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The Interactional Functions and Mechanisms of Topic

Changes Following Questions in Chinese Conversation

Hongyue Wen and Daogong Sun

Nanjing Normal University

Abstract

Question-response continuity is an important topic in conversation research. From the perspective
of Interactional Linguistics, this paper investigates the phenomenon of topic changes following
questions in Chinese conversation. Based on the observation of nearly 38 hours of conversational
data, topic changes following questions are found to be situated in the middle of a three-
part sequence. After a question, they implement a response action, while the initiating action
simultaneously performed serves as the action vehicle for the response. When functioning
as responsive actions, two core interactional functions emerge in talk-in-interaction: implicit
negation and evasive answering, which also constitute the principal types of this conversational
phenomenon. When functioning as initiating actions, they share the interactional functions of
launching a new topic and sequence and eliciting evaluative responses. In addition, the evasive-
answer type also exhibits more specific interactional functions, such as triggering conversational
repair and compressing the conversational process. The interactional factors, such as redirecting
the trajectory of epistemic negotiation, reverse regulation of social distance, reducing interaction
engagement, and mitigating the disaffiliative stance, interact with each other, shaping this unique

phenomenon in conversational interaction.

Keywords

Interactional Linguistics, question-response interaction, topic change, interactional function,

influencing factors
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