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Abstract: It is commonly assumed that the openings of first encounters are highly
scripted, allowing for little variation. Building on the work of Kecskes on the socio-
cognitive approach to intercultural pragmatics, it is argued in this paper that in
intercultural settings the openings of first encounters are inevitably negotiated by
participants in situ in the course of those openings. This is because in intercultural
settings participants do not necessarily know whose interactional routines they can
or should be implementing: should they be following the interactional routines of L1,
L2 or something between? Drawing from an analysis of the openings of first en-
counters between Australian L1 speakers of English with Chinese, Korean, Japanese
and Taiwanese L2 speakers of English, the ways in which co-participants negotiate
the occurrence of different possible components of those openings, as well as how
participants go about negotiating specific components within these openings, spe-
cifically greetings and introductions, is highlighted. It is concluded that in intercul-
tural first encounters there is less reliance on prior experience and core common
ground and greater reliance on the actual situated context and emergent common
ground.

Keywords: initial interaction; openings; greetings; introductions; intercultural
pragmatics; interactional pragmatics

1 Introduction

Meeting people for the first time can be challenging, especially whenmeeting people
who come from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. One of the first chal-
lengeswe face in intercultural settings is how to initiate or startfirst conversations. It
is commonly thought that openings of first encounters are highly scripted, but this
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does not reflect how people initiate first conversations in reality (Kim 2022; Pillet-
Shore 2011). It also fails to acknowledge that in intercultural settings participants do
not necessarily know whose interactional routines they can or should be imple-
menting, especially since they do not yet know anything about their co-participant
(Kecskes 2019b; Spencer-Oatey 2018). Should they be following the interactional
routines of L1, L2 or something between? The rich and distinguished body of
scholarship produced by Kecskes on communication in intercultural settings would
suggest that in intercultural first encounters interactional routines cannot be
straightforwardly presumed by participants and so are inevitably negotiated in situ
in the course of those intercultural encounters.

Communication has traditionally been theorised in terms of model speaker-
hearers who rely on presumed common ground and shared pragmatic norms when
interacting with one another. One of the key lines of argumentation underpinning
Kecskes’s (2014, 2019a, 2022a, 2023a, 2023b) seminal work in intercultural and soci-
ocognitive pragmatics was that such assumptions should be challenged. Kecskes
proposed that intracultural and intercultural communication lie on a continuum
(Kecskes 2015, 2018), in which “there is a qualitative difference in the nature and
content of an intracultural interaction and an intercultural interaction” (Kecskes
2020: 142). He persuasively argued that in intercultural settings, “discourse partici-
pants must create their own temporary norms and conventions” (Kecskes 2021: 1).
This is because they are more reliant on emergent common ground (Kecskes 2014;
Kecskes and Zhang 2009), intercultures (Kecskes 2012, 2014, 2020), and actual situa-
tional context (Kecskes 2008, 2022b, 2023a) than participants are in intracultural
communicative settings.

The key tenets of sociocognitive approach to intercultural pragmatics (Kecskes
2014, 2019a, 2023a) have been explored in a series of studies by Kecskes and col-
leagues (e.g. Kecskes 2019b, 2021, 2023c; Kecskes and Kirner-Ludwig 2019; Kecskes
et al. 2018; see also Kecskes 2022a, 2023b, and references therein). They have also been
exemplified through a seminal study examining the interplay of prior experience
and actual situational context in intercultural first encounters between previously
unacquainted people (Kecskes 2019b). Drawing on an analysis of the openings of
intercultural first encounters among speakers of English as a lingua franca, Kecskes
(2019b) argued that there is a “universal skeleton” underpinning “‘getting to know
you’ procedures” across languages and cultures that is fleshed out vis-à-vis
“language-specific skeletons” that are characteristic of particular languages. The
basic building blocks of this skeleton consist of greeting (e.g. ‘hi’), introduction (e.g.
‘can I ask your name?’), exchange of politeness (e.g. ‘so glad to meet you’), and a
strong initiative, that is, a question or statement of potential common interest (e.g.
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‘how long have you been here?’) (Kecskes 2019b: 119). Kecskes argued, however, that
in fleshing out this skeleton in intercultural first encounters participants “co-
constructed their own skeleton (frame) from building blocks including target lan-
guage formulas, on-the-spot created formulas and strategies that were triggered by
the immediate need that emerged in the course of interaction” (Kecskes 2019b: 130).
He concluded that “the ‘flesh-building’ was characteristic not for a specific language
community but for the temporarymicro-speech community that the subjects created
for themselves during the short interaction” (Kecskes 2019b: 130).

In this paper we examine recordings of the openings of intercultural first con-
versations betweenAustralian L1 speakers of Englishwith Chinese, Korean, Japanese
and Taiwanese L2 speakers of English to further explore those claims. Building on
Kecskes’s notions of emergent common ground (Kecskes 2014; Kecskes and Zhang
2009) and interculturality (Kecskes 2012, 2014, 2020), and his well-attested claims
about the need for a dynamic approach to intercultural communication (Kecskes
2015, 2018, 2020, 2022a, 2019a), we argue that rather than simply involving clashes
between L1 and L2 norms, openings of intercultural first encounters are accom-
plished through in situnegotiation of interactional routines. Complementing seminal
work by Kecskes (2019b) on the use of formulaic language in the openings of inter-
cultural first encounters, we aim to demonstrate how interactional routines in
intercultural first encounters can be both implicitly and explicitly negotiated.

The paper begins by briefly reviewing prior studies of openings of first con-
versations between previously unacquainted persons (Section 2). We next outline
the dataset and methodological framework that underpins our study (Section 3). In
Section 4, we then report on our analysis of the openings of 32 intercultural first
encounters between Australian speakers of English with Chinese, Korean, Japanese
and Taiwanese speakers of English. We highlight how co-participants negotiate the
occurrence of different possible components of those openings, as well as how
participants go about negotiating specific components within these openings,
focusing, in particular, on greetings and introductions. We conclude, in Section 5, by
considering the implications of our study for the broader field of intercultural
pragmatics.

2 Openings of (intercultural) first encounters

There is a growing body of research on the openings of first encounters between
people who have not previously met.1 Studies of the openings of first encounters in

1 See Haugh and Sinkeviciute (2021) for an overview of studies of initial interactions in pragmatics
more generally.
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intercultural settings have, to date, focused primarily on greetings, introductions,
and first topics (e.g. Brunner and Diemer 2018; Haugh 2022; Jenks 2009; Kecskes
2019b; Rehbein and Fienemann 2004).

Greetings encompass the “discrete audible and visible (vocal, verbal/lexical, and
embodied) actions that participants deploy to publicly mark the moment when they
ratify another’s social copresence” (Pillet-Shore 2018: 217). These include what are
prototypically considered greeting utterances (e.g. ‘hi’, ‘hello’, ‘hey’ etc.) (Pillet-Shore
2012), as well as greeting gestures (e.g. hand wave, head toss or bow, eyebrow flash
etc.) (Duranti 1997; Kendon and Ferber 1973), both of which are considered to pro-
totypically occur in an adjacency pair format (Sacks 1975). Greetings may also
encompass physical touch or body contact, such as shaking hands, hugging or kissing,
or non-verbal social gestures like bowing one’s torso and head or pressing one’s
palms together (Wierzbicka 1995). In first encounters, greetings may additionally be
accompanied by pleasantries (Pillet-Shore 2008) through which participants display
appreciation of that first encounter (Pillet-Shore forthcoming) (e.g. nice to meet you).

Studies of greetings have found that selecting from among the multiple different
greeting design alternatives that are available in first encounters is interactionally and
relationallymeaningful (Ebsworth et al. 1995; Krivonos andKnapp 1975; Pillet-Shore 2012;
Schneider 2012). Pillet-Shore (2012), for example, finds in her analysis of greetings among
American speakers of English that “participants tailor greetings to each addressee to
display a stance toward the current state and character of their social relationship,
including the basic consideration of whether the present occasion ‘is a first for these
parties or involves a next encounter with a history to it’ (Schegloff 1986: 113)” (p.217). This
tailoring includes prosodic aspects of verbal greetings, including varying pitch, loudness
and duration, with prosodically “large” greetings being used, for instance, to treat the
encounter as somehow special. One complication in the case of greetings in intercultural
first encounters, however, is that co-participants face a potentially larger range of choices
with respect to both the type and the design of those greetings (e.g. choosing between
shaking hands or bowing), which can lead to interactional misalignment in greeting
sequences (Haugh and Chang 2022: 432–436; Ponton 2014).

Introductions refer to the “sequence of actions through which involved partici-
pants explicitly identify self and/or other” (Pillet-Shore 2018: 219). There are systematic
alternatives available to participants for initiating an introducing sequence (Pillet-
Shore 2011, in press). These include offering self-identifying information (e.g. ‘my
name’s Bec’), requesting recipient-identifying information (e.g. ‘what’s your name?’), or
offering other-identifying information in cases where there is someone present who
knows both of the introducible parties (e.g. ‘this is Akiko’). Studies of introductions in
first encounters have found that not only is offering self-identifying information treated
as preferred (in English) over requesting recipient-identifying information (Chen 1993;
Pillet-Shore 2011; although cf. Sinkeviciute and Rodriguez 2021), but that introducing is
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treated as something that is properly done prior to launching the first substantive topic
in thatfirst encounter (Haugh2022; Jenks 2009). However, introductions in intercultural
first encounters are potentially more complex than in intracultural settings, as par-
ticipants can draw from a wider selection of interactional routines and name-
formulations in the course of accomplishing those introductions. Rehbein and Fiene-
mann (2004), for instance, demonstrate through afine-grainedmultimodal analysis of a
first encounter in which German is being used as a lingua franca that the linguistic
formulae and speech patterns used to accomplish those introductions arise through
transfer or synthesis of formulae and patterns from multiple different languages.

Finally,first topics encompass thefirst substantive topic of conversation that arises
in an initial encounter following introductions between previously unacquainted
people. Initiating first topic is thus an interactional routine by which participants can
treat the opening sequences of their interaction as complete. Ongoing research indicates
that there are at least three alternative action pathways for accomplishingfirst topic: (1)
doing a recipient-attentive action (e.g. asking ‘where are you from?’), (2) registering a
neutral referent (e.g. remarking ‘finally stopped raining’), or (3) doing a self-attentive
action (e.g. declaring ‘I’ve done this once before’) (Pillet-Shore andHaugh 2023). Kecskes
(2019b) argued that in interculturalfirst encounters, however, that initiating topical talk
may take precedence over other components of openings. He referred to this phe-
nomenon as “strong initiatives” (that is, “a question or statement related to common
interest”) (p.119). An example of this is illustrated in excerpt (1), which is taken from the
opening of a first encounter between a Chinese and Korean speaker of English.

(1) [C3: Chinese – Korean]
01 Jia: How long have you been here?
02 Hyon: Oh like a …. getting to be … almost one year
03 Jia: One year?
04 Hyon: Yeah, almost one year. But it’s like … ten months …
05 since I’ve been here
06 Jia: Oh it’s good.
07 Hyon: Two monthses to go.
08 Jia: So you live on campus?
09 Hyon: Off campus.
10 Jia: You live with your classmates or with your friends from
11 Korea?
12 Hyon: My friend … he … she is from Taiwan.
13 Jia: And what is your name?
14 Hyon: I am Hyon. And you?
15 Jia: Call me Jianmin.
(adapted from Kecskes 2019b: 123)
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A notable feature of this opening is that it starts with Jia asking a question about long
Hyon has been living in the US (lines 1–7). It is only subsequent to a follow-up
question about Hyon’s living arrangements (lines 8–12) that an introducing sequence
is finally launched (lines 13–15).

Kecskes (2019b) argued that the trajectory of openings of intercultural first
encounters is thus qualitatively different from the ways in which openings are
accomplished in intracultural settings:

While in L1 the ‘flesh’ on the skeleton that constitutes a basis for a model is predetermined
mainly by requirements of core common ground and conventions in the given language, in
intercultural encounters this ‘flesh building’ process in the target language (varieties of
English) is not set, but is co-constructed by the interlocutors based on their prior experience
with their own L1 culture, limited experience with the target language and culture (any inner
circle varieties of English) and the assessment of the actual situational context. (Kecskes
2019b: 114)

However, the focus of Kecskes’s (2019b) analysis of intercultural first encounters was
primarily on the various kinds of formulaic expressions that were used by partici-
pants, rather than the sequential structure of those openings. It thus arguably re-
mains an open question whether similar claims can be substantiated with respect to
the role of interactional routines in shaping the sequential trajectory of the openings
of intercultural first encounters.

3 Data and method

The data examined in this study consists of 32 recordings of intercultural first
encounters between Australian L1 speakers of English with Chinese (n = 10),
Korean (n = 4), Japanese (n = 6) and Taiwanese (n = 12) L2 speakers of English. The
participants were recruited through a snowball sampling technique by the authors
of this paper. All of the participants gave written consent prior to taking part in the
recorded conversations. However, due to variance in the ethics approvals given
for undertaking different sets of recordings, 20 of these first encounters were
video-recorded, while 12 were only audio-recorded.2 The interactions varied in
length from approximately 7 to 32 min, with a total of 554 min of interaction
recorded and transcribed in full. The participants in the 32 intercultural first

2 All of the analytic observations reported in this article take this limitation into account. Only claims
that can be grounded in the available data are made.
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encounters included twenty-one Australian speakers of English (ten female;
thirteen male), nine Chinese speakers of English (nine female; one male), four
Japanese speakers of English (three female; one male), four Korean speakers of
English (three female; one male), and seven Taiwanese speakers of English (three
female; four male), with fifteen of those speakers participating in more than one
initial encounter.3 The participants themselves ranged in age from 20 through to
35. Ten conversations involved same-gender pairings (five female-female; five
male-male), while the remaining twenty-two conversations involved mixed-
gender pairings (i.e. female-male).

The openings of the 32 recordings of intercultural first encounters were then
examined through an interactional pragmatics lens (Haugh 2012), an approach to
pragmatics that is informed by research and methods in ethnomethodological con-
versation analysis (Heritage 1984; Sacks et al. 1974). The openings were first tran-
scribed in detail using CA transcription conventions (Jefferson 2004; Hepburn and
Bolden 2017) in order to draw attention to the timing and quality of both verbal and
nonverbal (where video-recorded) aspects of those openings. These detailed tran-
scriptions, along with close examination of the recordings themselves, were then
used to analyse not only what was said, but also how and when it was said, and how
the actions in these openings were both initiated and responded to by participants
(Clift and Haugh 2021), as well as the sociocultural meanings made available to
participants through accomplishing those actions in those particular ways (Haugh
and Chang 2019). In the following section, we report on the main findings of this
analysis.

4 Negotiating interactional routines in openings

A routine broadly refers to some kind of regularly followed procedure or sequence of
actions. Routines in language use can be examined with respect to the linguistic
format of expressions that are regularly used to accomplish particular speech acts, or
the sequencing of those acts themselves. In pragmatics, this has resulted in two
complementary lines of inquiry.

The first line of inquiry focuses on conversational routines (Aijmer 1996;
Coulmas 1981), that is, “phrases which, as a result of recurrence, have become

3 The gender of participants was determined through self-descriptions by the participants them-
selves. Further research is needed to investigate the potential role of gender in first conversations,
including the role of non-binary gender and other possible gender-related variation. However,
further consideration of such issues lies outside of the scope of this study.
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specialised or ‘entrenched’ for a discourse function which predominates or re-
places the literal referential meaning” (Aijmer 1996: 11), or what Kecskes (2000,
2003) referred to as situation-bound utterances. In the case of openings of first
encounters, for instance, this includes the use of formulaic expressions like “nice to
meet you”. It has sometimes been assumed that conversational routines or
formulaic expressions are pre-set and so are not subject to negotiations between
individuals (Coulmas 1981: 3). However, Kecskes (2014, 2019a, 2019b) argued that in
intercultural settings, the use of formulaic expressions is not necessarily tied to the
core common ground that is often presumed to hold among participants in intra-
cultural settings, and so may be deployed in less routinized ways as part of the
emergent common ground.

The second line of inquiry focuses on interactional routines, that is, “a sequence
of exchanges in which one speaker’s utterance, accompanied by appropriate
nonverbal behaviour, calls forth one of a limited set of responses by one or more
other participants” (Peters and Boggs 1996: 81, original emphasis). Notably, although
interactional routines encompass expectable trajectories of action that are subject to
tacit, “seen but unnoticed” sets of operations by which those actions are accom-
plished (Garf inkel 1967; Rawls 2006), in practice, “participants to interaction – on a
moment-to-moment, action-to-action basis – [are] select[ing] from available action
alternatives, spontaneously coordinating their selections vis-à-vis one another”
(Pillet-Shore forthcoming: 2). In short, an interactional routine essentially refers to a
sequence of actions in which participants are selecting from a constrained set of
available action alternatives (Pillet-Shore forthcoming; Schegloff 1986). In the case of
openings of first encounters, for instance, this includes the reciprocation of formu-
laic pleasantries like “nice to meet you” (i.e. saying “nice to meet you” in response to
the co-participant saying “nice to meet you”). However, although participants can
reciprocate pleasantries in the openings of first encounters, they do not necessarily
always do so. Interactional routines thus involve systematic choices made by par-
ticipants about these alternative sequences of action, which are therefore subject to
negotiation by the participants.

Kecskes and colleagues argued that the accomplishment of interactional rou-
tines rely on two types of interactional competence: basic interactional competence
(BIC) and adapted interactional competence (AIC) (Kecskes 2019a; Kecskes et al. 2018).
The former encompasses universal “knowledge of the principled ways in which
utterances/actions can be discursively linked, or fitted to each other” (Kecskes et al.
2018: 89), while the latter refers to “culture- and language-specific knowledge of
[those] interactional routines” (Kecskes et al. 2018: 90). On that view, BIC provides
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knowledge of the “universal skeleton” that underpins openings of first encounters,
which is fleshed out by AIC that provides “language-specific skeletons” of those
openings (Kecskes 2019b: 119). In intercultural settings, this means that participants
can draw on interactional routines from different languages and cultures in jointly
accomplishing the openings of first encounters.

One question this raises, however, is how do participants navigate choices about
interactional routines in intercultural settings? After all, there is not one fixedway of
accomplishing an opening of a first encounter, especially when it occurs in an
intercultural setting. In this section, we highlight how co-participants: (1) implicitly
negotiate those interactional routines through either reciprocating (or not) the prior
choices of their co-participants or through self-initiated self-repair; and (2) explicitly
negotiate interactional routines throughmetapragmatic talk about those choices.We
begin by briefly discussing how participants negotiate the occurrence of different
possible components of the openings of first encounters themselves (Section 4.1),
before going on to examine how they negotiate specific components within those
opening sequences, in particular, greetings (Section 4.2) and introductions
(Section 4.3).

4.1 Negotiating components of openings

The openings of first encounters regularly consist of a series of actions, including
becoming co-present, greetings, introducing, pleasantries (appreciating the
encounter), personal state talk, settling in talk and so on (Pillet-Shore 2018, forth-
coming), followed by initiation of first topic (Pillet-Shore and Haugh 2023). Accom-
plishing each of these actions involves selecting from among action alternatives (e.g.
shaking hands versus bowing; offering one’s name or asking the other person’s
name), and choosing when to initiate that action in the opening sequence (e.g.
pleasantries expressed either preceding or following introductions), as well as
choosing whether to initiate that action in the first place (e.g. eliding greetings or
pleasantries). Kecskes (2019b) referred to this process of negotiation as “fleshing out
the skeleton” of those openings, and observed that not all of the possible components
of openings always occur in intercultural first encounters (see also Pillet-Shore 2011,
2018).

Echoing the findings of Kecskes (2019b), we also found that not all of these
various possible components necessarily occurred across the openings in our
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dataset. The occurrence of these different sequences across the 32 openings in our
dataset is summarised in Table 1.

Almost all of the openings included introductions (93.8 %), and the
majority also included greetings (62.5 %) and pleasantries (68.8 %), but only a
relatively small proportion featured personal state talk (31.%) or settling in talk
(12.5 %).

We also observed that these openings varied along a continuum from compact
(n = 10) through to expanded (n = 22) openings. About a third of the openings in
our dataset are accomplished in a compact manner with a minimal number of
components, as exemplified in the following two examples. In excerpt (2), which is
from the opening of a first encounter between Jane (an Australian female) and
Bonnie (a Taiwanese female), the two participants launch first topic immediately
following introductions.4

In this opening, Jane first offers her name (line 1), and Bonnie reciprocates in
turn (line 2).5 Following confirmation of the latter’s name (lines 3–5), Jane then

Table : Interactional routines in openings of intercultural first encounters (n = ).

Greetings Introducing Pleasantries Personal state talk Settling in talk

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

4 In this excerpt, and those that follow, key components of the opening being discussed are labelled
for ease of exposition.
5 The fact that the Taiwanese participant elects to offer an English name rather than her given
Chinese name is an issue which we will return to consider in Section 4.3.
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initiates first topic through a recipient-attentive, candidate question seeking
confirmation that Bonnie is from Taiwan (line 6). Following a minimal response
from Bonnie (line 7), she then reciprocates Jane’s question, in line 8, with a wh-
question about where Jane is from (which therefore does not build in a candi-
date answer in the same way that Jane’s prior polar question does). A notable
feature of this relatively compact opening is that there are no greetings,
pleasantries or settling in talk, and following introductions they proceed
directly into initiating first topic. In this case, then, the participants implicitly
negotiate a compact opening through reciprocating introductions then imme-
diately launching first topic – or what Kecskes (2019b) termed a ‘strong
initiative’.

An even more compact opening can be observed in excerpt (3), between Daniel
(an Australian male) and Stella (a Chinese female).

In this opening, following reciprocation of greetings (lines 1–2), the conversation
briefly lapses (line 3) and Daniel appears to prompt Stella to make the next move
with a standalone ‘so’ (Raymond 2004). Stella then goes on to initiate first topic
with a wh-question about where Daniel is from (lines 5–6). Once again, a compact
opening is implicitly negotiated by the participants through reciprocating
greetings, and Daniel then prompting Stella to initiate first topic. In this case, we
can observe, following Kecskes (2019b), that in intercultural first encounters
participants may prioritise creating common ground over introductory formulae
and other politeness markers.

Those two examples can be contrasted with the following example of an
expanded opening between Carol (an Australian female) and Kaori (a Japanese
female). This opening is muchmore extended, as it features almost all of the possible
components of an opening of a first encounter.
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In this excerpt, following distance salutations (Kendon and Ferber 1973) in lines 1–
3, Kaori approaches Carol (line 4), and they engage in interleaving sequences of
reciprocated greeting (line 5), introductions (lines 5–6), and pleasantries (lines 5–8).
This is followed by settling in talk where Carol invites Kaori to sit down together
with her (lines 10–11), and reciprocated personal state inquiries (lines 12–14). It is
only following all of these interleaving components that first topic is finally initi-
ated by remarking on the weather (line 15), thereby registering a neutral referent
(Pillet-Shore 2021). The accomplishment of this expanded opening is implicitly
negotiated through the two participants reciprocating, in turn, (distant and close)
greetings, introductions, pleasantries, and personal state inquiries, before initi-
ating first topic.

The negotiation of the timing or type of action that is selected in the course of
the opening can also be implicitly accomplished through self-initiated self-repair,
alongside reciprocation. This can be observed in the following example of an
opening between Kath (an Australian female) and Sunnie (a Taiwanese female).
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In this excerpt, in addition to labelling the opening components that are negoti-
ated in the course of this opening, two examples of self-repair/correction are also
highlighted in bold.

Following an overlapping greeting by Sunnie (line 1) and self-introduction by
Kath (line 2), Sunnie confirms Kath’s name and then reciprocates by offering her
name (line 3). However, inserted between this other-name confirmation and self-
name offer, Sunnie also initiates but then abandons a pleasantry (“nice t-”). This
pleasantry is subsequently redone, in line 7, following conclusion of the sequence
of reciprocated introductions (lines 3–6). The second case of self-correction oc-
curs when Kath initiates first topic through a self-attentive declaration that she
has already had another first conversation with someone else (lines 10–11), but
then treats initiating a self-attentive topic to which Sunnie cannot contribute
much as in need of interactional remediation through an apology followed by a so-
prefaced recipient-attentive, candidate question seeking confirmation that Sun-
nie is from Taiwan (lines 14–15). Through these two respective cases of self-repair
both participants implicitly negotiate when a particular action and what action
type should be accomplished in this opening. In the first instance of self-repair,
Sunnie implicitly positions pleasantries as more properly done following
completion of introductions. In the second instance, Kath implicitly treats initi-
ating a recipient-attentive first topic as more appropriate than initiating a self-
attentive one.
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Overall, then, it becomes clear that while the openings of intercultural first
encounters draw on a constrained set of components (and action alternatives within
those components), these openings are in no way fixed or invariable despite being
routinely accomplished (Schegloff 1986). Complementing prior claims by Kecskes
(2019b) that in intercultural settings the components of openings are fleshed out
according to “the immediate need[s] that emerged in the course of interaction”
(Kecskes 2019b: 130), we also observed that the interactional routines through which
these openings are co-constructed are “adapted in situ to contingencies of the situ-
ation” (Schmidt and Deppermann 2023: 275). This resulted in a range of different
openings, some of which were relatively compact (n = 10) and others that were more
expanded (n = 22). The more compact openings we observed were similar to what
Kecskes (2019b) referred to as ‘strong initiative’, that is, where participants were
“getting right down to business: to create some common ground that could be used
for further interaction” (p.126). As we have observed, these compact through to
expanded openings are co-constructed through participants initiating particular
actions and reciprocating (or not) the actions in question, thereby “spontaneously
coordinating their selections vis-à-vis one another” (Pillet-Shore forthcoming: 2), and
by initiating self-initiated self-repair (through which they signal they are changing
those selections). While these selections are largely implicitly negotiated, they can be
explicitly negotiated in some cases, as we shall go on to discuss.

4.2 Negotiating greetings

In intercultural settings, co-participants not only have choices to make with respect
to what interactional routines are accomplished in openings of first encounters, but
also have a wider range of action and format alternatives available to them in
accomplishing those routines, as they can draw from interactional routines in L1, L2
or even something between. The wider range of action and format alternatives
available to participants in intercultural settings affords a greater degree of flexi-
bility in negotiating these alternatives. One of the interactional routines where this
wider range of alternatives surfaces in negotiating openings is when participants are
greeting each other. Greetings can be accomplished either verbally (e.g. saying ‘hello’
or ‘hey’) or nonverbally (e.g. shaking hands or bowing), or both.

A relatively constrained set of verbal greetingswere drawn upon by participants
in our collection of intercultural openings (‘hi’, ‘hello’, ‘hey’, ‘g’day’, and so on)
(n = 20). These greetings were largely reciprocated (n = 17, 85 %). These reciprocated
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greetings occurred either consecutively or in overlap, as illustrated in examples (6)
and (7), respectively.

In excerpt (6), a greeting from Sam (an Australian male), in line 1, is subsequently
reciprocated by Ta’e (a Korean female), in line 2. In contrast, the greetings in the
opening between David (an Australianmale) and Joey (a Taiwanesemale), in excerpt
(7), are accomplished simultaneously in overlap (in lines 1–2).

Cases inwhich greetingswere not reciprocated (n = 3, 15 %) arose due to localised
contingencies in the interaction in progress. In excerpt (8), for instance, from an
opening between Melena (an Australian female) and Kevin (a Taiwanese male),
Kevin offers his name (line 2) in overlap with a greeting by Melena (line 1).6

6 A similar pattern can also be observed in excerpt (5), whichwe discussed in the previous section, in
which a greeting from Sunnie is delivered in overlap with Kath offering her name.
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In this case, reciprocating Melena’s greeting is interactionally foreclosed by Kevin
launching a self-introduction almost simultaneously with Melena’s greeting.

There were also cases in which reciprocation of a greeting was delayed due
to other kinds of local interactional contingencies. In excerpt (9), a greeting
from Ian (an Australian male) is not initially reciprocated by Akiko (a Japanese
female). This is arguably a function of Mariko (who has just previously met Ian
and is long-time friends with Akiko) mediating the introduction between the two
of them.

While Mariko greets them both (line 1), Ian initially directs his greeting to Akiko (line
2). Mariko and Ian subsequently apologise in overlap (lines 3–4). In so doing, they are
orienting to their mutual misalignment with respect to Mariko’s normatively ex-
pected role as a third party mediator (Pillet-Shore 2011); that is, it is expected Mariko
will introduce the two of them, and so greetings should be delayed until those
mediated introductions have occurred. Following Mariko’s introduction of Akiko to
Ian (line 5), Akiko then reciprocates Ian’s earlier greeting (line 7), orienting to this
normative expectation.

Unlike verbal greetings, there is a wider range of systematic alternatives when it
comes to nonverbal greetings in intercultural first encounters, as possible action
alternatives include shaking hands, head nods, eyebrow raises, (close) waving, and
bowing.7 In some cases, co-participants are able to smoothly coordinate their se-
lections of nonverbal greetings. In the following example of an opening between
Hank (an Australian male) and Hyunnah (a Korean female), verbal greetings are
accompanied by the two of them shaking hands. The stepwise accomplishment of this
handshake is highlighted in bold.

7 Twelve cases of nonverbal greetings were observed across the twenty two video-recorded open-
ings in our collection.
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In this excerpt, Hank offers his hand at the same time as he greets Hyunnah (line 1),
with the handshake itself overlapping with Hyunnah reciprocating that verbal
greeting (line 2) and Hank subsequently offering his name (line 3). Hyunnah then
reciprocates by offering her name (line 4), although she chooses an Anglicised
version of her name (‘Hannah’) rather than her Korean name (‘Hyunnah’).8

In other cases, however, while the co-participants may be able to coordinate
their selection of nonverbal greeting among different action alternatives, there can
be a degree of misalignment in how that action alternative is implemented. In the
following excerpt, for instance, Mark (and Australian male) and Mariko (a Japanese
female) reciprocate bows to each other.

In this excerpt, following reciprocated verbal greetings that are interleaved with a
(non-reciprocated) personal state inquiry (lines 1–2), Mariko introduces herself and

8 The selection of an English name or Anglicised pronunciation of one’s name by L2 speakers of
English is an issue which we will return to consider in the following section.
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Mark reciprocates in turn (lines 3–8). Following Mark introducing himself, Mariko
bows deeply while confirming his name through a name-repeat (line 10). Mark
confirms his name, in turn, while also simultaneously bowing (line 12). However,
while the bowing of torso and head is reciprocated in this opening, Mark’s bow is
visibly more shallow than Mariko’s bow. In this case, then, while the nonverbal
greeting is reciprocated the quality of it is subtly misaligned.

In yet other cases, misalignment in nonverbal greetings may be more pronounced
due to non-reciprocation of said greeting. We can observe a case of this in the following
example of an opening betweenLeo (anAustralianmale) andHayley (a Chinese female).

In this excerpt, Leo starts with a verbal greeting (line 1), which Hayley reciprocates,
alongside a simultaneous close wave (line 2). This close wave is not, however,
reciprocated by Leo, who goes on to introduce himself (lines 4–5).

Finally, misalignment arising due to non-reciprocation of nonverbal greetings
may be remediated through subsequent reciprocation of a different action alterna-
tive, as can be observed in the following example of an opening between Rachel (an
Australian female) and Hyunshik (a Korean male).9

9 See Haugh and Chang (2022: 432–433) for additional analysis of this example.
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In this excerpt, Shik initiates a verbal greeting (line 1), which is reciprocated by
Rachel alongside a simultaneous head bow (line 2). Shik, however, does not recip-
rocate the head bow, but instead goes on to express a pleasantry (line 5), which
Rachel reciprocates followed by a latched self-introduction (line 6). After Shik re-
ciprocates the self-introduction (line 8), Rachel does a name confirmation repeat
followed by a redoing of a pleasantry while also extending out her hand (line 9). Shik
shakes hands with her as he reciprocates the pleasantry (line 10). In this example,
then, a non-reciprocated head bow is subsequently remediated through accom-
plishing a handshake.

Overall, we can observe that while greetings can be accomplished quite
smoothly without interactional hitches in the openings of intercultural first
encounters, the fact that co-participants have a relatively wide range of action al-
ternatives available for nonverbal greetings can sometimes lead to greater difficulty
in coordinating those interactional routines in intercultural settings like this. This
suggests that the greater the number of action alternatives that are available the
more challenging it becomes for co-participants to smoothly coordinate the accom-
plishment of those interactional routines. The non-reciprocation of nonverbal
greetings in some cases also suggests that there is considerable variance in the
uptake of attempts to accommodate to (perceived) culturally-bound nonverbal
greeting interactional routines.

4.3 Negotiating introductions

Another interactional routine negotiated by participants in intercultural first
encounters is how they should go about initiating introductions of names. If
introductions not mediated by a third party, participants have to select whether to
introduce themselves or request an other-introduction, or to do neither (Pillet-Shore
2011). In our collection, introductionsweremediated by a third party in the openings of
three first encounters, while in the remaining 29 cases introductions were initiated by
the participants themselves through introducing themselves (‘offer name’), asking the
other person for their name (‘request name’), or asking the other person to confirm
their name (‘name reminder’). The occurrence of these different introduction action
alternatives across the 32 openings in our dataset are summarised in Table 2.

While the majority of introductions were accomplished through self-initiated
offers of name offers (68.8 %), there was nevertheless a significant number of in-
stances in which names were requested either outright (15.6 %) or requested in the
context of name reminder sequences (6.2 %). The latter echoes the findings of

Negotiating interactional routines 1067



Kecskes (2019b), who argued that in intercultural first encounters, there is greater
variation in how interactional routines are accomplished.10

In example (14), for instance, in an opening between Melena (an Australian
female) and Johnny (a Taiwanese male), following reciprocated introductions,
Johnny requests Melena’s name.

A similar pattern can be observed in example (15), in which Scott (an Australian
male) asks Janet (a Chinese female) to give her name.

Table : Interactional routines in introductions in intercultural first encounters (n = ).

Offer name Request name Name reminder Mediated introductions

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

10 See also Haugh and Chang (2022: 434–435) for an earlier case study that touched upon this theme.

1068 Haugh et al.



These findings suggest that there is greater flexibility in relation to the attested
preference for offers over requests for names in introduction sequences (Pillet-Shore
2011) in the case of intercultural first encounters.

There is also a wider range of systematic alternatives when it comes to in-
troductions, as possible person reference format alternatives include offering full
name (i.e. first name and surname), first name only, a shortened version of one’s
first name, an alternative (English) name, or an Anglicised or original pronun-
ciation of non-English names. In many cases these selections are implicitly
negotiated. In the following two examples, for instance, an alternative English
name is given instead of the L2 English speaker’s given name, a practice that is
common among Chinese and Taiwanese speakers of English (Gordon et al. 2020;
Yan 2024). In example (16), Bryan (an Australian male) offers his first name, to
which Zihan (a Taiwanese male) responds by reciprocating with an alternative
English name (Kevin), while in example (17), Jingping (a Chinese female) offers an
alternative English name (‘Natalie’), following which Samuel reciprocates by
offering his first name.

Participants may also elect to offer shortened versions of their name, as previously
seen in example (13), a part of which is repeated here for convenience in
excerpt (18).
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In this example, Rachel (an Australian female) introduces herself as “Bec”
(line 7), while Hyunshik (a Korean male) introduces himself as simply “Shik” (line 9).

The pronunciation of the names of co-participants may also be implicitly
negotiated in the course of name confirmation sequences or explicitly negotiated
through assessments of the ‘correctness’ of the other co-participant’s pronunciation
of their name. In the following example, subsequent to reciprocated greetings and
settling in talk (data not shown), Ian (an Australianmale) initiates a self-introduction
(line 1), which is reciprocated, in turn, by Mariko (a Japanese female) (line 2).

Following reciprocated pleasantries (lines 3–4), Ian initiates a name confirmation
check in line 5. Mariko repeats her name (line 6), which Ian then repeats back (line 7).
Notably, there is hearable attempt by Ian to pronounce Mariko’s name following
standard Japanese pronunciation in his repeating back of her name (line 7), rather
than the Anglicised pronunciation of it. In that way he implicitly negotiates a pref-
erence for Japanese pronunciation of Japanese names. Despite this (or perhaps
because of it), Mariko then goes on to tease Ian aboutwhether he is able to pronounce
her name properly (line 10). However, the non-serious valence of this tease is not
picked up on by Ian who (seriously) checks whether he did not pronounce her name
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correctly (lines 11–13).11 In this case, an implicit attempt at negotiating a person
reference is subsequently the target of explicit (joking) negotiation.

In the next example, whichwe briefly looked in the previous section (see excerpt
9), Ian (an Australian male) is being introduced to Akiko (a Japanese female) by a
mediator, Mariko.

In this except, following a mediated introduction (Pillet-Shore 2011) by Mariko who
introduces Akiko to Ian (line 5), Ian implicitly negotiates the ‘correct’ pronunciation
of Akiko’s name through a name confirmation sequence (lines 8–11). Notably, in the
course of this sequence, Akiko implicitly corrects Ian’s pronunciation of her name in
line 8, by shifting the stress from Akiko to Akiko (line 9), a stress that Ian subse-
quently gets partially correct (line 10). Mariko then proceeds to introduce Ian to
Akiko (line 12). While Ian responds with a pleasantry (line 14), Akiko initiates a
(reciprocal) name confirmation sequence (line 15). While this is directed at Mariko,
both Mariko and Ian respond in overlap with confirmation (lines 17–18). Ian then
further responds with a positive evaluation of Akiko’s pronunciation of his name
(line 20). We can thus observe in this example how participants can both implicitly

11 The attempt at conversational humour thus appears to have fallen flat.
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(lines 8–11) and explicitly (lines 12–20) negotiate the preferred way in which their
co-participant pronounces their name.

Yet while pronunciation of the names of co-participants may be implicitly
negotiated through embedded corrections in the course of name confirmation
sequences or explicitly negotiated through teases or assessments, participants
may also decline to do so, as can be observed in the following example between
Jack (an Australian male) and Soheon (a Korean female).

In this excerpt, while Jack hearablymispronounces Soheon’s name in his subsequent
name confirmation repeat (line 4), Soheon appears to ‘let it pass’ (Firth 1996) in
favour of adding where she is from (line 5). The same pattern is notably reciprocated
when Jack offers his name (lines 8–10).

In some cases the selection of preferred name among alternatives, or responses to
them, may itself also be explicitly negotiated. In the following excerpt, between Leo (an
Australianmale) andHayley (a Chinese female), we can observe that not only is offering
alternative names not restricted to L2 speakers of English, but that participants can
sometimes explicitly offer a choice to their co-participant as to how to address them.

O
O

O

O

Y

S
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In this excerpt, following reciprocated greetings, Leo introduces himself by offering an
alternative to his given name, Matthew (lines 4–5). Following a name reminder
request12 (line 7), Hayley goes on to explain her given name (line 8), describing how
people usually refer to her (line 10), alongwith an account for that (line 12), followed by
offering an explicit alternative English name by which Leo can address her (line 14).

Finally, in some cases, offering alternative English can be followed by fairly
extended, if not overwrought, accounts for those alternative names in intercultural
first encounters, as illustrated in the following example between Simon (an Australian
male) and Kevin (a Chinese-Taiwanese female). The excerpt begins, following a brief
preamble about being brought together by the researcher (datanot shown),withKevin
asking Simon his name (line 1). Kevin then offers her name in turn (line 6).

U

Y

Y

Y
Y

O

O

S
Y

W
N

T

12 This name reminder orients to the fact that Leo overheardHayley saying her name to the research
assistant who set up the recording prior to the two of them starting to talk with each other.
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Following a name confirmation sequence (lines 8–9), Simon positively evaluates her
name (line 10). Kevin then goes on to produce an extended account as to why she is
called Kevin (lines 11–26). The account is framed as orienting to the presumption that
Kevin is usually understood to be a name exclusively used to refer to males.13

Overall, while introductions are generally achieved without interactional
troubles in the openings of intercultural first encounters, there are a wider range of
interactional routines drawn upon by participants in accomplishing those in-
troductions. This is due, in part, to an apparent loosening in the preference for offers
over requests of self-identifying information in intercultural first encounters. It is
also due, however, to the wider range of person reference format alternatives
available to co-participants in intercultural first encounters. The greater range of
alternatives affords both implicit and explicit negotiation of those alternatives, as
participants cannot necessarily assumewhich alternative name (or pronunciation of
their name) that their co-participant may favour. This results in a “synergetic and
blended” form of interculturality (Kecskes 2020: 142) in which co-participants are
introducing themselves in ways that are not exclusively centred in either their L1 or
L2. In that sense, then, our findings echo the claim by Kecskes (2019b) that in
intercultural settings, there is less reliance on standard assumptions about how we
should go about introducing ourselves, and instead a greater reliance on emergent
common ground that is accomplished in the course of those introductions.

5 Conclusions

It is commonly assumed that the openings of first encounters are highly scripted,
allowing for little variation. However, empirical research has demonstrated that this
is not the case. Openingsmay be accomplished in range of ways drawing on different
kinds of formulaic language and various different interactional routines. This is
because while we may have normative expectations about how openings of first
encounters are accomplished that form part of our core common ground (Kecskes
2014; Kecskes and Zhang 2009), in reality we still have to negotiate those openings
depending on what our co-participant does in the actual situated context. The
challenge is we don’t know ahead of what is done by our co-participant what choices
our co-participant will make. We have to act and react in the moment. In other
words, common ground is emergent, depending on how participants co-construct
those openings in real-time. In intercultural settings these challenges are exacer-
bated by the fact that there are a wider range of action and format alternatives
available to co-participants in accomplishing these interactional routines. One key

13 ‘Kevin’ is a bilingual homophone of her name in Chinese (‘Kewen’).
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consequence of the greater range of available alternatives in the openings of inter-
cultural first encounters is that there is, as Kecskes (2019b) argued, “less reliance on
prior experience and core common ground because those are quite limited. The
actual situational context usually overrides the influence of prior reoccurring
context and prior experience” (p. 129). The findings of our analysis of the negotiation
of interactional routines in the openings of intercultural first encounters lends
further support to such claims.

A core theme underlying much of Kecskes’s seminal work in intercultural and
sociocognitive pragmatics was that we should theorise intercultural communication
as a phenomenon in its own right. Rather than seeing intercultural communication
through the lens of the core common ground of L1 speakers, which L2 speakers can
only ever have seemingly partial access, he consistently argued that what lies at the
core of communication in intercultural settings is the accomplishment of emergent,
situated intercultures in which participants themselves negotiate what is to be
treated as common ground (Kecskes 2014, 2020). At the core of the programofwork in
intercultural pragmatics that was spearheaded by Kecskes, then, is a commitment to
recognising that this has important implications for how we go about theorising the
pragmatics of intercultural communication.14 In this paper, we have extended
Kecskes’ work by illustrating how the same theoretical claims apply to the role of
interactional (i.e. sequential) routines in the openings of intercultural first encoun-
ters, in addition to the conversational (i.e. formulaic) routines that were discussed by
Kecskes (2019b). In so doing, we demonstrate how a focus on the sequential
accomplishment of action from an interactional pragmatics perspective can com-
plement work on formulaic or situation-bound utterances in intercultural
pragmatics.
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