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Earlier studies on discourse have revealed that investigating language in use is not only very
interesting but also complicated. The varieties and complexities of the theories, methods and
approaches applied in such studies have remarkably been able to present sophistication and
explicitness of language in use (Brown and Yule1983; Gee 1999; Salkie 1995; Van Dijk (Ed)
1985). Moreover, the integration of theoretical approaches in discourse investigation is assumed
to yield more convincing findings as to balance the limitation of the research instruments
employed (Van Dijk (Ed) 1985). Such an insight seems to inspire Koester to conduct research
on discourse confined to a particular genre, i.e. work place talk, and published the findings in
the book “Investigating Workplace Discourse”.

Among the 8 chapters of the book, 6 chapters (except for the first and the last chapter) provide
systematic outlines which begin with introduction and end with conclusion that preludes the
subsequent topic. The introduction section in each chapter successfully guides the reader to
focus on the topic discussed in the chapter. The sequence of the presentation of each section in
the chapter is clear and, thus, the content is easily understood. The presentation of conclusion
section serves as useful guidelines for the reader to anticipate the subsequent topics discussed in
the following chapters and how each topic relates to the issues discussed in the previous
chapters.

In Chapter One (pp.1-5) Koester assists the reader to visualize workplace discourse  through the
presentation of extracts of relatively long conversation occurring in workplace, varying  in terms
of genres, task-orientation, attention to the relational aspects of the encounters, the institutional
context and the roles the speakers playing within it. The clear explanation describes the kinds of
workplace interaction and the many different aspects and reasons underlying the speakers’
choice of lexico-grammatical items. The overview of the previous studies on workplace
discourse presented in the  chapter (pp.6-9) shows that the study conducted by Koester was
based on extensive reviews of related literature to support his arguments throughout the book
and provide effective illustrations in the book.. Even readers with insufficient background of
workplace discourse may easily be informed about the different elements, aspects, contexts,
settings, roles of the participants involved in communication in the workplace. Koester assumes
that small talk and issues such as politeness and relationship-building in workplace talk having
been extensively and deeply explored in the previous studies still leaves much space for further
investigation using more integrated approaches, i.e. the approaches which combine corpus
linguistics and genre analysis (p. 9).

In  Chapter  two  Koester  presents  a  critical  review  of  a  range  of  approaches  to  analyzing
workplace discourse. The thorough descriptions of approaches provide the reader with clear
description of the strength and weakness of each approach. Koester suggests that workplace
discourse is best analyzed using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. The sequential
and interactional features of talk are identified using a qualitative approach, and the recurring
features over a wide set of data can be identified quantitatively using corpus-based methods for
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a comprehensive data analysis (pp 20-23). In the chapter Koester describes the reasons for his
decision on obtaining the sources of the data and the time when the data were taken. The data
were collected from three different types of offices in Britain and the USA: university offices,
editorial offices of a publishing company, and companies in the private (non-publishing) sectors
with a particular purpose to broaden the scope of the study and investigate the nature of the
office talk in two of the main varieties native-speaker English (p 29).

In Chapter three Koester focuses on transactional goals and accomplishment of workplace tasks.
Here the ABOT (American and British Office Talk) corpus described in the previous chapter is
referred in the overview and the illustrative examples of the most commonly occurring spoken
workplace genres, such as decision-making, negotiation and procedural/instructional discourse.
Through the illustrative examples the reader learns that in relation to the pursuit of transactional
goals, workplace encounters can be categorized into “transactional” encounters (those where the
participants focus on workplace task) and “non-transactional” ones (those where the participants
do not focus on workplace task). The transactional encounters are, then, categorized into
“unidirectional” encounters (where one of the participants plays a dominant role to instruct,
inform, order the other participants). Such encounters include “briefing”, “procedural and
directive discourse”, “requesting”, and reporting”. The second category is “collaborative”
encounters (where all the participants equally contribute in reaching the goal of the encounters)
which include “making arrangement”, discussing and evaluating”, “decision making” and
“luminal talk (pp 32-34). Between the two kinds of transactional encounters Koester (p.47)
identifies that “advice giving” is a discourse partly belonging to “unidirectional” and, partly,
collaborative” encounters. The kind of discourse uses “deontic modality”, such as, “I don’t
know”, I was thinking”, “may be”, or “you may” to imply directives in which the other
participants do not feel that an order is imposed (pp 48-49) and concludes that analysis of genres
in terms of speakers’ transactional goals is felt not adequate and, thus, to examine workplace
interaction, relational goals have to be included, as described in the following chapter.

Chapter four fills the gap in the analysis of workplace interaction as mentioned in chapter three.
It focuses on relational goals and provides a framework for analyzing interpersonal dimensions
of workplace talk. Within this framework non-transactional conversations usually take place, for
example, office gossip and small talk, phatic communion (e.g. “greeting” and “leave taking”),
relational episodes (small talk and office gossips occurring in the middle of transactional talk),
relational sequence (remarks that are task related but do not actually contribute to the
accomplishment of the job) (p. 58) and interpersonal markers (the use of linguistic features
such as personal pronoun, specialized lexis and evaluative language to build group identity and
cohesion) (pp. 53-58). To clarify the framework the chapter begins with the description of
workplace and business relationship. Koester argues that relational goals and relationship
buildings can be found in all aspects of workplace interaction. People in workplace do not only
transact business but also bring with them in the transaction some kind of individual, group or
personal features and, therefore, build some kind of relationship among each other (p. 52).The
chapter discusses relational goals and genre. Relational exchanges and sequences can occur
within genres with clear transactional goals. During the interaction, “phatic” communication
which is considered purposeless and trivial can appear and in fact has also a role in building
relationship in the interaction. There is a possibility that a speaker switches the genre during the
interaction depending on the relational goals of the interaction. The elaborate description seems
to be confusing. For this reason the chapter provides an overview of a range of lexico-
grammatical features which frequently perform interpersonal functions, including modality (the
expression of the speaker’s stance towards the propositional content of utterance, p 64), hedges
and intensifiers (another way of expressing either commitment or detachment, p.65) , vague
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language (a strategy to avoid direct or clear expression, p.66) and idioms (a way to perform
indirect and “off record” evaluation p.68)

In chapter five Koester presents a corpus-based comparison across a variety of workplace
genres of the linguistic features identified in the previous chapter. The chapter aims at
demonstrating the application of corpus linguistic methods to the analysis of workplace data in
general and comparison of genres in particular. Koester illustrates how workplace genre can be
analyzed and compared using corpus linguistic methods (ABOT corpus) which have not been
used extensively in previous studies of workplace talk. The corpus-based study discussed in the
chapter shows that the frequency and use of the interpersonal markers investigated vary
considerably according to genre (p. 106). All the investigated interpersonal markers, for
example, modal verbs (can, will, should, think), hedges (just, a bit, sort of) and intensifiers
(really, very), vague language (about, stuff, or something), idioms and metaphors (hanging over
our head, par for the course) can perform transactional as well as relational functions, and can
therefore play an important role in terms of the transactional goals of particular genre (p.72).
The corpus–based study reveals many insights, but it gives unsatisfactory and incomplete
picture of workplace discourse because of limited number of individual lexico-grammatical
items. The speakers’ transactional and relational goals are not instantly revealed, but are jointly
negotiated in discourse as it unfolds and develops overtime (p.107)

The focus of chapter six is in-depth analysis of individual encounters to deal with the discursive
and linguistic strategies employed to negotiate consensus and manage conflicts. Reading the
chapter the reader learns the great variety of speakers’ strategies to pursue transactional and
relational goals in workplace interaction which is asymmetrical and unequal in terms of power
relationship involved because of institutional identities. Speakers use idioms categorized as
“cultural allusion” (proverbs, maxims, and catch phrases, p.109) as devices in negative
evaluation. The illustrative examples (pp.109-114) convincingly present to readers the
significant roles of idioms to negotiate conflicts between encounters, and thus to avoid blunt
expressions which potentially pose a threat and cause other participants to lose face. It is
described in the chapter (pp.115-123) that solidarity strategies are frequently applied in
accomplishing institutional goals (to instruct, to require others to perform an action) with power
relationship which is at the same time building and maintaining relationship.

 Chapter seven uses the framework discussed in Chapter 4 and provides a comprehensive
account in relation to speakers’ relational goals. The various types of relational talk identified in
Chapter 4 are described in detail with illustrative examples (p 137). Comparing relational talk in
the different genres and making a close analysis of various encounters Koester reveals the
occurrence, placement and function of relational talk within transactional discourse (p138). The
data from ABOT corpus proves that physical setting contributes to the occurrence of relational
talk within transactional encounters. The length of the encounters and the nature of the task
provide great possibility of relational talk occurrence. (p.138). A question whether the
systematic links between genres and the occurrence and distribution of relational talk are found
in the data is answered in Chapter 7

Chapter eight accumulates and provides key points of all the issues concerning the complicated
yet challenging workplace discourse, and concludes with suggestion for further research and
areas of practical application. Future researchers on workplace discourse can use the book as an
excellent reference, especially by adopting the approaches employed in the book, i.e.
supplementing genre analysis and conversation analysis with a corpus-based approach to yield a
more complete description of data (p.162).

The book raises our awareness of the linguistic complexity in the workplace discourse occurring
in different kinds of encounters – transactional and non transactional encounters, unidirectional
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or collaborative encounters, encounters involving relational talk, etc. As Koester postulates
(p.162) the insights from researchers on workplace discourse can function as feedback and input
for organizations for improving the communication among co-workers. Relational dimension is
an extremely important aspect of spoken interaction for it gives positive influence in the
achievement of the goals in business communication. Therefore, syllabus designers, material
developers, and instructors of Business English Program are strongly suggested not to neglect
interpersonal talk and relational dimension of workplace discourse. Indeed, Koester’s book
generously supplements earlier textbooks such as the ones written by McCarthy (1991) and
Celce-Murcia and Olstain (2000), commonly referred to by those engaging in language
pedagogy as the guidelines for language practitioners.
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