 15 and 17). As in Extract 5 above, in which CW proposed that she “can get a list”, the
caseworker here also uses ‘can’ to formulate the first offer (“We can certainly look into it for
you”). In contrast, the second offer uses different format: “if we need to, we’ll happily do so”
(lines 15-16). Both of these proposal-offers offer a potential future course of action,
contingent on the response of the constituent.
But, especially given the context built in the preceding turn, in which C makes relevant
information about what is possible and whether help will be offered, these offers explain the
abilities of the constituency office. The relevant acceptance/rejection from C, had they treated
them as offers per se, is also missing in the following turn (line 19). Instead, C pursues his
own lack of knowledge, saying he does not know ‘what’s best to do’ (line 20), and asks if the
office ‘does appointments’ (line 21). This turn does not treat the preceding turn from the
caseworker as an offer, but as an insufficient explanation of what the constituency office
does. By continuing to reference his own lack of knowledge and pursuing the question of
what the office could do next, C treats his previous fishing device as incomplete or
unsatisfied.
As the call unfolds, we can see more evidence that C does want an explanation of what
the office is capable of doing in general. Extract 9 comes after C and CW have scheduled the
appointment referenced in Extract 8 and CW has given directions to the constituency office.

Extract 9 – MP01.Phone-14AH_01: 170-192
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:

Okay. Awesome.=ER:M so #uh-e-ih-er# JUSt so I know: what
roughly what you guys do, [I mean I’ve (0.2) You know=
[Mm,
=I ’preciate, A lot [a pe]ople keep=
[Yea.]
=saying, con[tact] you,# wha- wha- What=
[Yea.]
=exact(.)ly CAN you do,=or what are the options or
[what’s,
[Erahhh# WELl- my- my role is a CAseworker, (.) erm So
there’s two caseworkers here. So we deal with all sorts
of°ff° problems issues that (.) Sarah: gets her way, .hhh=
er::m [So:] a-
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14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

C:
CW:

C:
CW:
C:
CW:

[Mm,]
=but we- we quite Often: coun- erm contact the council,
(.) about various (.) things like this,=So, so we can,
(0.2) we can write letter:s (.) Do that sort of thing:,
so, .hh It just depends what the issue is really,
(0.9)
Right,
But we can[:
[Because I, I mean obviously I’m going to cause
my business but=
=[Yea.

What is the difference between offering a potential course of action, and explaining a
potential course of action? In Extract 8, CW explained potential future courses of action, but
did so with explicit costs and benefits indexed (‘benefactive stance’, Clayman & Heritage,
2014). CW said that the office would ‘look into for you’, making it clear that the potential
action was for C’s benefit. CW also referenced the ease of doing the actions, and the
willingness of the office to do the actions, thus indexing a low cost for the office to
accomplish this assistance. The sequential and institutional context (as an agency that
purports to help constituents) both indicate that the ‘can’ formulations were offering, not
merely explaining, available assistance. In Extract 9, however, CW is responding to a direct
question about what the constituency office can do as an organization, instead of a troublestelling, and explains the office’s general abilities, rather than specifically what potential
actions could be offered to the client at hand. While the caseworker still uses ‘can’ (such as in
line 15, ‘we can write letters’), no benefactive stance is indexed. The explanation is
characterized by the use of the present continuous voice, the use of the word ‘often’ (in line
14, ‘we often contact the council’), and the phrase ‘sorts of things’ (such as in lines 11 and
16), all indicating the general, scripted activities of the office (Edwards, 1994). Extracts 8 and
9 demonstrate how proposal-like designs (especially including the verb ‘can’) act either as
explanations or as components in an offer. By using the ‘can’ design in turns that are offers,
constituency office staff take advantage of this explanatory feature, combining both the offer
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and the explanation of what the constituency office is willing and capable to do for
constituents. This implicit ‘teaching’ of the institutional rules is, as we noted earlier,
important at the constituency office, where constituents often display uncertainty about what
the constituency office can do. Proposal-offers are thus very useful as first offers at the
constituency office, because they simultaneously explain and offer.
In the next section, we consider offers made in the form of announcements, used to
repeat offers made earlier, as well as to renew efforts at assistance already underway.

Announcement offers
Offers made in the form of an announcement (“I will do X”) are declarations of future intent.
We found that these offers did not typically make reference to the desires of the constituent
nor make a response to confirm the course of action relevant. They were used to repeat
already-made offers and to renew efforts to assist a client who had already been receiving or
promised help. Announcement-offers were never used to offer a course of action for the first
time (again, ‘first’ refers to the sequence of events in dealing with a specific case, rather than
temporally in the interaction). In Extract 10, C has called to follow up on his case (a rat
infestation at his council-owned house). C demonstrates that he is a repeat caller from the
way he introduces himself.

Extract 10 – MP01.Phone-13KK_01: 23-40
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

C:
CW:
C:

CW:
CW:
C:

Uh: as for the housin:’, we’ve not ’eard a peep from them,
so we don’t know what they’re:: up t[o,]
[O]h:, ri::ght, okay,
.hhh
so:, I was j’st wondering what the outcome was on the
emails that you sent.=I mean obviously: (.) the uh council
got the email because .hh when the uh:: pest control man
come round he did mention the email from yourse:lf,
(0.3)
Yeah.
(0.5)
.hh[HH]
[so] wonderin’ what did that mean.
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14
15
16
17

CW:

Um: I haven’t heard from them y- the: housing people yet
so >I’m afraid sorry about that< I will chase them
today::. .hHHH um:::ptk- But- w- HOW’s it going though, is
it- is it quieter now: can you hear anything:,

C reports that he has not heard from relevant organizations and wonders if those organizations
have spoken to CW instead (lines 3-12). CW responds with an apology that she has not heard
from any of the organizations in question, but includes an announcement-offer: ‘I will chase
them today’ (line 14). The offer declares what CW intends to do, including when she will do
it. As such, it does not make relevant a response from C and, indeed, none is forthcoming
(line 16). In fact, none of the typical methods of making a response relevant are present.
Interrogativity is one way to mobilize a response, but CW produces a declarative statement
(Schegloff, 1984; Stivers & Rossano, 2010). Another way to make a response relevant would
be to make the turn a phrase about a B-event (Labov & Fanshel, 1977), by giving information
primarily in the domain of the recipient (e.g., ‘you’ll want me to call them then’) which tends
to elicit a response (Pomertanz, 1980; Heritage & Raymond, 2005; Stivers & Rossano, 2010).
Here, the epistemic domain of the action is constructed as belonging to CW; it is her decision
how to run her day, who to chase, and when she will do it. Finally, interrogative format would
also make a response relevant, such as making it a yes/no interrogative (Raymond, 2003), but
that is not the case either; it is a statement, not a question. So, we are left with the impression
that CW does not expect a response from C, and may even have designed her turn such that
the possibility of a response is reduced. However, we are told (Stivers & Rossano, 2010, p. 5,
26) that, canonically at least, when the action of offering is done, a response is relevant,
typically an acceptance or rejection, yet unlike with the offers in the proposal-offer section
above, CW does not pursue a response. In summary, there are no features that make a
response relevant, no acceptance or rejection is present, and there is no pursuit of a response.
Why, then, call these announcements ‘offers’?
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Extract 10 fits our definition of an offer in every respect: It displays an implicit
benefactive stance – that the ‘chasing’ that is being promised is for C’s benefit and indeed is
happening only because CW has heard nothing and C is inquiring about the matter. CW
displays that she will be the agent of the activity, and also includes when exactly she will
enact this offer. By making an offer, CW portrays the assistance as a logical outcome of the
assistance so far not having worked. It shows a strong willingness and ability to offer help,
because it is being announced, rather than proposed – it is definite, not potential. It also shows
that the office is determined to help; in the face of failure to assist adequately so far, the office
may appear to be weak, inept, or not trying hard enough to be of assistance to the constituent.
By announcing further assistance (of a kind for which permission has already been granted)
immediately in the face of this failure, the office can portray itself as persistent, and reassure
the constituent that aid is being pursued in the process.
Announcement offers are not simply declarations of plans (Suchman, 1987) or unilateral
decisions (Stevanovic, 2012). They still contain the crucial aspects of an offer – displaying
willingness to do an action on behalf of the recipient. Compare, for instance, the following
two extracts. In Extract 11, we get a common type of offer (even in non-institutional contexts,
when taking messages on a home landline phone): ‘I’ll take a message for him’. C has been
working with one of the two caseworkers, Jason, but Jason is not available that day to take the
call. Ann, the other caseworker, offers to take the call. This kind of offer is ubiquitous in
telephone conversations, and remains an offer, not an announcement, because of its focus on
the willingness of the offerer to do the action.

Extract 11 – MP01.Phone-13KZ2_02: 5-16
1
2
3
4
5

C:
CW:
C:

=[It’s] Mrs. Gray’s daily cal[l:.]
[O h]: hi Mrs. Gra[y, I erhh]
[↑‘s a bit]
different from the last time when I rang,=>this is really< good
ne[ws.
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6
7
8
9
10
11
12

CW:
C:
CW:
C:

[.hh ↑OH: >brilliant oh he< will be sad cause he’s not here:,
hh(h)e(h)e
[↑AOH:: what a shame:]
[.hhh He’s on a train]ing course in London:, but I’ll take a
message for [him:,]
[All r]ight. Will you Tell ’im I’ve just had a
letter this mor::ning,

In contrast, Extract 12 is tilted towards making plans.

Extract 12 – MP01.Phone-13KZ_01: 232-239
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

CW:
C:
CW:

C:
CW:

=Yea:s. Yes. I see your point, .hhhH Right. Well let me
get in contact with them anyway:, U[:m,
[Yeah,
When you’ve put the phone down I’ll do one four seven one
an’ get your num:ber, an’ then I’ll get them to:, get in
contact with you if I may:, .hh
Yeah.
All ri:[ght,]

CW says she will do ‘one four seven one’, which is a way to display the phone number that
has just called. CW intends to do this because C does not know the phone number on which
she is calling. In announcing this intention, however, CW is not emphasizing her willingness
to do the action, nor the beneficiary nature (C does not have to phone back to provide the
phone number). Several minutes earlier in the conversation, she requested permission to use
‘1471’ to get C’s phone number, and this utterance confirms that she still intends to do so. In
lines 5-6, CW follows up the ‘mere’ announcement of her intended action (using the 1471
telephone function) with an announcement offer, ‘I’ll get them to get in contact with you if I
may’. This latter statement is more than an announcement; it is an announcement offer, as it
indexes CW’s willingness to do the action for C, and seeks permission in a tag statement ‘if I
may’.
Another example of the announcement-offer can be seen in Extract 13. In this
conversation, C has been attempting to schedule an appeal date. Although the difficulty in
scheduling is not C’s fault, her benefits have been cancelled. This injustice brought C to the
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surgery, and she was promised to hear back within ten days. The ten days have elapsed
without word, so she is calling to see what happened at the constituency office.

Extract 13 – MP01.Phone-13LB_06: 28-66
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37

C:
Hi:, you’al’right?=
CW2: =Yes not too bad.=n’you,
C:
Yes fine thank you, .hh um: s’j’s wondering if you’d heard
anything cause you’d- uh::m I think you spoke to my
husband you said (.) hopefully to be able to tell ’im
something within ten da:y[s.
CW2:
[Ee:yeahs le’s [just haveC:
[pas’ that nowhh
Heh
CW2: R::ight, Okay. le’s just have a l:oo:k UH::m .hhHH alright
lemme jus’ s:ee when I sent it o:ff:, te te te te
Tehhh((singing)) on’ one secon::d (.) .hhh I don’t think I
have is the short answer to that,
C:
Mhmm
(1.3)
CW2: uhhum: but let me just checkhh (2.1) .hhhH erm:::righthh
(10.1) °ri::ght so that was sent on the eighteenth° hh
an::d t- ten working days .hHHHHH OKAY no I-I’ve not
hh’u:m: so um what I’ll- what I can do: is I’ll- I’ll
chase ‘em up again an’:: just to see if I can get a date
for you,
C:
Oh all right [ okay °°( )°°]
CW2:
[Erm: So sorry] I’ve not- (.)
C:
[No tha- ]
CW2: [Not um::]
(.)
C:
fi:ne (er wh-) say we’ been ’aving the problem with ’em
all the- all the way along at [least it’s bin]=
CW2:
[ih’ y:ea h :: ]
C:
=about sixty two: weeks now so, .hhh=
CW2: =so: (.) ih’yeah [well they- they’re just in]CREdibly=
C:
[ah hh::
hh hhhh
hih]
CW2: =busy but I- I will: le- you need a date so I’ll um:: I’ll
um:: get them tuh .hh tuh find one for you and- and
hope>f’lly get th’m< (.) >to come back to you with a< (.)
proper answer
C:
O:kay well that’s lovely

On lines 17-19, the caseworker (CW2) goes through several self-repairs to arrive at an
announcement offer, “I’ll chase ’em up again”. The self-repairs demonstrate that while CW2
considered phrasing the offer using a ‘what I can do’ (as well as a separate ‘I will’ statement),
he chose ‘I will’ as the optimal formulation in this context (and it is repeated in “I’ll get them
to find one for you” on lines 31-32). This fits with our previous analysis, as the offer occurs in
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an environment where CW already knows what the constituent would like, C knows what the
constituency office has committed to doing and what they are capable of doing, and C has
given her permission for the constituency office to act. A proposal-offer would be
inappropriate, as it would imply that the constituency office has not paid attention to what C
needs them to do. Furthermore, in this instance it would imply that CW had forgotten what he
and the MP had committed to doing in the previous interaction with C – to get the appeals
court to fix a proper date for the tribunal. Using an ‘I will’ statement here helps to portray the
office as not only willing but proactive, and reassuring C of the constituency office’s
commitment to their prior offer by reissuing it in a stronger, more definite manner.
Especially in closings, announcement-offers are used to reiterate what has been offered
so far, as a way of committing to the plans for assistance that have been set out during the
interaction. For example, in Extract 14, CW is just finishing taking down C’s phone number.

Extract 14 – MP01.Phone-13KS_02: 68-73
1
2
3
4
5
6

CW:

C:
CW:
C:

Two one two three. .hh Right. Okay, I’ll email her
straight away an’ come back to you when I’ve got an’
answer,=all ri:ght,
Thank you [very much,
[Thanks then, [Buh bye
[Okay buh bye

Here, CW initiates closing, and as part of doing so, she repeats the offer that she has already
made in this interaction: to email a specific council officer. Most closing portions of calls and
surgeries include a component like this one, in which the offer, or offers, that have been given
during that interaction are repeated for final evaluation and commitment.
To summarize, in this section we have seen how ‘I will’ is used to produce
announcement-offers, in which the offer is declared as a definite action, not requiring the
input or acquiescence of the constituent. They are considered as offers rather than statements
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of planning or intent because of the beneficiary nature for the recipient. These offers are often
used when speaking to repeat constituents who have returned to the office with the same
problem still active. They are also used during closings to reiterate what the future plans are
for the constituent’s case. In the final section, we focus on ‘request-offers’ – the final type we
found in the dataset.

Request-Offers: “Let me…”
After proposal-offers and announcement-offers have been made, another offer format
occasionally appears, which involves requesting constituents to do (or not to do) something in
order that the offer can be fulfilled. The most common way to do this is using the phrase ‘let
me’. In Extract 15, C has been complaining about a longstanding neighbour dispute. Another
agency told him to go and speak with his neighbour but C is fearful about making an
approach.

Extract 15: MP01.Phone-14AE_01: 215-226
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:

C:

An’ I mean he might’ve BIT me on the no:se,
Ye:s, ye:s,
So I- e- they just not- they just don’t Care:.
.hh[H Right, ]
[Cause Nobo]dy Ca:res.
(0.3)
O:kay. Well, .hh I- I wo- I would HOpefully (.) Disagree
with that. Ay- I (.) do think that I’m talking to do
ca:re, .hhh u:m but it is just taking them a bit of time
to get it sorted.=But- .hh LEt Me Do chase them again.
That’s absolutely fine to do that, S’no problem at
all:,=As I- as I say I thought it was resol:ved,
.hh[hH
[No no.

On lines 1-5, C expresses frustration with the agencies he has been dealing with. CW tries to
reassure C that, at least at her end, some people at some agencies ‘do care’, even if it is taking
‘a bit of time’ to fix the problem. On line 10, she reissues her offer to track down the relevant
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agencies to try to resolve the problem faster. By using ‘let me X’, CW formats her turn so that
it strongly prefers an acceptance. It not only requests inactivity from C, but promises aid if he
says yes. CW mitigates any potential interpretation of burden on lines 11-12, by saying that it
is ‘absolutely fine’ and ‘no problem at all’, which further helps reduce the possibility that C
will reject the offer.
The formulation ‘let me’ breaks down the boundary between an offer and a request. On
the one hand, ‘let me’ requests (or even commands) that the constituent do (or rather, not do)
something, by issuing a directive. On the other, it proposes to benefit C by providing
assistance. These offers were instrumental in creation the definition set out in the
introduction: the beneficiary is largely the constituent, the caseworker is largely one who will
enact the offered action, and there is extra work being done here which should not invalidate
this turn’s basic status as an offer. To understand this extra work, we need to step further back
in this phone call. Almost 100 lines earlier than Extract 15, CW makes her initial offer of
assistance. By this point in the call, C has established himself as a repeat client, whose case
has continued for over two years without resolution. Besides the frustration that he has
expressed about this delay, CW did not remember who he was at the beginning of the call.
She has also made it clear that the office does not have the correct information about C’s case,
and so thought it was already resolved. Once C has corrected CW, the following lines occur.

Extract 16 - MP01.Phone-14AJ_01: 135-176
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

CW: But- I will also raise it again with the council on your
beha:lf, .hh but I KNOw they’re actually dealing with it, It’s
just a case of me telling them look Mr. Humber’s been on the
phone again:,
(0.9)
C:
Yeah. (0.2) That ol: man:’s still: pest[’ring me
CW:
[kHaha>hahah<ha:h.
.hh[y- that’s a]llow:ed, (.) .hh [That’s allow:ed.] .hh[h
C:
[Hehhehhooh ]
[(
)]
[I’m
s- I’m: seventy eight years of Ag[e.
CW:
[Are you:, >Well< All
ri:[ght gosh.]
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13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37

C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:

CW:
C:
CW:
C:
CW:

C:
CW:
C:
CW:
C:

[(Yeah an’)] An’ I need I: Nee:d .hhh uh- protection.
Ye:s. uh- Quite ri:ght.=
=An’ I pay: hundred and thirty six pound a month,
[Yeah, ]
[for my] rates, (0.3) An’ I: .hhh [have ]n’t (.) gone to the[(
)]
(0.3)
sstep that I considered, (1.0) <I considered writing> to ’im
an’ saying “<until you do that> to put it ri:ght, (0.5) I’m not
going to pay me ra:tes.
Yea-uh-well:: .hhh uh:m: [I wouldn’t necessarily ad]vise
[I know::: (°
°)]
that,=I un- you un:- must understan:d, [but]=
[( )]
=Uh:m .hh But let me get back onto it again.=because, I know
they’re in the process of working on it,=I know they
are:.=Because .hhh I raise it practically every month at the
housing meeting with ~them:, .hh[H
]=
[Aoh]
=So: it’s not that they’re Not doing thing::s Erm it’s just
unfortunate[ly it
takes
ti:me. ]
[it’s just that (.) they’re u]nsuccessful.
.hhH Well, #ah-ee::iuh I# wouldn’t say unsuccessful ye:t.
(0.3)
Mm.

On lines 1-2, CW issues the first offer of the call, ‘I will also raise it again with the council’.
The call has now been established as a repeat call, so the format of ‘I will’ makes sense, as
C’s permission has already been sought, and given the frustration C is experiencing, a definite
offer is appropriate. In response, C jokes that he is still chasing this issue, and goes on to
make a case for needing assistance: he is elderly, ‘needs protection’ (line 13), pays his rates
(i.e., his rent and taxes), and although he considered not paying his rates in protest (lines 1722), he has not yet taken this drastic step. CW recommends against that idea, and then at line
27, reissues the offer, this time in a ‘let me’ format. This formulation may be an attempt to
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manage C’s expressed frustration. By strongly preferring an acceptance, CW attempts to get C
‘on side’ with the offered course of action. There is no question of his permission any more,
but it is important that he be satisfied with the help he is receiving.
By not accepting the offer in line 1, C displays resistance to the offer. Such resistance
has been documented elsewhere, especially in medical interactions (Toerien et al., 2011;
Stivers, 2005; Heritage & Sefi, 1992; Hepburn & Potter, 2011). In this respect, caseworkers
offering courses of action are similar to doctors offering courses of treatment. In both
contexts, the client is responsible for accepting or declining the offer, and this response carries
the client’s permission and ‘buy-in’ to the suggested process. Here, C displays resistance by
not responding to the offer (lines 5 and 6), by continuing to provide arguments for needing
assistance despite having been made an offer (lines 9-10, 13, 15-22, and 36), by negatively
assessing the work so far (line 24), and by otherwise only giving minimal acknowledgements
that something has been said (e.g., line 37) instead of more strongly aligning phrases (see
Stivers, 2005). CW, faced with non-aligning turns, makes the offer again, on line 27. The ‘let
me’ formulation can be seen as an attempt to respond to the new arguments for assistance; to
suggest that in order to provide help, C needs to let CW get to work, and to more strongly
make an acceptance relevant. In Extract 15 above, we can see that CW reissues the ‘let me’
offer later on in the call. In fact, she does it yet again (in data not shown) before she receives
an acceptance, shortly before the end of the call. The ‘let me’ formulation both manages
resistance by strongly preferring an acceptance (almost as if it were a request instead of an
offer), and highlights that the ‘burden’ of the action will be undertaken by the caseworker.
This format appears in other calls and meetings as well, but is the least common of the three
formats considered in this paper – an unsurprising finding, given that constituents are usually
eager to accept any help from the constituency office that is offered. It is only in cases where
the office has had significant difficulty in finding an appropriate or successful course of action
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to offer that the ‘let me’ formulation arises. The ‘let me’ formulation creates a hybrid
scenario: the format of a request, but the action of an offer of assistance.
In this section, we have seen how ‘let me’ offers blur the boundary between offer and
request, as they request that constituents do something (or do nothing) in order to allow an
offer to be fulfilled. However, these are still offers because they benefit the recipient, and are
enacted by the offerer. These offers are used to help manage constituent resistance to courses
of action.
We have not considered in our analysis how these offers form part of a series, such as
the kind of action series discussed in Schegloff (2007, pp. 207-215). This is because the offers
in our dataset do not consistently belong to a series. A few offers discussed in this paper
(Extracts 5, 12, 14, 15, and 16) are part of a series of offers issued by the staff, which move
the trajectory of the project of assistance toward a mutually acceptable course of action. Some
of these issue new offered actions (such as calling different agencies, or researching different
areas), and some involve reissuing the same action (most easily seen in Extracts 15 and 16).
This latter version involves switching the format to our ‘request offers’, as a way of managing
resistance. Other extracts show first offers in an interaction, although second or third offers
concerning the proposed assistance (Extracts 10 and 13), and there are some that are later in
an interaction but first concerning the course of action (Extract 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, and 11), the latter
of which all fall into our category of ‘proposal offers’, since they are first offers of an offered
action. Schegloff’s series thus overlap with how we characterize the data, but we feel our
analysis more accurately and specifically portrays what the offers are accomplishing.
Furthermore, while the series explored in Schegloff (2007) are temporally and
sequentially close to each other, many of the offers presented here were related to topics
discussed days or weeks prior, albeit by the same participants. Schegloff’s offers examples
(pp.210-211) Although the speaking roles (who issued the first or second pair part of the
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offer) remained the same (which is due to the institutional nature of the data) over time, it did
not seem appropriate to label offers from separate interactions as part of the same series. In
future work, we would like to explore the way these topics are repeated across very large
expanses of time – something that the constituency office, as an institution, is well suited to
analyzing, given how common it is for cases to involve repeated contact over several months.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have investigated a core aspect of the interaction that occurs between
members of the public and their elected representatives – politicians, or Members of
Parliament – as well as those caseworkers who support the work of such politicians. It is in
such encounters that the work of constituency offices gets done, and we have given what is, to
the best of our knowledge, the first empirical analysis of this part of the democratic system.
At the same time, we have focused on a core activity of institutional social life; the offers of
assistance that people make to one another and some of the related activities that engender
such actions. In this way, the paper contributes not only to what we know about politicianpublic interaction, but also a fundamental conversation analytic interest in the actions that are
built in institutional encounters and, particularly, offers.
We found that MPs and caseworkers offer to assist their constituents by building three
distinct offer formats. Proposal-offers (e.g., ‘I can do X for you’ and ‘do you want’) are used
to simultaneously indicate what aid is possible and offer that aid as an option. We found that
proposal-offers require the constituents’ acceptance in order to progress, and are used as the
first offer of a course of action. Announcement-offers indicate that a course of action has been
decided, and will be enacted. They allow caseworkers and MPs to take up a proactive stance
in helping their constituents, and are used to confirm offers that already made. Request-offers
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are a last resort, used when constituents resist an offer. They project a preferred next turn of
alignment and/or acceptance, while also dealing with the arguments that constituents have
presented. These types of offer work in concert to allow caseworkers and MPs to effectively
manage the concerns of their constituents. In the case of ‘do you want me to X’ offers, the
explicit indexing of party responsibility may contribute to conflicting preferences for
acceptance or rejection – in the few times it was used, recipients chose to reject it and suggest
that there was no need to attempt the offered aid.
We rehearsed the way conversation analysts have previously defined and described
offers-in-interaction in the introductory part of the paper. Our empirical observations are most
aligned with Couper-Kuhlen (2014)’s definition that offers are proposed actions that benefit
the recipient and are carried out by the speaker. However, we have suggested that this is not a
clearly demarcated distinction; both parties must take some action, even if it is only providing
permission (and, in the case of request-offers, it is sometimes necessary to withhold action, in
order for an offer to be completed), and the benefits resulting from an offer can be shared.
Furthermore, the turn designs we have reported frequently blur the lines between a
prototypical offer and other actions, such as proposals, announcements, and requests (which
are often stated to be the polar opposite and dispreferred alternative to offers – see Schegloff,
2007; Kendrick & Drew, 2014). Therefore, the offers we have analysed support Sacks’ (1992)
suggestion that requests, offers, proposals, threats, and so on, should be considered as part of
a continuum of possible actions, rather than as opposites, or discrete concepts (see also Sidnell
& Enfield, 2014). Analyzing actions as fluid possibilities, rather than discrete categories,
enhances our understanding of how and why participants use different formulations. As
Schegloff (1997) writes, “boundary cases are the sparks struck by the collision of two analytic
practices” (p.539); making room for grey zones between and among actions demonstrates
points at which more interactional work is being accomplished. Considering actions as part of
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a continuum or spectrum will likely prove useful beyond institutional data, as a more flexible
conceptualization of action achievement in mundane talk as well.
We can see in this corpus that participants have a use for making offers in several
different formats. Proposal-offers allow caseworkers to gather more information about the
case, and seek the institutional pre-requisite of permission. Announcement-offers allow
caseworkers and politicians to appear proactive and helpful. Request-offers give caseworkers
the ability to pursue permission and alignment with constituents. Yet these actions all still
remain offers, as indicated by the beneficiary nature of the promised action. They are
evidence that participants are not constrained to particular action categories, but use the
matrix of options available to the advantage of whatever their communication needs happen to
be, and we should take care to allow for the flexibility in action formation that we observe.
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