
  

Interaction, Positioning, and Small Groups: Developing a Meso-Level 

Understanding of Small Groups Through Positioning Theory 

 

Pasi Hirvonen 

University of Eastern Finland 

pasi.hirvonen@uef.fi 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper presents positioning theory as an opportunity to approach small group dynamics and 

small group interaction from a meso-level perspective by taking into account both the interaction 

order of small groups and the social structures surrounding the groups. It is argued that although a 

voluminous amount of research has focused on analysis of interaction in different small group 

settings, a relatively minor part of this research has adopted an explicit approach focusing on the 

small group level analysis in addition to discursive analysis. Positioning theory offers an 

opportunity to approach small group interaction that takes into account both the interpersonal 

dynamics and the social structures shaping these dynamics.  
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Introduction 

Positioning theory, as it is understood in the context of discursive psychology, strives to specify the 

moral orders that function as the basis of interpersonal relationships, groups and even cultures and 

institutions (Harré & Van Langenhove, 1999; Harré, 2012). These moral orders set the limits to 

what kinds of rights and duties people have, say, in a group, and how they position one another by 

using different kinds of narrative conventions in their interactions. Although interaction and the use 

of different kinds of discourse have been investigated in group contexts for decades, analysis 

focusing on small group interaction from positioning theory perspective has been relatively minor. 

What is it that positioning theory could offer to the study of small groups? This paper introduces 

this discussion and sets to investigate the possibilities of adapting the theoretical concepts of 

positioning theory to an empirical interaction and small group research. Here, positioning theory is 

regarded as an opportunity to approach small group interaction and dynamics so that in addition to 

the micro-analysis of interaction also the structural elements of group interaction can be taken into 

account.  

Small group interaction: implicit and explicit approaches 

Previous studies in small group interaction and communication have focused either on coding and 

classification of interaction or studying naturalistic data from a discursive perspective. Although 

these approaches focus on interaction and communication related issues and themes, they differ 

significantly from each other. Where the coding perspectives, such as Interaction Process Analysis 

(e.g. Bales, 1951), focus explicitly on group dynamics in interaction, the discursive approaches, 

such as discourse and conversation analysis, adopt an implicit approach to small groups (e.g. 

Cooren, 2007).  By taking into consideration both the interactional elements of interpersonal 

behavior as well as the social structures surrounding them, it its argued here that positioning theory 

represents an approach that can help to overcome this gap. That is, it offers an approach focusing on 

both interactions in a given context in addition to the social structures that make the interaction and 

small group behavior intelligible. However, this requires some further considerations in regards to 

how to conceptualize small groups and how the basic concepts of the positioning theory should be 

understood in the context of small group dynamics. 

Meso-level analysis and the interaction order 

Within the field of small group research on group interaction, a need for more cultural perspectives 

has been presented (see Fine, 2012). An alternative to implicit approaches to small groups that takes 

into consideration both the interaction orders and the structural elements of group life has been 



referred to as the meso-level perspective on small group (Fine, 2012; Fine & Hallett 2014). As Fine 

(2012, p. 159) puts it “A focus on the group–the meso-level of analysis–enriches both structural and 

interactional approaches, stressing shared an ongoing meaning”. This, however, sets a 

methodological challenge if one is to connect the analysis of situated interaction and the analysis of 

social structures. In the context of small group interaction and dynamics, positioning theory offers a 

framework for analysis of this nature. Positions and positioning should always be investigated in 

relation to the local moral orders and the construction of socially shared storylines. The local moral 

orders both set the social structure for small group dynamics and are reconstructed and negotiated in 

the interactions amongst the group members (see Hirvonen, 2016). An investigation of the 

discursive practices in small groups in relation to the local moral orders represents a meso-level 

approach that highlights the interaction order and social structure of a small group.  

 

Storylines, positions, and local moral orders in small group interaction 

The following data extract demonstrates an example of a meso-level analysis of small group 

interaction in an institutional context from a positioning theory perspective (see Hirvonen, 2016). In 

a small group context, storylines that make positioning intelligible should be understood not only as 

a part of individual identity construction and narration but also as a shared understanding of the 

different phases of working together (Hirvonen, 2013). In the course of interaction, several 

moments can come about where the ongoing storyline is challenged and new conversational and 

institutional moral orders are negotiated or established.  

(1) [Hirvonen, 2016] 

Speakers: Tommi = Chair (CFO), Niklas = presenter, Enni = Sector director  

1 Tommi:  … first this ( - )  (( name of the project deleted )) in which a lot has happened and 

2                (0.4) Niklas please                                                                                                                                               

3                (0.5)                                                                                                                                                     

4 Niklas:    erm: (0.5) tell again mm (.) if I may ask the time budget that how much                                      

5                 can I  spend.   (0.8) just (0.3)  so that I  (0.3)  know to (.) summarise to that                                

6                 (1.1)                                                                                                                                                 

7 Tommi:   is ten minutes okay                                                                                                                         

8                 (0.3)                                                                                                                                                  

9 Niklas:    yeah, (0.5) the whole thing [or presentation                                                                                     



10 Tommi:                                             [yes.                                                                                                     

11               (1.0)                                                                                                                                            

12Tommi:  well:                                                                                                                                                    

13               (0,7)                                                                                                                                                    

14 Enni:      presentation.  ((whispering voice))                                                                                                                         

15 Tommi:  littl’ under ten minu[tes presentation,                                                                                               

16 Niklas:                                   [okay.                                                                                                           

17                (0.4)                                                                                                                                                   

18 Tommi:  this is an important matter. 

 

Here, a shift in the storyline commences as the chair of a meeting gives the floor to a presenter. 

Instead of proceeding with the presentation, the presenter asks a simple question about the schedule 

and a brief negotiation storyline commences between the chair and the presenter. This sequence 

brings forth an institutional moral order according to which only the chair (the CEO in this case) 

has the right to determine schedule related issues. Simultaneously, a conversational moral order is 

constructed as the chair states how much time is to be used on the matter at hand. In addition, by 

stating the nature of the matter at hand, the chair also positions the task itself as “an important 

matter”, confirming the conversational moral order.  

 

Conclusions 

Positioning theory offers an opportunity to investigate small groups from a meso-level perspective. 

This can be achieved by a careful interaction analysis using the basic concepts of theory as a 

methodological and interpretive tool. Analysis of this nature brings forth an explicit approach that 

takes into account both the discursive construction of interpersonal positions as well as their 

connections to the group processes and group dynamic. This also adds to the much needed 

discussion about the explicit study of local moral orders. Further investigations are still needed, 

especially expanding the concepts of positioning to a variety of multimodal resources that play an 

important role especially in a small group context.  
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