
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uqrp20

Qualitative Research in Psychology

ISSN: 1478-0887 (Print) 1478-0895 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uqrp20

A brief commentary on discursive psychology and
talking to others

Sally Wiggins

To cite this article: Sally Wiggins (2020): A brief commentary on discursive psychology and talking
to others, Qualitative Research in Psychology, DOI: 10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953

© 2020 The Author(s). Published with
license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.

Published online: 09 Feb 2020.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 194

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uqrp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uqrp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uqrp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uqrp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-02-09
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14780887.2020.1725953&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-02-09


A brief commentary on discursive psychology and talking
to others
Sally Wiggins

Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, Linköping University, Linköping, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This commentary provides a short reflection on the current
status of discursive psychology in a fluctuating academic land-
scape. It focuses on three points: how discursive psychological
research situates itself in relation to other research (both within
and outside of psychology), how psychology itself can be
respecified as a discipline (rather than only topic areas within
psychology), and on the need for further development of
methodological aspects and learning resources within discur-
sive psychology. The piece concludes by noting the strengths
of discursive psychology as a detailed analytical approach and
of the benefits of talking to, and engaging with, other
researchers.
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Over the past 30 years or so, Discursive Psychology (DP) has made a substantial
contribution to psychological research and to theoretical and methodological
debates across the social sciences and beyond. It has had an impact in both subtle
and bold ways, eloquently described by Humă and colleagues in their introduc-
tion to this special issue. The empirical papers featured in this issue offer
excellent examples of contemporary DP while retaining elements of some of
the early arguments with regards to epistemology and the respecification of
psychological concepts. In this commentary, I offer a reflection on topics raised
by the special issue that aim to resonate with DP in a broader academic context:
how we situate ourselves, that we might respecify psychology as well as psycho-
logical topics, and developing methodologically. I encourage researchers to hold
onto the strengths of DP – its theoretical integrity and analytical rigour with
regards to discursive practices, psychological topics, and action-orientation –
while also considering how we engage with and work alongside other research
fields. In doing so, I argue that this will not only enable DP to evolve but also
help ensure a robust basis of DP for future generations of researchers.

As a commentary piece, this is, of course, a personal reflection. I am privileged
to have worked in DP for just over 20 years: first in England, then Scotland, and
currently in Sweden. I have been around long enough to witness the energy of
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DP research as it was being conducted at Loughborough University toward the
end of the 1990s. Alongside my fellow postgraduates, our tentative early endea-
vours were inspired by our mentors and we were enthused to push the bound-
aries of theories and methods. The world was smaller, our battles more
immediate. To distinguish ourselves from our neighbouring colleagues within
critical discursive and phenomenological approaches was as important as it was
to define ourselves within psychology. In the intervening period – from the late
1990s to the present day – the academic world has faced considerable challenges,
from digitization and internationalization, to the increasing pressures of metrics,
accountability, and rising student numbers. Then there are the cultural and
political movements that continue to shake our world; these events impact on
our research as much as any intellectual and theoretical arguments. While the
academic landscape has, as always, shifted considerably, such changes provide
opportunities to diversify and adapt. As an analytical approach that resists
simple classification, the interdisciplinary nature of DP is a key strength. It is
to how we might situate ourselves in this landscape that I turn first.

On how we1 situate ourselves

The first point of reflection regards how we sketch the boundaries between
discursive and other perspectives on psychology, and with the labels that we
use to distinguish our work from that of others. It is perhaps not surprising
that a discursive psychologist might be concerned with the words that we use.
The particular label that I would like to focus on here is ‘mainstream’
(sometimes also with its counterpart, ‘traditional’). My concern is that the
term potentially does more harm than good, and I say this as someone who
has used it myself on occasion. Both terms do little for those they attempt to
represent, nor for their rhetorical opposites. By casting other research as
being mainstream or traditional, for example, it situates our own as being as
something ‘other’, outside of the mainstream and on the sidelines. While it
might at times be advantageous to define one’s work as challenging what are
currently dominant theoretical or methodological stances, the argument
starts to wane. It is now over 30 years since DP was formulated and enough
time for the academic environment to have evolved and shifted, as it has,
considerably so. Whatever was the mainstream at that point has almost
certainly also changed.

The term ‘mainstream’ does no favours for those it seeks to categorize
either. It hints at something staid and conservative; credible, perhaps, but not
a credibility that has been earned. Nor is it likely to be appropriate to refer to
one’s own work as mainstream. One could speculate on the level of egocentr-
ism one must have reached to start describing one’s research in this way. The
label, then, is always used by another, and in doing so to denigrate. Of
course, the point of using these labels is not to be nice, but to make specific
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arguments for one approach rather than another. It is meant to question and
challenge theories and perspectives. The argument may be as much a cultural
one as it is academic, in that uptake of critical and discursive work has not
been so prominent in North American journals, for instance (Potter 2012).
Besides, there is no mainstream. It is all a matter of perspective.

The question might then be changed from whether others (‘mainstream’
or otherwise) are engaging with our work to with whose work do we want
to engage? It becomes a matter of who we want to talk to; of how we
situate ourselves within a different configuration of approaches and
research fields, and of how we build conversations with other researchers.
One of the truly wonderful things about DP is that our work is relevant to
so many different fields. Rather than looking toward cognitive psychology –
and one could note that there is a whole world of cognitive science that
exists outside of psychology – it may be more fruitful to look elsewhere
instead. By looking to our other academic neighbours, regardless of their
prescribed discipline, we gain a more holistic perspective on whatever it is
that we are studying. We are not confined by categories or departments
but instead defined by the things that interest us and the work that we do.
Sometimes this might involve talking to researchers working with social
cognition models in psychology, in order to engage in theoretical and
analytical debate. But it need not stop there.

This is not a new argument. There has for many years been a tension between
efforts to manage the boundaries of what DP ‘is’ and should be, and considera-
tions of how DP could evolve and blend with other approaches. In some
directions, those developments became their own distinct approaches. The
ways in which DP is situated with respect to other approaches have been
discussed in depth in position pieces (e.g., Edwards 2005, 2006; Potter 2003,
2005), key debates within the British Journal of Social Psychology (2012, Vol. 51:
3 on 25 years of DP; 2019, Vol. 58: 2 on the dialogue between social representa-
tions theory and DP), as well as in collected volumes (e.g., Tileagă and Stokoe
2015). My first point is thus to suggest that we reconsider the usefulness of terms
such as mainstream and traditional, and instead focus on how we can contribute
to a range of work in a constantly shifting academic landscape.

On the respecification of psychology itself

The second point follows from the first. It is that DP has as much potential
outside of psychology as it does within the discipline. Psychology itself can be
respecified: how is psychology understood from the perspective of other
disciplines, for instance, and how does DP play a part in that? One might
argue that psychology is such a diverse collection of disparate areas of study
that it actually no longer makes sense to call it a unitary discipline (and
periodically there are, of course, discussions about the unification or
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fragmentation of psychology). Neither are psychological topics confined to
psychological research. One can study emotion in literature studies and pain
in philosophy, for example. Over the years, DP has contributed to under-
standings of psychology not just within the discipline, but also outside of
psychology and beyond academia. The potential of DP is thus not just in
terms of re-working psychological topics, but in professional and public
understandings of psychology as a whole. Some of this work is already well
underway, exemplified in the work of Elizabeth Stokoe in which assumptions
about ‘how we communicate’ are swiftly debunked with robust evidence (e.g.,
Stokoe 2018; see also articles in The Psychologist, December 2018).

The respecification of psychological topics has, therefore, only just begun.
Much of the work to date has engaged with core issues within cognitive
psychology, concerning what people think (attitudes, beliefs, concerns) and
how these thoughts or actions might be changed (persuaded, socialized,
helped). These issues are exemplified in the papers in this special issue, for
instance, in which these concepts are respecified as shared, discursive prac-
tices rather than individualized cognitive processes. This is an important
work. It offers an illustration of the ways in which psychological concepts
are tightly woven into social interaction, so much so that they become taken
for granted at the most basic level. But cognitive psychology is just one aspect
of psychology; there is more to cognition than psychology, and more to
psychology than cognition. Obvious, perhaps, but such has been the grip of
cognitive psychology that the two words are often used as synonymous with
the other.

Psychology as a discipline also continues to morph and as such there are
other avenues through which the inherent cognitivism and Cartesian dualism
of psychological topics might be challenged. Let me take an example from my
own work on eating practices. This is itself a huge domain: one can find
sensory scientists, linguists, neurologists, speech and language therapists, and
anthropologists (to name just a few) alongside psychologists studying eating
practices. While not all of these disciplines are concerned with cognitive
processes, it is surprising how often one finds reference being made to what
are ostensibly psychological topics, such as food preferences, pleasure or
enjoyment from food, and appetite. It is, however, almost as if there is
a blind-spot where psychological matters are concerned. While researchers
might be rigorous and sceptical in all other areas of their work, reference to
psychological topics may be made almost without question. It is in such
scholarly domains that DP really comes to the fore, since it provides both
a theoretical and a methodological approach to examining how various other
processes, events, or phenomena become psychologized through discursive
practices. My second point, therefore is to flag DP’s potential as not only in
contributing to psychology research through a respecification of
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psychological topics, but also contributing to understandings of psychology
from outside the discipline. Psychology itself can be respecified.

On developing DP

My final reflection is to consider what these first two points might mean for
the development of DP in terms of its analytical methods. I have suggested
that it is less helpful to talk about how DP compares to an imagined ‘main-
stream’ psychology, and more beneficial to consider how we converse with
academic colleagues across a shifting academic landscape. This includes those
researchers outside of, as well as within, psychology. One of the wonders of
psychology, as a broad and rather disparate collection of perspectives, subject
matter, and methodologies, is that it can seem almost ubiquitous. There are
a few domains in which some form of psychological topic might not be
relevant.

An important part of DPs development, I would argue, is its ability to be
able to collaborate and engage with a range of other researchers, but to do so
while maintaining its theoretical and methodological integrity. This will be
challenging, but it has already begun. DP has demonstrated considerable
advancement over the years. One area that has received attention is the
alignment with conversation analysis (CA), arguably a critical part of the
analytical machinery of DP, and an essential part of DPs early and continued
development. Recent advancements within CA and the related fields of
interaction analysis and ethnomethodology include transcription systems
that aim to capture multimodality (Mondada 2018), analyses that attend to
gestures and embodiment (Keevallik 2018; Streeck, Goodwin, and LeBaron
2011) and calls for a fusion with experimental psychology (de Ruiter and
Albert 2017). These areas of work have the potential to overhaul the way in
which DP research collects and analyses data, including, for instance, non-
lexical vocalizations (sounds, rather than words) and bodily movements.
Given DPs strong allegiance with the methodological (though not necessarily
the theoretical) aspects of CA, developments in each of these fields are likely
to be mutually beneficial.

Securing a robust and innovative future for DP can also be achieved
through the creation of learning content for the next generation of research-
ers. Understanding not only what DP is, but also how to develop the required
analytical skills as the field evolves, is a task that requires support and
encouragement. There is already a solid grounding in textbooks that bring
qualitative approaches – including DP – to new audiences (e.g., Braun and
Clarke 2013; Sullivan and Forrester 2019; Willig & Stainton Rogers, 2017).
A quick glance at these texts illuminates the diversity of qualitative meth-
odologies; more diverse in terms of epistemological and ontological stand-
points than might be said of quantitative approaches, perhaps. Arguments
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have already been made about the academic gatekeeping that goes on in
textbooks, such as those that exclude qualitative research from methods
chapters (Potter 2012). Writing methods chapters and textbooks – either
alone or in collaboration with other researchers – is therefore an important
aspect of DPs development. It has been very encouraging to see other forms
of learning content, such as the creation and collection of online materials
that can be used in teaching (see, for example, the ROLSI journal blog:
https://rolsi.net/teaching-2/). Much of this content is focused on CA rather
than specifically DP, however, so there is scope for innovative tools that will
not only help students to learn DP but also to demonstrate the analytical
approach to researchers and professionals in other domains.

In conclusion, this commentary has been a short and personal reflection
on DP and its current situation within an ever-changing academic landscape.
I hope, however, that it offers some points of consideration for others. The
strength of DP comes not only from its analytical rigour and technical detail,
but also its ability to offer a respecification of the theoretical underpinnings
of psychology. Engaging with our fellow researchers, regardless of their
discipline or perspective, is an essential part of our future development.
There is much to look forward to.

Note

1. Throughout, the pronoun ‘we’ is used rather liberally, to refer to those who use or are
interested in discursive psychology. It is entirely up to the reader as to whether and
when they wish to include themselves in that collective term.

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Liz Stokoe for feedback on an earlier version of this manuscript, and to
all the guest editors for their invitation to write this commentary.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes on contributor

Sally Wiggins is an Associate Professor in Psychology at Linköping University, Sweden. Her
research interests primarily focus on eating practices in everyday social interaction, using
discursive psychology to examine the psychological topics of food preferences, disgust, and
pleasure during eating. She has authored a methods textbook entitled Discursive Psychology,
and is co-editor (with Karin Osvaldsson Cromdal) of the forthcoming Discursive Psychology
and embodiment edited collection.

6 S. WIGGINS

https://rolsi.net/teaching-2/


References

Braun, V., and V. Clarke. 2013. Successful qualitative research: A practical guide for beginners.
London: Sage.

de Ruiter, J. P., and S. Albert. 2017. An appeal for a methodological fusion of conversation
analysis and experimental psychology. Research on Language and Social Interaction 50
(1):90–107. doi:10.1080/08351813.2017.1262050.

Edwards, D. 2005. Discursive psychology. In Handbook of language and social interaction, ed.
K. L. Fitch and R. E. Sanders, 257–73. Mahwah, New Jersey: Erlbaum press.

Edwards, D. 2006. Discourse, cognition and social practices: The rich surface of language and
social interaction. Discourse Studies 8 (1):41–49. doi:10.1177/1461445606059551.

Keevallik, L. 2018. What does embodied interaction tell us about grammar? Research on
Language and Social Interaction 51 (1):1–21. doi:10.1080/08351813.2018.1413887.

Mondada, L. 2018. Multiple temporalities of language and body in interaction: Challenges for
transcribing multimodality. Research on Language and Social Interaction 51 (1):85–106.
doi:10.1080/08351813.2018.1413878.

Potter, J. 2003. Discursive psychology: Between method and paradigm. Discourse & Society 14
(6):783–94. doi:10.1177/09579265030146005.

Potter, J. 2005. Making psychology relevant. Discourse & Society 16 (5):739–47. doi:10.1177/
0957926505054944.

Potter, J. 2012. Re-reading discourse and social psychology: Transforming social psychology.
British Journal of Social Psychology 51 (3):436–55. doi:10.1111/bjso.2012.51.issue-3.

Stokoe, E. 2018. Talk: The science of conversation. London: Little, Brown.
Streeck, J., C. Goodwin, and C. LeBaron. 2011. Embodied interaction in the material world:

An introduction. In J. Streeck, C.Goodwin, & C. LeBaron (Eds), Embodied Interaction:
Language and Body in the Material World (pp. 1–26). Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Sullivan, C., and M. A. Forrester, Eds. 2019. Doing qualitative research in psychology:
A practical guide. 2nd ed. London: Sage.

Tileagă, C., and Stokoe, E. (Eds.). (2015). Discursive psychology: Classic and contemporary
issues. London: Routledge.

Willig, C., and W. S. Rogers, Eds. 2017. The SAGE handbook of qualitative research in
psychology. 2nd ed. London: Sage.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 7

https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2017.1262050
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445606059551
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2018.1413887
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351813.2018.1413878
https://doi.org/10.1177/09579265030146005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926505054944
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926505054944
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.2012.51.issue-3

	Abstract
	On how we1 situate ourselves
	On the respecification of psychology itself
	On developing DP
	Note
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	References

