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FROM CRIME TO RESOURCE

Constructing Narratives in a Social Work Encounter

In this article we will be looking at social work via its everyday prac-
tices, and the assumption we make is that it is through these prac-
tices that social work is accomplished as what it is.! Perhaps the most
important of these everyday practices ate those which exist in the en-
counter between the social worker and the client. This is the focus of
our study in the context of this particular work; the social work en-
counter, which in spite of its importance has only recently begun to
attract the attention it deserves in Finnish research.

One way to approach the encounter between the social worker and
the client is to look at it as a process geared towards change in the
client’s life. However, it is extremely difficult to uncover this process
by mearns of scientific research. In this article we will be examining one
such process in great detail. On the basis of our analysis we will at-
tempt to show how the narratives that are constructed in the interac-
tion between the social worker and the client, the “stories” about the
client’s life, can engender the potential for change. The seeds of change
lie hidden within the narratives; the power that causes them to shoot
forth lies not only in the narratives helping the client to explain and
understand what he has done in the past, but also in their opening up
different hotizons for his agency in the future. Empirically, our analy-
sis is set in the context of social work within the probation office
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{(probation and after care service). Howeves, we are convinced that the
idea of the construction of narratives is adplicable to the analysis of
social work encounters in general.

The construction of meanings in interaction

One of the most important tools in the professional encounter is
conversation, a process of dialogue aimed at producing an interpretation
of the client’s situation. The theoretical framework we apply in our
attempt to come to grips with this elemen: of interpretation is social
constructionism. Social constructionism is concerned first and foremost
with language use; the assumption is that oral and written language,
speaking and writing, are processes in wh ch social reality is actively
shaped (see Gergen 1994; Shotter 1993; Burr 1995). Language use is
not studied as a simple mirrored reflection of reality. Rather, the
analytical interest centres on how language use itself creates reality,
and on how people work together to const uct mutual understanding,
interpret expegriences, and identify and label cifferent things. Social reality
cannot be broken down into meanings in a simple and straightforward
manner, and there is always the possibility of diverse interpretations. It
is for this reason that it is important to fccus on those processes of
interaction in which meanings are selected, shaped and transformed.
Applied to the study of social work, the ideas of social construct-
ionism imply that linguistic practices are ccnceptualised as interpreta-
dons of social reality and the construction of meanings (sec e.g. Jokinen,
Juhila & P6s6 1995 and forthcoming; Holstcin & Miller 1993 and Miller
& Holstein 1991 and 1993; Payne forthcoming). Through a detailed
analysis of language use, our intention hete is to present an interpreta-
tion of those practices of social work in which social workers accom-
plish their institutional duties, meet their clients and try to help change
their lives. Our choice to focus on language use does not mean that we
deny the importance of non-linguistic actions in social work. It is im-
portant to recognise that practical measurcs are also related in many
different ways to language use. For instance, the way in which an appli-
cation for income support is processed and the decision reached will
depend in large part on how the discussion between the parties in-
volved proceeds (Rostila 1997; Cedersund forthcoming). Similatly, the
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establishment or termination of a client relationship in a social welfare
organisation is interwoven in vatious ways with the discussions that
social workers conduct amongst themselves ot with clients (Jokinen
1995; Juhila 1995; Jokinen & Juhila 1997). Various (involuntary) meas-
ures (such as taking an individual into care, or placement in a reforma-
tory school) are always preceded by diverse linguistic processes of defi-
nition, and the decisions taken must be legitimised in linguistic terms
(P6s6 1993; Heino 1997).

In Finland, recent studies on face-to-fzace encounters between so-
cial workers and clients have applied three different methodological
perspectives, all of which are of interest to our otientation here. They
are the perspectives of ethnography (Forsberg 1998; Erisaari 1995),
conversation analysis (Rostila 1997) and discourse analysis (Jaatinen
1996; Jokinen 1995). As opposed to viewing social work encounters
from the vantage-point of a given “explanatory” theory, all of these
approaches share 2 common interest in everyday work practices, and
particularly in how they are perceived and understood by the actors
themselves. In ethnographic analysis, the aim is most typically to at-
tempt to identify the interpretation resources employed by actors on
the basis of observation materials (Miller 1997). Conversation analy-
sis, for its part, uses detailed transcriptions of tape-recorded conversa-
tions to uncover recurring patterns in interaction (Heritage 1997;
Hakulinen 1997; Psathas 1995). The method of discourse analysis that
we apply in this study shares the same interest as ethnography with
regard to how meanings evolve and take shape, although the material
consists of transcriptions of tape-recorded conversations as in con-
versation analysis (Edwards 1997; Jokinen & Juhila 1996; Suoninen
1993 and 1997a; Potter 1997).

Here, the material on which our analysis is based comes from two
meetings between a female social worker in the probation office and a
young male client of hers. The first meeting lasts about an hour, the
second about half an hour. The meetings have been tape-recorded and
transcribed verbatim, in an attempt to retain all of the nuances that are
distinctive of verbal interaction.? The case material has been selected
from a corpus of ten transcriptions on the basis of its potential to
demonstrate how the meaning resources available to the client can be
fundamentally transformed in a social wotk encounter. The main con-
cern in our analysis is the question of what is possible; the prevalence
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and frequency of the phenomenon we are ex:amining must be addressed
in (further) research that operates with larger data sets.

The role of narratives in the analysis of meanings

In the process in which individuals reflect upon their pasts (which is
often expected of clients in social work), they often do so by con-
structing “stories” or narratives of past events, Narratives can be
approached as interpretative accounts in waich meanings are assigned
to different events, and in which those ¢vents are set out along a
temporal dimension. Narratives provide accounts of the causes and
consequences of events, highlight the goals and the tensions inherent
in different actions, expound the positions of actors, social relationships
and contexts (Edwards 1997, 263-270). Our analysis is not based on
any particular narrative theory, but we employ the methods of discourse
analysis that leans heavily on its primary raaterial. Since our material
consists of an actual discussion, and since we are interested in what is
produced in that discussion, it is impossible for us to apply any rigid
definitions of the term narrative. For us, the narrative is « faitly broad
and loose analytical concept which assumes a more specific content
both in and through the process of emp rical analysis (cf. Edwards
1997, 264-276).

Although narratives provide accounts of past events and experi-
ences, we are not interested in whether the story is true or false; reality
does not normally break down into meanings or accounts in any sim-
ple, straightforward fashion. It is possible to give many different ac-
counts of the same event, without any on: of them being less “real”
than another. The key thing we have to rzalise is that narratives are
always real in the sense that they are produced into existence in a spe-
cific situation and that they are used to produce certain social conse-
quences (Edwards 1997, 269-270). It can e said then that narratives
have different contextual functions, such as justifying one’s own ac-
tions, representing someone else’s actions in a dubious light, or em-
phasising changes that have occurred within oneself. In other words,
although narratives must have some poin~ of contact with the past,
they are always constructed out of the present. This implies that vari-
ous contextual factors (such as the institut.onal context, other discus-

211



Arja Jokinen & Eero Suoninen

sants or each phase of the discussion) have a major impact on how the
past is constructed at each point in time (cf. Middleton & Edwards
1990).

Itis interesting (and directly relevant to the case of social work) that
narratives not only help to explain and understand past events, but
they also open up visions of the future: it is as if they provide clues
about 2 bigger picture than they are explicitly describing.? For instance,
individual words do not have the same sort of power as words that are
grouped into narratives. It is also possible to project oneself into nar-
ratives which offer interpretations of one’s experiences, particularly
when they involve morally loaded roles such as “hero”, “victim” or
“villain”. In this sense, the simple concept of narrative could be re-
placed by the concept of “lived narratives”, a term which Kenneth
Gergen (1994, 230) uses to stress the way in which expressions of
emotion assume their meaning as parts of different kinds of narra-
tives. Another closely related concept is that of “storied lives” (Rosen-
wald and Ochberg 1992, quoted in Hyvirinen 1998, 329), which refers
to the fact that people construct narratives in order to “live them in the
future”. This potential of narratives has particularly important impli-
cations for social work: it offers the possibility of establishing new
narratives, which can open up a broader horizon of future prospects
that are worth living for (cf. Riikonen & Smith 1997, 13-17; McLeod
1997, 112-113; Gergen & Kaye 1994, 172-175).

In contrast to the line of structuralism which looks at narratives as
broad and totally discursive formations, here, we will be examining
narratives as locally produced interactive processes. This strategic choice
allows us to highlight the key role of interaction in the production of
narratives.* Simultaneously, it also means that we will not be looking at
social work practices as manifestations of any grand narrative (such as
the welfare state or the discipline society narrative) (cf. Hall 1997, 14-
16). Rather, our main concern is with how narratives are constructed 7z
sitn, in the context of human interaction.’ Also, our analysis of narra-
tives does not apply any given scheme, such as an analyst applying
Labov’s (1972) classification would do. We feel that any attempt to slot
human action into given categories runs the risk of losing sight of the
specificity of each particular case (see Edwards 1997, 276; White forth-
coming). It is also noteworthy that in the fast-moving train of interac-
tion, narratives are rarely as clearly constructed into clear-cut entities
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as in the case of a written text, which means that their interpretation
also requires a more sensitive approach (cf Riessman 1993, 17-18).

The method we use in this study requircs that we focus our atten-
tion on the details of the interactive episode. The baseline assumption
is that not only words, but also other meat s of communication, such
as pauses, tones of voice, false starts, vo ume, intonation, laughter,
crying and hesitation, all play an important part in the construction of
meanings and in maintaining communicativre interaction (see e.g. Suo-
ninen forthcoming; Silverman 1997, 27).¢ Tarns of talk and the shared
understanding based on turn-taking are ult mately constructed locally,
which means that it is also important to exa mine how the parties to the
conversation receive and interpret the contznts of different turns, and
also how they react to them at various points during the course of the
conversation. Negotiation about meanings is always a joint action in-
volving all the parties to the conversation (cf. Shotter 1993).

Context and the research problem

Our material was recorded in the following context: A young, 19-year-
old male client enters the office of a socid worker in the probation
office. He will be tried in three weeks’ time ‘ot an assaultin connection
with a violent dispute between two groups of youths just over six
months ago. The young man has been invited to an interview with the
social worket, the purpose of which is to ptepare an assessment of the
client’s suitability to community service for the court” Community
service is an alternative to an unconditional custodial sentence, in which
the convicted patty expiates the offence by uapaid work for good causes.
Also, since the client is defined as a young offender, the social worker
is tequired to prepare a personal history report for the court.®

The social worker has a structured form for collecting the informa-
tion she needs for the assessment and for the personal history report.
For the assessment of whether or not the ¢ ient is suitable for commu-
nity service, data is collected, for example, on his financial situation,
social relations, leisure interests, substance use and education. The as-
sessment interview typically involves the social worker asking ques-
tions of the client, leading the discussion into areas specified in the
form, while she is simultaneously expected to inform the client about
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the various aspects of community service. In other words, the conver-
sation uses both the “interview format” and the “information delivery
format” (Perikyld & Silverman 1991 and Silverman 1997, 41-60). The
themes covered in the personal history form are very similar, but the
accent is more cleatly on background data that is relevant to the “de-
termination of appropriate sanctions”.

In short then, our case is a situation of institutional interaction in
which the two parties meet in order to accomplish certain tasks (see
Perikyli 1997; Drew & Heritage 1992). In this case, the institutional
task is to carry out interviews for an assessment report and a personal
history report. The institutional context impacts the interaction in an-
other way as well. The two parties do not face each other on equal
terms, because the social worker has powers vested in her by the insti-
tution to make an assessment as to whether or not the client is a suit-
able candidate for community service, and to suggest an appropriate
sanction to the court. Furthermore, the social worker represents a cer-
tain profession within the organisation concerned, and that organisa-
tion operates under certain rules of professional ethics, as well as societal
and organisational expectations. All of these factors are woven into
the interaction, but not in any pre-determined manner because human
action is not directly steered by rules. One of the reasons for this is
that rules are designed to provide general guidelines, but individual
actors have to apply and interpret them separately in each specific situ-
ation (Edwards 1997, 5-18). Moreover, different sets of rules may con-
flict with one another (Suoninen 1997b), In the context of probation
work, tensions may be caused, for instance, by the requirement of fit-
ting together the task of punishment and the professional ethics of
social work. It is also important to stress that the face-to-face interac-
tion that occurs in the “here and now” constructs a specific, unpre-
dictable event out of each encounter. Despite the fact that the task and
themes of the conversation may be provided in advance, it is possible
that diverse and even surprising perspectives may appear.

The task for this research is 0 analyse the interactive construction of nar-
ratives in which the relationship to the criminal offence, to the act for which the
offender is charged, is redefined in a new way. Our interest is focused particu-
larly on how different actor positions, and specifically the client’s agency,
are constructed in each narrative. This is because the client’s agency
and related questions about ethics and responsibility can in many ways
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be regarded as key issues of social work.

In the early stages of the analysis our strutegy is to bracket out as far
as possible our preconceptions and to look at the material with an
open mind: we want to see beyond what we assume we already know
(cf. Silverman 1997, 34). Later on, however. we will link our interpreta-
tion to its institutional context, and address questions regarding exper-
tise and the exercise of power in social work on the basis of our analy-
sis. This kind of approach, which leans hcavily on its original source
material, requires that the report demons rates to the reader exactly
how we have arrived at our conclusions. I is for this reason that our
article includes quite extensive extracts from the material.

Victim narrative

The first of the four narratives we ident fy in the material begins to
unfold at the very beginning of the meetiag, which is reproduced in
extract one. In these extracts we have used certain codes to try and
preserve various nuances of the conversation.’ S refers to social worker
and C to client. To make it easier to follow the conversation, we have
written the social worker’s turns in italics, ‘he client’s turns in normal
typeface. Arrows have been inserted on these lines which are the most
directly relevant to the analysis.

Exctract 1: Construction of victim position

S: Ye:s s0 about this community service if it" ubmm theres the, () there’s
your criminal record
Mmm.
M () .bh So there’ one suspended. (3) ivm. Evrm [erm ne-
[Yes.

wh wh di- did you read the brochure that 1hm, (1)
No.
[Aba
- [No. I was so pissed off with this fucking thing that

th[at when

[Were you.
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13 C: Yeah T couldn’ be bothered with it.

14 6]

15 S: Hub.

16 C: Well I mean that uhm (1) that originally the the thing was this that, () when
17 T was still in hospital.

18 & Yes.

19 C: » Thatlike I mean I’m like the victim in this thing.

20 ©

21 S: [Yeab.

22 C: [Yeah ‘cos, ()

23 S Yea/h.

24 C: [And like for me the thing was like this that, () I mean, () that we they,
25 () first of all we didn’t even start the whole fight.

Early on in this episode (on line 6), the social worker asks the client a
question that is typical in the opening of an assessment interview. She
asks him if he had read the brochure on community service that had
been sent to him in the post. However, in this case the question fails to
open the usual agenda which would lead to a discussion on the contents
of the information package. Rather than entering into a discussion on
what he knows about community setvice ot listening to what the social
worker has to say, the client sets out to offer a very emotional
interpretation of the events that led to his being charged (especially
lines 9 and 19). The social worker raises no objection to this change of
agenda. Although her response on line 15, an emphatic "Huh”, can be
interpreted as a mildly critical expression (as if she were saying “why
on earth not?”), it still leaves the door open for the client to proceed to
the position of a narrator providing an explanation. Following this
extract, the discussion goes on to include a long, detailed and emotional
review of the events leading up to his being charged with the assault.
The social worker clearly assumes the position of listener, intervening
only with the occasional solicitation for more specific information.
In the course of this episode (of which extract 1 is only a small
part), the client produces himself as a victim of what had happened
rather than as a criminal offender. By taking the position of victim the
client does not appear as an active agent in the stoty, but contrarily as a
passive object in a string of events which took their own course. The
brawl becomes explicated as an event in which the client’s own choices
were irrelevant, particularly since he was not on the side that started it
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all. The “villain” in the story is quite unequivocally the other party in
the brawl, those who started it. The structute of alliances is very clearly
bipolar; “we” are innocent and “they” are guilty.

The narrative constructed in this episode is clearly initiated and pur-
sued by the client. The client “lives” this narrative very emotionally,
and repeats it several times later on in the discussion. The social worker
neither lends her support to this narrative nor suppresses it. Instead,
she tries on several occasions to shift the ‘ocus away from a graphic
and detailed account of the events, toward uncovering the motives and
causes of what happened. She asks the cient: Why did you get in-
volved? What exactly were you thinking? What was the purpose of the
whole thing? Eventually, after a whole string of such questions, the
client’s black-and-white story begins to cruinble, and eventually admits
that perhaps he was not “completely innocent” himself. However, at
this point thete is no setious deliberation of his role in the course of
events.

Realisation narrative

There is a very clear turning-point in the discussion some 15 minutes
after the initiation of the interview, when the social worker poses a
question which is temporally distant from: the event. ”This kind of
thing” on line 1 refers to the brawl that has been discussed at some
length prior to this extract:

Extract 2a: From rough experience into resource

1 S: > .bb Well what do you think about this kind of thing that

2 six, () Sixc months on and ubb, (.)

3G Well, (.)

4 S About [the whole,

5 C [ mhhh ((sniffs)) ()

6 S [Fracas

7 C: » [ dont know, () I feel that like pertaps I needed

8 this, () system, () anyway, () I mear what I need is that, ()
9 S Right.

10 C: That P’ve been, (.) I was stabbed and thit like stopped me and made me
11 think, () [like really about these things more

217



Arja Jokinen & Eero Suoninen

12 S:
13 C
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25 S:
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52

218

oL Oow

OvLveow

OvYnwe

[Right

seriously and uhm, ()
Righ-ht.
So that afterwards, () things were going pretty well, () six weeks like T
mean 1 lived at my dad’s place and, (.)
Right.
I spent a lot of time alone and I did everything went running and
like walking and ()
Was that before or afjter.
[After ri[ght after.
[Yes [right.
[When T was recovering
so I couldn’t really do anything anyway.
Yeah.
0
And uhm, () this was a really good time for me and then when 1
went to the army uhm, ()
Mm.
It’s been like really a good time for me that,
Yes right.
Yeah I mean like, (1) that, (1) it was like on midsummers the last
time like T haven’t even been doing dope.
Yeab.
Like [that T was, () in genetal like, ()
[Okay.
Yeah.
And T've had very little to drink of course ‘cos I’ve been in the
army now, () [so I mean last weekend I was
[Right,
sober and, (.)
elah.
[Now I’ve been, ()
[like that and T don’t know if 'm going to have
[Right.
any this weekend either.
Yea:h, yea:h.
So [that,
[So what did yon like, () what did you start thinking,
Well T suppose I started thinking that anyway because, (.) it’s the same
chance it could have been five inches higher then, () with
[the knife up here it then
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53 & [Right.

54 C: it could have been, (.) it. Or I [mean dead.

55 S: [Right.

56 S: Yeah [so that,

57 C: [Yeah so I started like thinking hat is there really like
58 any point in this sort of fucking mess, () is it really worth me, ()
59 risking (others then) my life, so, () 1 [mean like.

60 S: [Absolutely.

61 & Mm.

62 ()

63 C: So it’s not like, () I think it makes n> sense.

64 S: Mm. Exacth.

The impetus for the new narrative is provided by the social worker’s
question in which she invites the client to assess the past event from
the vantage-point of the present. Whereas as in the victim narrative
the client was “pissed off” with the whol: “fucking thing”, here the
client sets out to construct an interpretation of an experience that was
necessaty for him (lines 7-8): “it like stopp :d me and made me think”
(lines 10-11). The event is now beginning to unfold as a realisation
narrative in which a useful lesson leads to a deeper understanding of
things. One part of this narrative is reflection on one’s own actions; or
as the client puts it, “thinking about things”.

In this episode, the social worker assum:s the position of a listener
who provides active encouragement thrcugh affirmative feedback:
“yeah, yeah”, “absolutely”, “exactly”. In this respect the social work-
et’s role is clearly different from that in extract 1, in which her feed-
back tended to be more restrained, includiny; the surprised “huh”. Now,
the social worker is also providing encouraging feedback through over-
lapping speech. This clearly serves the pu pose of indicating that, as
far as she is concerned, the client is now on the right track. Her en-
couragement toward self-reflection is explicitly visible when she asks
the client (on line 49) “what did you start thinking”. In his response,
the client says that he had thought about wkether there was “any point”
in getting involved in “this sort of fucking mess”, and concluded that
there was not. A responsible actor is beginning to emerge in the re-
sponses; an actor who assumes responsibility for himself and for oth-

€18,
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The client weaves this realisation narrative into a broader context of
the general development of his life, which he sees as moving in a more
positive direction since the event: “I spent a lot of time alone and T did
everything went running and like walking”, “I haven’t even been doing
dope”, “last weekend I was sober”.

The client proceeds even further with this exetcise of self-reflection
in the next extract, which follows on directly after extract 2a.

Exctract 2b: Towards a deeper self-understanding

VS o Mm. bbb Well what in your opinion was the cause of these, (1) brawls then.
2 3

3 C (Like for example,)

4 St o Generally like. () .hb, () They [come (today and hh,)

5 C [Well, () hhh

6 C: - There’s it’s there are so many that, () I mean there’, (.) many

7 different reasons. [.mhhh ((sniffs))

8 & [Right.

9 C Atleast like erm, () Thave this that, () the reason I like get involved in

10 these things is that,

11 8: Righz,

12 C: A is this king alcohol.

13 & Rig/hr.

14 C: [I'd never ever get involved in this sort of thing sober.
15 S Right. Yes.

16 C: Then b, there’s, () this sort of () feeling of frustration, () that
17 [you’re left with. :

18 S: [Right.

19 ©

20 C: When there’s no real content.

21 & Right.

22 C: And then, () cor- depression.

23 S Right.

24 C: Soit’s, () it’s like all of them together that they, () trigger this thing
25 that all you need is a small little thing then, (1) it’s like completely,
26 S: So it’s a bit like you like to want a [change or.

27 C: [Mm. Couldn’t care less. Yeah.

28 S M.

29 ()

30 S: Yeab.
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31 )

32 S So that yeab.

33 2

34 S M. mm.

35 (1.5)

36 St o> A bit sort of self-destructive [or  [like

37 C: - [Yeah.[that's

38 what (.) my behaviout’s been like for many years.

39 & Right/..

40 C: [I mean really like, (.)

41 & A-ha.

42 C: I mean, (1.5) right up here all my arins are all, () full of scars and
43 generally,

44 “

45 S Right.

46 C: With cars as well, () P've messed arourid and, (.) had accidents and all
47 sorts, () I mean it’s been like that fo: many years the behaviour
48 that like, (.)

49 S: Right.

50 C: » Soit’s almost like you know, () like wanting to get killed.

‘The social worker’s question on line 1 concerning the reasons for the
brawls triggets a sequence from line 6 where the client begins to consider
the reasons for his behaviour. Again, the social worker’s contribution
is not confined to the explicit questions she asks. It is particularly
interesting to notice the delicate caution (:f. Suoninen forthcoming)
with which she tones down her words so ‘hat they are easier for the
client to absorb and accept. On line 36, where she offers an inter-
pretation of the client’s behaviour, she does not put her views bluntly
by saying “so yours has been a form of s:lf-destructive behaviour”,
rather, they are catefully suggestive for an interpretation: “A bit sort of
self-destructive or like”. This same kind of caution is also seen on line
26, where the social worker re-formulates the client’s description by
saying: “So it’s a bit like you want a change”.

In the exchanges in extracts 2a and 2b, the client is no longer exter-
nalising the event (or any other similar events in which he has been
involved) as having occurred independently of himself, but he now
begins to “live” as an actor. It is not only t1e actor positions, but also
the alliance positions that are changed here. Whereas in the victim nar-
rative the client still strongly identified himself with his mates, in the
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realisation narrative the self is no longer located as part of “us”. At the
same time, the dichotomy between us and them collapses, and the in-
dividual (i.e. the client himself) emerges as a central actor. To simplify,
the change implies that “doing well” is closely associated with being
alone, whereas the “stupid stuff” is located specifically as part of the
actions of the gang, Indeed, this gang is now beginning to take shape
as a threat rather than a resource. On the other hand, the event itself is
becoming transformed into a resource in the client’s talk; it stopped
him, forced him to change direction. This kind of change was inspired
most particularly by the social worker’s question at the beginning of
extract 2a, which made it possible for the client to assess what had
happened without any threat of loosing face. He was able to do this by
locating his mistakes as part of the past (or his “past self ), which he
was then able to analyse from a distance, without posing any threat to
his current self. The critical evaluation of the “past self”, viewed in
contrast with the “changed self”, actually provides useful tools for the
construction of a new, positive kind of agency (cf. Juhila 1994). In
other words, the impetus for the narrative was provided by the social
worker, and during the course of the discussion the social worker gave
strong support to its development through encouraging responses, and
through soliciting further information.

Peace-builder narrative

During the first meeting, the client still produces one narrative which
further reinforces his agency. This narrative is also initially prompted
by a question asked by the social worker.

Extract 3: Imaginary but concrete peace-building

St o bbh Well what would happen if you had, () a similar situation.
0
St Today again and then you like, bbb ubm with these mates of yours in
this bar you'd come ont and then ubhm, () what happens is that, ()
Niko, () be asks for a lift ask or ((two previous words whispered)) asks
Jor a lift and then be, () he jumps, () out ()
C: - I suppose I'd got over and calm things down I think that, () that,

R L O S

222

From Crime to Resource

nY o wow

oL O w

DLO0PLOLOY

wOowow

OYL O »

-

() when like this thing when it happened, () I'm sure that’s what I
wanted to do. “Cos I had some sort of like, () some sort of, (.) li- hh
anyway this, ()

Mm.

Make and, (.)

M.

0

Make and Niko they, () they’re like in Tvirku they’re in like a pretty to-, (1)
I mean like tough, ()

Right.

Gang and I've now been, () living e sewhere T've like, (.) a bit
had less to do with them and [now I haven’t really had anything to
[Yeabh,
do with them, () since I've been in the army 1 haven’t even seen Niko.

Yeah right.
And uhm, () I suppose there’s sort of a kind of wanting to show
off that I don', ()
Ye/ah.
[That’s Pave he’s still real sharp, ()
Right.
That like he [hasn’,
[Yeah to them [right N afke and Niko right.
[Yeah righ:, [Right.
Yeah so that like, () [I just couldn’t
)
go in there, () and stop it even if I'c wanted to like stop this
unnecessary, (.)
Mm. Be[cause you're quite a bit bigger thon [these
1) [Right
Two other lads that,
Mm.
Mm.
M
I mean you could probably just with your jresence, () even calm them, ()
Ye[ah.
[Like these situations, () mm.
I mean it could have been done differer t, () T roean 'm sure like I know
that, () that that like in this situatior. even though I like, () T was
there in the end I st-, () well I don’t know whether it would any
more at that stage but at the point where there were two of them
and three of us in the beginning, ()
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49 S: Right

50 C: » T could have- if I’d done the tight thing the whole, (.) thing could
51 have, () been avoided. ()

52 8 o So [how,

53 C: [I mean I believe T could have avoided them, ()

54 S: - What would you have [done.

55 C: [Well T mean fuck T would have like gr-, () like
56 grabbed hold of Make or Nifko and said

57 [Mm. bbb

S
58 C: hey we’re off now that, () this we’re leaving this fucking this right
59 here.
60 S: Yeab [right,
61 C: [That I’m sure it would have worked like that.

In a sense, this episode brings the previous conversation to full circle,
reverting to the lesson that was to be learned from the story.
Simultaneously, however, the episode also produces new, more concrete
interpretations of how one is expected to behave in these kinds of
situations. Therefore, we deal with this perspective as a separate
narrative.

The social worker opens the episode by asking on line 1 what the
client would now do if he were in the same situation. However, the
question does not elicit an immediate response, and therefore on lines
3-6 the social worker proceeds to portray a concrete scene which cor-
responds to the brawl in which the client had been involved. This helps
the client to project himself into the situation, through which he be-
gins to construct a new kind of active self. Whereas in the victim nar-
rative the client assured that he had no options but he was forced into
doing what he did, this time he constructs his position in completely
different terms: this time his own actions have a decisive impact on the
course of events. Having initially constructed a model of imaginary
action, the client eventually (on lines 50-51) draws a new conclusion
about the previous, controversial events: “If I'd done the right thing
the whole thing could have been avoided”.

As in the previous narrative, the social worker successfully invites
the client to reinforce and concretise the peace-builder narrative (on
lines 52 and 54) by prompting further information: “So how?” and
“What would you have done?”. These direct questions have now be-
come possible because the conversational environment has changed;
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such questions no longer threaten the clieat’s face. A major factor in
this change of atmosphere is that the social worker has previously (on
lines 35 and 41) stressed how the client’s very presence would serve to
calm things dowr, an assessment that the client has accepted.

In his responses, the client constructs his role and position as an
actor most specifically in relation to his cwn mates: he would quite
simply intervene and get the situation uncer control by appealing to
his mates. Here, his heto role is constructed in terms of peace-build-
ing, not in terms of macho arrogance. A= the same time, the client
reflects upon his relationship to his own zang. This reflection lends
further support to the interpretation formulated in the previous narra-
tive, in which the gang was no longer neccssarily an ally but rather a
threat. In fact, the client says he would have wanted to act differently
the last time round and stop all these things, but was not able to do so.
Now, the social worker and the client are constructing a self for the
client that would be capable of acting differently. The relationship to
the events which have landed the client in trtouble is thus reconstructed
again: if only he had done the right thing the whole incident could
have been avoided.

Narrative of juridical game

The client and social worker meet a second time approximately a
fortnight later. The client arrives directly froin a meeting with his lawyer,
in which they have been discussing the tial. The meeting with the
social worker begins as follows:

Extract 4: Juridical “value revolution”

1 S Yeah, () ubm, () bh you get round to go ond see, ()
2 G The law[yer.

3 s [The law/yers.

4 G [Yeah.

5 C So [(that’s)

6 S [Yeab.

7 C: So that’s (now) in a good shape, () [this)

8 S

[+ see.
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9 C: these things.

10 0

11 S So wha:t, what [did,

12 C: » [I denied them [charges both of them.

13 & [be say.

14 0

15 S A-ba.

16 C: But uhm, () there’s this, () the one I had a swing at he, ()

17 [he hasn’t even pressed charges.

18 S: [Righs,

19 8]

20 S: Rightf,

21 C: [So he’s. () he’s one of the witnesses.

22 & Right.

23 C: So that, () uhm two, (1) 1 didn’t like confess, and then no one

24 there’s no witness statements it doesn’t say anywhere that this bloke
25 with the knife, () that T would have hit him at any stage, (1) it’s
26 uhm, () the statement says that, (.) I held him by the lapels.

27 S Rifght.

28 C: [But that’s, () that’s before he knifed me.

29 C: That (he’s) [( ) (even) knifed me.

30 S [Right.

31 C: » Itdoesn’t fulfill, ()

32 S A-hla.

33 C [the elements of assault and, (1) so there’s no other evidence
34 and uhm, ()

35 8: Right,

36 C: Then, () they say that I would have, (.) smashed in the face of this
37 (-) rasta guy and, () shoved him into this, () roadworks pit and, (.)
38 the statement says that, (1) this Koskela someone, () a witness on
39 their side says that, .hhh I did it after I was stabbed.

40 (1.5)

41 C: And first of all I [couldn’t have done that afterwards anyway.

42 S [Raght,

In this exchange the client’s relationship to the crime is explained in a
fundamentally different way than at the end of the previous meeting,
Inspired by the conversation he has just had with the lawyet, the client
is now looking back at what had happened from the angle of the
“juridical game”. The most important questions now are, what should
he confess to, what exactly can he be charged for, and is there any
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evidence against him. In the narrative of th: juridical game, the hero is
not he who critically weighs his moral valuzs and actions, but he who
knows how to play his cards right so that the sentence he receives is as
lenient as possible. With the client’s role and position as an actor defined
from the point of view of the juridical game, the party who emerges as
a natural ally for the client is his lawyer.

It is interesting to see how the social woiker responds to this narra-
tive; she allows the client to tell her the “news” without making any
explicit comments.’” As the discussion continues (outside the extract),
she concentrates entirely on the practical sides of the legal process. At
this stage she is still very careful not to take a firm stand on the moral
dimensions of the issue.

Reproduction and reinforcement of
the realisation narrative

As we were listening to the tapes for the first time, we wondered how,
if at all, the social worker would deal with the contradictions between
the different narratives. The line that the social worker decides to pursue
crystallises what we believe are key aspects of social work. The turning-
point in the conversation comes in the following extract:

Extract 5: Back to familiar values

18 hbh And and, () ub .bh and here we'll have I was, () I like errr started bb,
2 (1.5) to think about the repo- we'll have tie personal bistory report as an

3 appendisc and then nhm .bb I like thought 1hat u:hb, () I think what we could
4 say is this that whm like what you said thet, .bh that this what happened

5 > () .bb was like () that it was sort of stoped you and made you realise.

6 8

7 S For you this, ()

8 C M[m.

9 & [In general this thing in Ma-March tha [you had to

10 C: [Mm.

11 S: o that it like forced you to, () stop.

12 @)

13 C: Mmf:.

148 - [Like when you were convalescing, (1) you you had to think things

227



Arja Jokinen & Eero Suoninen

15 over, (.) and, {.) and you started

16 “

17 C: Mm.

18 S: o To think about it a bit differently and then this .bh ar:my like, ()
19 actually like helped to, () pull it in a good direc[tion that there was
20 C: [M:.

21 & still like bbb this sort of avenue,()

22 C: That’s right.

23 S o Avenne for a sort of k-, () a bit like a change of direction and, ()
24 clearly sort of diffferent.

25 C: [M.

26 C Well that’s what I've said [that,

27 S [Right..

28 C: That you know that, () [that my situation right now’s different.
29 S [M:.

30 C: (Just like) then.

31 S: Yeab [right.

32 C [Very different thing,

33 8 Right.

34 8]

35 S Righ.

36 S: And then on the other hand the army like that there you've err () been
37 doing well and [ubm, .hi(.)

38 C: [Right,

39 S: o so that’s like perbaps been good for your self-[confidence

40 C: [Yeah it has.

In the opening turn in this extract the social worker sets out (on lines
1-5) to revive the realisation narrative that was jointly constructed during
the previous meeting It seems that she wants carefully to test whether
the interpretation they negotiated the last time round is still valid,
whether the client is still committed to that interpretation. The social
worker raises the issue by referring to her institutional responsibilities,
L.e. the reposts she has to write on the basis of the meetings. This
provides a good excuse for the social worker to refer to the previous
interpretation of what had happened as a useful lesson. Before she
proceeds to her summary (on line 5), the social worker weaves her
interpretation of the client’s situation into the eatlier conversation and
appeals explicitly to what the client had said eatlier: “like what you said
that.”
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However, the client does not immediately drop the narrative of the
juridical game and revert back to the realisation narrative, so the social
worker begins to reconstruct the narrative one piece at a time. The
social worker proceeds through the next steps in a rather tentative fash-
ion, yet heads very systematically in the direction she has chosen: “that
it like forced you to stop” (line 11), “you had to think things over and
you started to think about it” (lines 14-18). the army made possible 2
“change of direction” (line 23) and was “:learly different” (line 24),
“good for your self-confidence” (line 39). The interpretations begin
with externalising explanations and move towards action based and
personal ones.

Tt is also interesting to see how the client’s responses begin to change.
On line 6, where one might expect the firsi response, there is nothing
but a pause. At the next stage (on lines 8 an113), the client’s responses
are still at a bare minimum (“mm”). Finally in the third stage, he joins
the social worker as “co-producer” of the narrative (lines 22, 26, 28,
30, 32), and eventually on line 40 confirms the social worker’ interpre-
tation that his self-confidence has been stiengthened. The client was
eventually persuaded to begin co-produciny the narrative through the
point at which the past was viewed from he perspective of positive

developments.

From crime to resource:
summary of the conversation process

The conversational process and the construction of narratives over
the course of the two meetings between the social worker and the
client can be summarised as follows. During the first meeting, the
conversation shifted gradually from a viciim narrative (initiated and
emotionally constructed by the client) towards a realisation narrative,
and finally toward a peace-builder narrative. From very early on the
social worker applied delicate conversatiotial means to convey to the
client that the victim narrative is not an adequate means of explaining
the events which led up to the criminal charges. The force that is
concealed in the tones of the reception cf the client’s talk is clearly
visible when we compare the reception of ‘he victim narrative and the
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realisation narrative. As soon as the client imported elements of the
realisation narrative, and later of the peace-builder narrative, into the
conversation, the social worker assumed the position of enthusiastic
listener and inquirer, acting also to some extent as verbal co-producer.
Both the discussant’s tone of voice and the way in which emotional
states are conveyed play a crucial role in this type of encouragement.
The peace-builder narrative, which supports and complements the
realisation narrative, was thus actively inspired and supported by the
social worker. In fact, the realisation narrative initially emerged as an
alternative to the victim narrative, in response to a question asked by
the social worker, with both parties beginning to jointly produce an
answer, The same holds true for the peace-builder narrative, which
began to unfold through responses to questions pursued by the social
worker.

At the conclusion of the initial meeting, the shared interpretation
of the event was that it had, after all, been a useful lesson. It had forced
the client to stop and think about things, about his own behaviour and
responsibility for what had happened. What this ultimately meant is
that the client had been forced to take a long, serious look at himself,
and to attempt to find new directions for his future. If we assume that
the position of victim locks the actor and his responsibility into one
place, the transition to the realisation narrative, and further to the peace-
builder narrative, can be viewed as opening up new horizons for ac-
tion. In this sense, it can be said that zbe process transformed the crime into a
resouree. /

Social relations are also constructed very differently in these three
narratives. In the realisation narrative, the client’s best allies are no longer
his mates, but rather staff and friends in the army or even social work-
ers, although the latter are not explicitly mentioned. Especially in the
peace-builder narrative the client’s mates are transformed from allies
into the root causes of the problem. Whereas in the victim narrative it
is heroic to defend one’s mates even quite forcefully, it now begins to
seem justified to defend oneself against their foolishness. This is done
both by means of withdrawal (staying away from one’s mates) and by
building up a new actor-self in relation to other gang members (e.g.
intervening to calm things down and avoiding fights; see Appendix).

The second meeting began with the client providing a very different
account of the events that had taken place. In this case the most im-
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portant aspect is no longer learning lessons or contemplating a change
of direction, but rather playing the juridicil game with a view to get-
ting as lenient a sentence as possible. The social worker took a very
practical attitude towards this narrative, muking no attempt to silence
the client, but simply accepting the information that he provided about
his conversations with the lawyer and his di:cision to deny the charges.
The social worker refrained from commen:ing on matters beyond her
jurisdiction, i.e. the strategy that the lawyer and client had decided upon,
and took for granted that the playing of th: juridical game involves its
own rules. Besides, as far as the client’s future is concerned it is obvi-
ously in the best interests of social work (and the social worker) as well
that he can avoid a prison sentence or get o: T with as lenient a sentence
as possible. However, the key matter as far as social work is concerned
is that the client has learned his lesson, and that he will attempt to
change his behaviour in the future, thus avoiding involvement in such
predicaments. Therefore, inquiring about the client’s responsibility (and
guilt) can be seen as a primarily pedagogic ¢xercise. In this sense, it can
be said that justice and social work are diiferently oriented. In social
work we tend to delve into the past for reasons having to do with the
future, whereas, as far as justice is concerr ed, delving into the past is
primarily an exercise of finding out “whzt really happened” and of
establishing juridical responsibility (cf. Potter 1996, 193-194). Indeed
from the point of view of social work it is nteresting that the meeting
did not end in the two parties practising their strategy for the coust
hearing, but the social worker reverted (in a very subtle way) to the
explanation that was based on the realisation narrative and eventually
got the client to join in its production.

Discussion

Social work is essentially about changing things; the people involved in
social work situations are usually there bicause they want to create
change. In the context of probation work, we have to start out with
the same assumption: that the aim is to chiange the client’s way of life
and to help him steer clear of trouble. Sccial workers can try to ac-
complish this in various ways. One of the tools they have at their disposal
is conversation, which typically involves tie coastruction of diverse
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interpretations of the client’s life.

If we accept that narratives play a crucial part in both the construc-
tion of agency and in the justification of different actions, then the
kind of narratives the clients of probation offices “live” is inherently
relevant. Narratives which the client lives very emotionally can be used
to justify (either to oneself or to others) a particular act. For instance,
harming another person may be justified as part of a narrative in which
the offender is either located in the position of an innocent victim or 2
hero defending his mates. Changes in narratives may therefore contain
seeds of way-of-life changes. Although these seeds do not shoot forth
by themselves, outside the realm of professional encounters, we con-
tend that the kind of hero roles we are capable of living in our imagi-
nation have a much more profound impact on everyday exertions than
we may be inclined to think. In the present case, for instance, the alter-
natives presented to the victim narrative emerged in the discussion
through the joint effort of both parties and with such force that it is
reasonable to assume that the client will have continued use for them
as symbolic resources in his everyday life.

Since there are very few arenas in which people can fit themselves
into new kinds of hero roles, professional encounters in social work (simi-
latly to therapy sessions) can be immensely important for the genera-
tion of new kinds of narrative resources (cf. McLeod 1997, Gergen &
Kaye 1994; Riikonen & Smith 1997; White & Epston 1990). This is
particularly true in the case of a young client standing at a cross-roads
in his life. Social work encounters, even when they have no other for-
mal purpose than to collect information for an assessment report, may
thus play a significant part in the generation of new, valuable voices.!

We promised earlier that we would discuss the implications of our
analysis with regard to three themes that are directly relevant to social
work: institutional context, expertise and the exercise of power. First,
a few words on the institutional context. An examination of our con-
versation process will show that the people involved are accomplish-
ing a certain institutional task (conducting an interview for an assess-
ment and a personal history report) within a certain institutional con-
text (probation/social work). The social worker makes explicit refer-
ence to this task, which implies that both parties are aware of the pur-
pose of the meeting. Another indication of the institutional task is
that the social worker uses a form with a list of themes that she is
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supposed to cover in the interview. She also provides the client with
information regarding community service. >

On the other hand, it is equally justified to argue that the conversa-

tion process was very much constructed in terms of “here-and-now”
interaction. The social worker opened the conversation from the hori-
zon of the institutional task by asking whe her the client had read the
brochure he had been sent about community service. This question
usually paves the way for a transition to information delivery, which
some social workets accomplish within the interview format and oth-
ers within the information delivery format. In this case, however, the
conversation immediately headed in an eyceptional direction, as the
client “refused” to participate in this agenda. Instead, he set out to
provide an emotional account of the sequence of events which had
led to his being charged. It is interesting that the social worker agreed
to this change of agenda." She did not attempt to force the conversa-
tion back onto its standard track, but begar to construct an alternative
narrative by using elements from the client’s own account and by get-
ting the client himself to participate as co-producer. This narrative
allowed for deliberation from a new and different angle both as to
what had happened and why the client had behaved as he had. In a
sense, one might suggest that the social worker did more in this meet-
ing than her institutional duties, strictly spcaking, entailed.™

It is our contention that the special expertise of the social worker
lies in large part in the way she constructs a conversational relationship
with the client, in how at certain points o7 the discussion she opens
conversational space for the client and at others steers the discussion
into new directions. It is extremely difficult to explicate this profes-
sional competence, however, because encouaters always consist in flows
of interaction in which (at least) two partie; are iavolved in an unfold-
ing process of building up a shared miniature culture. For this reason it
is difficult, perhaps impossible, to provide 1ny universal guidelines for
conversational encounters.”

The context and professional expertise >f social work was also re-
flected in the kind of meanings that the social worker favouted, opened
or closed in the conversation. For instance, at the beginning of the
conversation when the young male client began to produce a detailed
and graphic account of the brawl, the clien and the social worker took
up different positions for different functions. For the young client, the
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function of looking back at past events was to assure the listener of
his innocence, whereas the social wotker was attempting to instil a
stronger sense of responsibility in the client (cf. Edwards 1997, 283).
In this case the voices of change were clearly interwoven with the eth-
ics of social work, with conceptions of right and wrong, of desirable
and avoidable future developments. Indeed the same process can be
examined not only as an example of the social worker’s professional
competence, but also as an example of the exercise of power which
produces subjects (Foucault 1981 and 1982) and which is delicately
interwoven in the conversational process (see also Jokinen 1995). How-
ever, power can be present in these encounters in many different ways,
and we do not necessarily have to look at the exercise of power in
terms of being either good or bad. It is more important to consider
what power produces in each specific situation and in each network of
relatioas.
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Appendix 1

Figure 1: Construction of agency, alliances and ciime in different narratives

agency alliances relitionship tension in story
(ally/ enemy)  to crime

victim passive own gang/  self victim  struggle between
narrative drifter the other of events us innocent and
gang (could not  them guilty
ha e done
otherwise)
realisation thinking current self/ uscful exper- struggle between
narrative and past self ier:ce and current develop-
developing lesson ing self and past
self “blunderer”
peace-builder  active me/ could have/ struggle between
narrative agent own gang can be pre-  me and other
vented by members of own
doing right  gang
thing
narrative of skilful me+lawyer/ ctime as legal struggle between
juridical game  player of court+ concept my own and
game witnesses (evidence witriesses’

will decide)  accounts

Notes

1 Our study forms part of a three-year (1957-1999) research project on
“Institutions of Helping as Everyday Practiczs”, financed by the Academy
of Finland. We wish to thank all of our col eagues who were involved in
this project for their help and support with this paper: Tarja P6s6, Kirsi
Juhila, Jarl Wahlstrém, Katja Kurti and Timo Vottonen. Thanks also to
Mirja Satka, Anssi Perikyld, Johanna Ruusuviiori and Tapio uure for their
useful comments.
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2 Spoken and written language differ from each other in many respects: Spoken
language tends to be less coherent than written text, and is often
ungrammatical and supetfluous etc. For these reasons it may seem extremely
tedious to plough through detailed transctiptions of spoken interaction.
However, we did not want to make either the analyst’s or the reader’s job
too easy by excluding all of these complex elements, because we feel that
they are directly relevant to our analysis (cf. Silverman 1997, 26-27, Cameton
1996, 257-258).

3 The emphasis on narration does not imply that we assume that all
conversation between the social worket and client is narrative. Nonetheless,
the points in the discussion in which the parties involved do construct a
narrative are particularly relevant to our analysis.

4 Derek Edwards notes that narrative analysis can have three different
functions: 1) narratives can be analysed in relation to the events that they
describe (pictures of events); 2) the main interest is with how people
understand those events (pictures of mind); and 3) the analysis can start
from the action (conversation) within which the narratives are produced.
This means that the focus is on discursive action. (Edwards 1997, 271-272)
This is precisely what we are interested in within the context of this paper.

5 According to Edwards, narrative research has been largely based on cognitive
psychology and literary narratology, which have aimed at producing
generalisable categorisations and typologies of narrative structures.
Consequently, less attention has been paid to how “specific story content,
produced on and for occasions of talk, may perform social actions in-the-
telling”. (Edwards 1997, 266)

6 Videotapes would obviously have been useful for the analysis of aspects of
non-verbal communication nuances, but this option was not available to
us. Hoowever, since our main analytical interest is not with such details of
interaction, but rather with the construction of meanings in the train of
interaction, we feel that the audio material we have collected provides a
sufficiently solid base for our analysis.

7 1f it is the prosecutor’s view that the maximum sentence for the offence in
question cannot be in excess of eight months of unconditional
imprisonment, he or she may request that an assessment is conducted to
determine the suitability of the offender to community service.

8 Depending on the type of crime the age limit is 19-21 years.

9 Special symbols used in the extracts:

Underline emphasis

(0 duration of pause in seconds

() pause no longer than half a second
I

ovetlapping utterance begins
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falling intonation

steady ot rising in onation

: extended or prolonged sound

The names of places and people have been changed for anonymity.

10 Howevet, the pauses on lines 14 and 41 can be read as a critical reaction,
which is indeed how the client seems to interpret them, at least via the
“but” on line 16.

11 It is not uncommon to hear people say that there is no point in trying to
talk sense into young offenders. We beg to differ, however. It is quite possible
that an encounter between a social worker and a client can lead to a
relationship in which talking can make a difference. People’s lives are
composed of countless strands, and although one single strand does not in
itself hold a significant amount of weight, it can be immensely important
and valuable to the individual. For one person this strand might be a meeting
with a social worket, for another it might ke a job in a youth workshop
repaiting bikes and cars. It can be characterised as providing an opportunity
to construct new actor positions and hero roles.

12 Since our concern in this article is with the transformation of narratives,
the extracts shed very little light on the treatment of different themes in
the discussion ot on information delivery.

13 Taking up the position of narrator may be one such means with which the
client can make his voice heard. In her analyses of consultations between
doctots and patients, Johanna Ruusuvuori (forthcoming) has found that
the way in which patients can occupy the arena, at least for a while, is to
construct an account in narrative format in response to the doctor’s question

3

of what is troubling them.

14 The frame of social work/probation work, or more specifically, the
recognition (or valuation) of the institutional function of community service
interviews is not, howevet, singular and uniform, as Kirsi Juhila and Tarja
P6s6 have shown elsewhere in this book.

15 For example, in another client encounter in which the social worker used
very similar questions to try and get another young male client to
contemplate his actions and future, the young man refused to respond to
the social worker’s initiatives.
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