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Outline:

● Overview of communication accommodation theory (CAT) 🐱

○ Principles, strategies, factors, value

● CAT and social and linguistic locations

● CAT and power dynamics

● Ideas for practice and reflection

● Questions and discussion



Outcomes:

● Explain the basic principles of CAT

● Identify places to explore it in practice

● Connect CAT to broader understandings of language and 

power in instruction



CAT’s relevance to pedagogy:

● Highlights communication in reference and instruction

● Promotes reflection on practice

● Encourages taking others’ perspectives

● Helps shape, predict, and improve outcomes

● Offers frameworks for training and communication



Overview of communication accommodation theory (CAT):

Defined: A theory of interpersonal and intergroup communication aimed at 

predicting and understanding interactions (Giles, 2016)

● First proposed in the 1970s by Howard Giles

● Originally focused on in-person speech between pairs 

● Now includes communication online, in groups, and between languages

● Various researchers have focused on values, formality, identity, and more

● Referenced once in the LIS literature by Christopherson (2011)



Principles of (non)accommodation: 

1. People accommodate the more they wish to (a) affiliate and/or (b) be better 
understood

2. People receiving or perceiving accommodation experience decreased social distance, 
increased satisfaction, positive impressions, understanding, and shared identity

3. People do not accommodate the more they wish to (a) disaffiliate (b) be harder to 
understand or (c) otherwise regulate the quality of the interaction

4. People receiving or perceiving nonaccommodation experience increased social 
distance, diminished satisfaction and positive attributions, and impeded 
understanding

(Gasiorek, Giles, & Soliz, 2015)



Strategies for (non)accommodation:

1. Approximation - becoming more or less similar

2. Interpretability - becoming more or less understandable

3. Discourse management - shaping the overall conversation

4. Interpersonal control - establishing roles

5. Emotional expression - what it says on the box

(Giles, 2016)



Factors affecting (non)accommodation: (ask)

Christopherson (2011):

● Personal attitudes

● Commitment to job ideologies

● Organizational expectations

● Level of familiarity or skill

Others:

● Interpersonal motives

● Perceived social location

● Task commitment



Is it better to accommodate?

“I’ve adopted a more conservative way of dress and speaking to be seen as a 

colleague to other faculty and an authority to students.” 

(Jocson Porter, Spence-Wilcox, & Tate-Malone, 2018)

● Indicating difference can be necessary

● We can still consider how to be intentional and strategic either way



Think

Pair 

Share

● What do you think about 
accommodation so far?

● Is it something you already 
do, or want to do more? 

● Why or why not?



CAT and social and linguistic locations:

● Language is part of indicating social location

● Accommodation manages the distance between locations

● Closeness is also part of rapport, empathy, similarity, and more

How do you see people indicating their social locations through language?



Power dynamics and (non)accommodation:

Muir et al. (2016, 2017):

● hierarchical/authority 

relationship

● high-to-low accommodation 

perceived negatively

● low-to-high accommodation 

has no effects

Pretorius (2018):

● mentoring/nurturing 

relationship

● high-to-low accommodation 

perceived positively

● low-to-high accommodation 

not a focus



Power dynamics and (non)accommodation:

● Garstad (2018) reviews discourses and mechanisms of power and 

control in libraries and highlights unequal power relations

● Language as one mode of reproducing control

● What kinds of relationships do we see in libraries?



Ideas for practice:

Look at specific features:

● Formality

● Word/phrase rates

● Vocabulary

● Politeness

● Tone

Consider broad strategies:

● Approximation

● Interpretability

● Discourse management

● Interpersonal control

● Emotional expression



Ideas for reflection:

You may ask yourself:

● Where do I see myself in relation to students? Where do they see me? How do I 

indicate my location through language?

● What factors affect my choices to (not) accommodate? Can I change any of these?

● How is my language hierarchical/authoritative? How is it mentoring/nurturing?



Conclusion

● Communication accommodation theory describes how and why people do 

or don’t match each other in conversation

● Using its principles can increase understanding, reduce power 

differentials, improve rapport, and more



Questions & 
Discussion



References
Christopherson, L. (2011). Can u help me plz?? Cyberlanguage accommodation in virtual reference conversations. Proceedings of the 

American Society for Information Science and Technology, 48(1), 1–9. https://doi.org/10.1002/meet.2011.14504801080

Gasiorek, J., Giles, H., & Soliz, J. (2015). Accommodating new vistas. Language & Communication, 41, 1–5. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2014.10.001

Garstad, R. (2018). Straddling practical and theoretical borders: Critically evaluating role and place through a discourse analytic lens. PNLA 

Quarterly, 82(3/4), 48–61. Retrieved from https://arc.lib.montana.edu/ojs/index.php/pnla/article/view/1340/1087

Giles, H. (Ed.). (2016). Communication accommodation theory: Negotiating personal relationships and social identities across 

contexts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316226537  

Muir, K., Joinson, A., Cotterill, R., & Dewdney, N. (2016). Characterizing the linguistic chameleon: Personal and social correlates of 

linguistic style accommodation. Human Communication Research, 42(3), 462–484. https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12083

Muir, K., Joinson, A., Cotterill, R., & Dewdney, N. (2017). Linguistic style accommodation shapes impression formation and rapport in 

computer-mediated communication. Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 36(5), 525–548. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X17701327

Pretorius, M. (2018). Communication accommodation theory analysis of nurse–patient interaction: Implications for course design. 

International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 28(1), 71–85. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal.12184 

https://doi.org/10.1002/meet.2011.14504801080
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2014.10.001
https://arc.lib.montana.edu/ojs/index.php/pnla/article/view/1340/1087
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316226537
https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12083
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X17701327
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal.12184

