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radically both in their function and in their content, depending on the
context. Our concern is not with instructional settings or those situa­
tions in which new acquaintances attempt to get to know each other.
These are special cases that have their own intrinsic interest. Our con­
cern, rather, is with conversations that take place between individuals
who already know each other well-the kind of relationship one might
expect to find in the small-scale communities typical of most of human
evolutionary history.

METHODS

The data reported here derive from three separate samples. Nineteen
conversations (involving 27 female subjects and 24 male subjects) were
sampled by ND in a London university cafeteria during the midday
period (group size ranged from 2 to 7 individuals). The subjects were
mainly students in the age range 18-25 years . In order to explore the
content of conversations in more detail, a further sixteen conversations
were monitored by AM in a Liverpool university cafeteria. These conver­
sations involved five single-sex dyads of each sex and six mixed-sex
dyads. Subjects were again students. Finally, ten conversations were
monitored by RD in public places (mainly bars and trains) in order to
obtain a nonstudent sample. In this case, the subjects (11 males, 12
females) were mainly young to middle-aged adults (approximately 25­
50 years old) whose employment (as judged from their conversations)
ranged from businessmen to teachers and housewives.

In selecting conversations for observation, we tried to ensure that (a)
the participants were not strangers to each other (as judged by the
general tone of the conversation) and (b) the flow of conversation was
relaxed and informal. In each case, the observer was positioned as close
to the conversational group as possible without being intrusive. The
observer focused on the speaker (there being normally a single speaker
at anyone time during a conversation: see Dunbar et al. 1995). Toassess
the content of conversations, the general topic of the speaker's ut­
terances was scored as an instantaneous scan sample taken at 3D-second
intervals: the topic of conversation at the moment of the sample was
judged by the immediately preceding period of conversation. The ND
and AM samples were initially taped. However, taped conversations
proved difficult to analyze owing to a combination of background noise
and the fact that the directional microphones often only picked up the
speaker directly facing the microphone; taping was therefore abandoned
in favor of direct auditory monitoring.

Table 1. Categories Used in Classifying Conversations

Category Definition

Personal relationships Personal experiences rising from social events,
social relationships and actual behavior in social
situations and the emotional experiences
involved

Personal experiences Factual experiences, events and circumstances as
experienced by the speaker or a third party,
including emotional responses to these
experiences

Future social activity Arrangements for meetings that will involve social
interaction (e.g. dates, dances)

Future nonsocial activity Arrangements for meetings/events where social
interaction is not the principal consideration
(e.g., sports events, visits to museums or
business locations)

Sport/leisure Comments on sports or leisure/hobby that relate to
the activity rather than the sociallemotionallife
of the personalities/ individuals involved

Culture/art/music Any comments or value judgements on the arts in
the widest sense

Politics Comments on current or past political events but
not personal lives of individuals concerned

Religion/morals/ethics Impersonal or judgmental comments on any aspect
of religion or morality in the abstract or on
religious/moral practice

Work/academic All topics related to technical aspects of work (e.g .,
attempts to explain concepts and arguments)

Technicallinstructional Attempts to explain how things work or how to
locate particular places

On average, each subject spoke for a total of 11.0 minutes per conver­
sation (mean of 22.0 scan samples for females and 19.7 scan samples for
males, range 3-51 scans) in the ND sample, 9.6 minutes (19.25 scans,
range 4-49 scans) in the AM sample, and 9.1 minutes (18.3 scans, range
3-59 scans) in the RD sample. Any participant who spoke for less than 3
minutes (6 scan samples) was excluded from the analysis.

The methodology adopted in this study differs from that adopted in
all previous studies. Those studies have invariably treated the conversa­
tion as the unit of analysis and classified the conversation as a whole as
being in a particular category. We have sampled individual conversa­
tions in greater depth in order to determine the proportion of time
devoted to different topics by individual speakers.

The topic of conversation was classified into one of fourteen major
subject areas (Table 1). We delineated the topics a priori so as to reflect
functionally relevant categories. However, some categories were added
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as the first (ND) study progressed. In the ND and RD studies, utterances
about an individual's behavior as welI as the relationships in which
he/she was involved are lumped under the single heading of "relation­
ships": our interest here is primarily in the exchange of information
concerning an individual's social behavior in the broad sense. In the AM
sample, however, an attempt was made to differentiate between the
different uses to which social information exchange might be put, and a
finer division of social categories into positive/neutral and negative com­
ments on third parties, the soliciting/giving of advice on social matters,
and discussions of hypothetical social situations was used. In the few
cases where the topic of conversation could have been classified in a
number of possible categories, the observer was forced to make a single
choice based on interpretation of the speaker's intentions. We endeav­
ored to ensure standardization of classification in the three samples by
detailed discussion of definitions as the studies progressed . However, in
general, observers experienced little difficulty in categorizing the topic
of conversation.

RESULTS

Table 2 presents the data on conversation topic for the 83 subjects re­
corded in the three samples whose records satisfied the criterion of at
least six scan samples. Only the overalI frequency of conversation topics
for each sex is shown. In general, a surprisingly high proportion of
conversation time (averages of 55.0% for males and 66.7% for females)
was devoted to discussion of socialIy relevant topics (relationships and
experiences), with a further 4-5% devoted to arrangements for future
social activities . Relatively smalI quantities of conversation time were
devoted to such matters as sport (overalI mean of 8.7%), politics and
religion (2.9%), culture and art (3.9%), and academic or work-related
topics (13.5%).

There are surprisingly few differences between the sample popula­
tions, aside from the greater emphasis on sport and leisure activities in
the nonstudent RD sample (confirming the earlier findings by Moore
[1922] and Landis and Burtt [1924]) and the suggestion that personal
relationships become a less important topic of conversation with age,
particularly for males . ·Older males (sample RD) devoted a significantly
smalIer proportion of their social conversation time to personal relation­
ships than younger males did (Mann Whitney tests on individual sub­
jects: with sample ND males, z = 2.251, P = 0.024; with sample AM
males, z = 2.491, P = 0.013; III = 8, "2 = 22 in each case, alI P-values two­
tailed).

Table 2. Distribution of ConversationTopics for the Three Samples
Percent of Speakillg Time

Sample NO Sample AM Sample RO

Speaker's Sex: male female male female male female

Personal relationshipst 35.1 41.2 49.5 46.1 15.3 37.5
Personal experiences 23.1 24.3 16.9 19.4 25.1 31.5
Future socialactivity 6.4 9.0 4.0 2.8 2.9 2.4
Future nonsocial activity 4.2 2.9 4.2 3.1 1.1 5.4
Sportlleisure 4.4 3.7 2.0 3.0 25.1 13.7
Culture/art/music 4.6 4.7 3.2 10.6 0 0
Politics 2.6 2.2 0.2 1.9 1.7 0
Religion/morals/ethics 0.4 1.8 4.4 1.8 0.6 0
Work/academic 12.6 9.3 18.9 7.8 19.4 6.5
Technical/instructional 6.4 0.8 0 0 8.0 1.8
Total sample:j: 453 614 275 341 175 168
Number of subjects 24 27 16 16 10 9
Number of 19 16 9

conversations
tlncludes comments on behavior as well as relationships in the more conventional

sense.
:j:Number of scan samples taken at 3D-second interval s.

A comparison of values for individual subjects shows no significant
differences between the two sexes in the proportion of conversation
time devoted to personal experiences in general (alI relationships and
experiences combined: sample ND, z = 0.349, III = 22, "2 = 27, P =
0.726; sample AM, z = 0.726, III = "2 = 15, P = 0.468; sample RD, z =
0.985, "l = 7, " 2 = 8, P = 0.325, alI P-values two-tailed) or in the
proportion of alI social topic conversation that concerns the speaker's
own personal experiences (as opposed to other people's) (sample ND: z
= 1.48, P = 0.139; sample AM: z = 1.162, P = 0.288; sample RD: z =
0.463, P = 0.643; alI P-values two-tailed). Only in the case of work/aca­
demic topics was there a significant difference between the sexes: typ­
ically, males devoted more of their conversation time to this topic than
females did (sample ND: z = 1.385, P = 0.166; sample AM: z = 3.815, P
< 0.001; sample RD: z = 2.323, P = 0.020; alI P-values two-tailed; pool­
ing P-values using Fisher's method [see Sokal and Rolf 1969] yields X2 =
25.231, df = 6, P ~ 0.001). The apparent difference in the instruction­
al/technical category is probably real, in that it supports the Widespread
perception that males tend to dominate conversations when instruction
is calIed for (see Eakins and Eakins 1978), but the sex difference here is
obscured by large numbers of zero values. For no other topics listed in
Table 2 were the differences between the sexes statisticalIy significant.














