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ABSTRACT ¢
The role of the pabtlcle "o0.k." in service enconntex .
dlalogne ‘As discussed. A service encounter is defined as a situation-
of interaction between a "posted™ server- and a secoﬁd pacty (a
customer) who invokes, the server!s participaticn as an operator of a
"gerving post:" It is 'suggested that approval or acceptance’;s often
only part of what is being conveyed when the tera “o.k." is dsed. In
particular, it is argued that this ters is attuned to punctuating
1nteractionzi units within the encounter. The servert*s.use of the
tera seeas to operate-as an acknowledgezent that it is the server's
"turn.to take some verbal or non-verbal action. The custoner's use of
the term may indicate intention to release the server frcs further
‘obllgation to provide the requested ccamodity. It is.concluded that
the ters "o.k." las at least two possible functioms: -(1j that of

signifying approval, acceptance, confirmation; and (2) that of .
providing a bridge, a linking device*ltetween tuc stages ‘or phases of
the encounter. (AN) . ) . , . i
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RELEVANCE 70 EDUCATIONAL PRACTICE

Marilyn Merritt's paper is -gn example of the careful, precise analysis

of language &gg now being carried out'by sociolinguists. It shows

that "0.K." does, not just mean 'yes' in‘some vague senge, but rather
» . , N .

* e

has an e}plicit function and structure in dissoqrse. Merritt - \'
arxives at her agal&sis by paying dttention to the social inter-

' , . ! ,
actional p rties of language use: Educational practitioners

should bé aware that there is more. to language strxiture than tradi-

-,

tional grammar, that{children must learn not only how to put souhds,

.yofas, and phrases toggthér, but mist also become adept at the rules

\ ) o
for using such seemingly innocent words and particles as "0.K."

]
L %

v

Joel Sherzer, .Editor _
Working Papers Series




L e . " ON THE USE OF "0.K." IN SERVICE ENCOUNTERS

* * ) .. . . -

e S 7+ ‘Marilyn Merritt ) .

»

1

»
.
a2

o
4 LS
19w

In this‘paper I would 1like to do two things: First I‘would3like'
' to report on my observations of some patterns in whidh "0.K." is used.
< fhe patterns given are, of cburse, not exhaustive.
’ -

- - -

to suggest an analysig that makes use of interactional- concepts. I

Secondly I would like o

suggest that the implicatiow is that such social interactional concepts

*

need to be- considered in the development of a viable way of talking about

vooe 2
>

language use. ‘ : | . ¢

The analysis I am pregkntng\here is haéed upon naturalistic oEser- ' 9

vations of dialogic speech in one type of social context or situation.
\ &

This is a context which I identify by the term service encounter. ! Briefly,

by a service encounter I mean the situation of interaction between a
A ( »

posted"\server and a second party (a custgmer) who invokes the server's

. L : \
participation as an operator of a 'serving post". The " serving post—-in

y) . R A - Al . ‘ 0
. 2 . . L)

mahy cases the cashjregister counter--is typically part of a larg¥r "service

\

area'such as a stofe'or'd shop.

"Thus a buying and selling encounter

~7 _ between a customer and a Server is a typical instance of a- service encounter.
. " In loqking‘at what people say -in service encounters it has been
) ‘: natural to focus on questions and responses to questions, as these com-

> - N

.

o

«

R prise much of what goes oa in service encounters.

N

- . nqtice the pccurrence of the “word "0. K ",

~ .

- ‘.

=

0K " was referred to by, Dwight Bolinger in 1957 (in his work

In doing-'so I came to

®

on'Interrogative‘Structures of American English)_as'an approbative-—
-. n.‘ . N - . ‘g‘ . S | ‘ . )
,» » 7 defined in”the dictionary as an act that is.approving or assenting
‘ ° * .,(\ - ~‘ r

e ! to the propriety of a- thing with some degree of pleasure or satisfaction. N

H

ju s
° o .
[JREN
—‘l
.

I ) Wgtster s New International Dictionaryxofﬂthe English LangAage (l928 edition)




. . . . . . ~
) ., . R 5 - -
-gives undep, the entry for "0.K.": "Correct; all right--chiefly put or A o

indorsed’ on, documents, bills, efc. to indicate approval." The entry

-7 also suégests that the word -is proBably derived fﬁom the Choctaw "Oken;"

s /
H

meaning 'it is so and not otherwise' 22 Webster 8 Third International -

L
[}

) . Dictionary of the English Language (1971 edition)xnakes no mention of the o

‘{. P

wieoo - origin of the word. The entry lists its use as” an adverb, synonymods
.- 3 . ~ ‘.-{"l .-..

B

o ;\»wigh-"all'right" and "yes", as in ‘the sentence "0.K. Doctor,vl'llrlet .
§4tive verb, synonymous with "approve', authorizq“,

8
et you know.'"; and as a'tran

and "sanction". Both "these d;fi;itions corroborate Bolinger's designatiqnjge
’ \
My observations of the use of U0.K:" in service encounters are also
* ) ' ” 4 L G - - , )
. * largely corroborative. Howevew, a closer look has led me to ‘believe th g

) . . L2
., ’0

‘l

L]

¢

S
>

a sense of.approval‘or acceptance is often only part of what is being Qéi‘ . .\“

£

BT PRREN
s %}

conveyed when the'term "0.K." is used, In particular,~I shall argie that .

A . ST . ; -

‘ o " use of the term is attuned to punctuating'interactional unite within the -. . ™ .
. o - - - - a—-: R * ‘ » N N N M -
encounter: move,,turn and stage. o . o -y -
‘ . . . - ’ Il .
- I firsf noted that "O K." occurred in a partiiular position within
» A :
. , <

o\ ‘
the service encounter sequence, thereby characterizing ‘what might be

I thought-of as a pattern of usage. Thiinattern related to the customer's s
’ , initial request——occurring in the conversqtional slot I have elsewhere e

(l976a. 66 70) called the "customer start"——andzize server 's response ar,

. »response slot’, : —/<&L . C ) « 0"

The English language provides a humber of lexical items with which to LS

o express affirmative response: ''yes", '"yeah", 'yeh", yep y "all right",

o . s 1

M0.K.", "fine", "right", and so (Son. The differex}tia-l use of these

. - 4 H4
items in differerg:' conte‘xts.d ubtedly reflects degree of formhlity.-

-

- . - -

" However, at least 1in service encounters, there are patterns'df variatien s

- . that suggest another kind' of distinctiqp. As I have. suggested elsewhere\\\\\)

s ~, <, -

(l976a b) there are at least two major types of customer starts": requests

(3 . - . -~

° . - . 'A’
. 5
+ ., * - . - - L4
: . . . . N .
: s ) . .t 2 e " )
. , . .
. . . g . .
LY . . . . - . . .
. . P .
o

e




action.

_> : ’ ' 4 ) . 2 v
for information (as in YDo you sell bathing ‘caps?") and requests for

- .

action (as in "Can I have a pack of Marlboros please?") Correspondingly,

there seems to be a dichotomy in the affirmative responses between "yes"

items (Yyes", "yeah", " ehP s '"Unhmm") and "0 K." items ("all right",

.

"O.K.';)

-In particular, 'yes" items seem’ to operate prigarily as
e @ Y
affirmative responses to requests for information while "0.K. ¥ tems seem
< "\ 4 ¢ . Lw

to operate more as affirmative or granting" responses to requests for

(3), in which the server’responds witnlan "O.K.*.item: , . .g

4

(1) 1library

"C: Do I reserye a book here?

*

+ S: Yes' . ' A , .
(2) gift ehop
k4

Do you have lighters? L :

v gy
)-
+ S: Yes.,

T (3) notions.

]

C: C'n I have two-packs of Vantage.Green?

+ S

0.K. (turw to get)

Over'on the other side of the showroon.

Frequently, if not typically, ‘of course these kinds of. interchanges

:occur in sequence, as in (4{’ (5); ‘and (6)

-~

,

-

RO _griack truck ) . e '- )
. C: Do you havk Marlboros? ) . o . VA ‘
. > S: Yeah, Hard"or soft pack? ' ’ ’
A | Ct Soft please. ' .. S . ' .
- =+ 8: 0.K. (turns tOiget)' R ': 4 ,': * ' ‘f““
. H - : . 1
. | - \ . |

Compare, for example, (1) and (2), in which " es_Jitems occur,.with
- e y

t




‘ 7 . . ‘
. . ¢ @4 . . .
. . e— . - s - i h ' ’ B ) '
(5) notions . . : : . . , . . O
.- e . .
C: Hi; do you have uh size C flashlight batteries? ' -, .o )
+ S: Yes sir. . v e
~oo Q 1'11 have four, please? L . ' \° .
a ‘ S Do yoh want the long life or the regular? SeJ the long ’
o 7 life doesn t last ten times longer than the reguli{ battery.

Usually lasts three times as long. Cheaper lin the long rut;,: L /"

Thesa re eighty—eight. Thesé-re thirty-ﬁi/‘ ve each.

4 . » -~ [ <

L4 . N - . ~\r‘ 1\
— Gc Guess I better settle for the short life. ) . V.
- ‘. o \:}
S:. How many you want? . .
. - T - .
+ C: FPour please. * S ,
\ i} .

- + S: 0.K. (pi-cl'cs four and pu:z/s on counter). That's a dollar !

'

3 forty dnd r‘zine ‘tax, a dollar forty-nine. | -
(6) photography stsre' - *:; ) ) . —
. €< Do you stock polycom!rast paper? "., S . , o
~ ‘ . . + S Yes we do. , What size and quantity do you want? a ) |

‘e o

"Gt Twenty—five sheets, gight by ten, doublerweight.

T, s O.K. (puts box on counter); ' _

-

’ ©* It may be that the “"yes" items do Q\ccasionally occur in the response

~

-

slot after requests for‘actioﬁ\_(v.‘ien they dre. accompanied by appropriate
a‘ction). For ezzample':

(7) university cafeteria .

‘1 C/ Can I have one l.arge cup of: coffee black and one large N . 7 ‘
cup of coffée with cream" ' ~
. . <~
' S 5.8 Um_ Humm (starts fixing) K o \ . ..
[ ’ , - . ' -’
- ' . " é o ) . .
S . ‘.: s




-

However, I haye observed ho'instances of "0.K." in the response slot’

, . -

.. - : SN
- toa question of, the "Do yow have : type. Rather, in the slat that-is

‘ 1.
4 response to the customer st rt'b R. eems to be specialized as a
A} ! .

.

response to a.request'for action. The actual satisfaction of a requeet

* .

for action of course, is not & verbal response byt the requested action
‘\
itself (such as getting the peck of cig&rettes, preparing the. cup of

S

J
cofﬁee, ete.).’ This suggests that “O.K."ﬁmay have some special function .
° ‘ « ‘b N & \

as a signal or cue that the requested action 'is about to take place. N

Initially I hypothesized that "0.K." might operate generally as.an

S

acknowIedgement that it is the speakerr"(that is, the person who-said

"0.K.") turn (or present obligation) to take some action (getting the

4 N A

.cigarettes, getting out the.paper requested, etc ) In other words the‘

"0 K." might signal approval of the request and intention to act on the

Ld +

request., It seemed too, that the word "Q.K." might have a special role .

.
> . LK)

in bridging the transition from a verbal to non—verbal mode of intéraction

L d s

much as the passing of a baton in a relay race bridges the transition from
one persdn's running the race to a second pen,gn s%running the race.

I began to notice however, that the move immediately following the .
uttering of "0.K." wae not always non-#brbal This is illustrated in

v ’o

examples (8), (9 (107, ~and (11) e

(8) savings -bank
\ ’
C: ‘Do you sell gove

S: Yes we'do.ﬁ
C:-I'd.like one for fifty dollars please.

+ S: 0.K. Would you please fill out this application

» 4 . - N

completely sir.

M

o




l ) -, tion of semething to follow. - ‘

~ ) v 611 -

gone on yé,z:hally, at the same time as it provides an éxpecta-

PUEPRRES - v . . . . N , TR —
LN N . v . < . - N
L - . \. & « L - v - M
. ' e N - . . ' . ! * ) .
SRR A | e

‘ 5 . )‘ R , . . ¥ , \-n “
. ) ticke booth,’ movies < ’ ¢ - v

‘ N ) '

’ C: Two please (pushing bill through windoxg) ,

s ) \.. - - f , . X v -

- (‘ ) , S: Whicllx picture? A S, ' .

v e ‘,C: American Grafitti | t) o RN \ , ¢ , )

. * .. '>5:0.K.| That's five dollars . ‘ 5 S

- ~ - . N °a I

§ - . ¥ (10) sdepartment store, hgsiery L. p ) -
. ~ /
8 - > [
., C: (ap roaches S with® stocking, hantls then to 8) - ’ -
d T 0.K{ hon. That '11 be one=- ‘ ) TS T L '~\¢

¢ \ / R i . .- — R .f\ -

. ¢ C: (hapds bill to §) 2 . . ' )

- . . . . - R " - N
. o §: --out of five. - Sce s y .
-, i . . - . . ‘ W ‘
oL " (11). snack truck Co y ‘R
v i . . ] v N " . ,‘ B Q ‘e
- N C (stands at window, S is turned ayay) _ - c '
. -> S GS turn’to C) 0.K:s What do you want? t, o
. . ST .

: o "C' Hot dog. o ' : . . ' .
e In - every ca;e, hvver, the next move (whether non~-verbal or verbal) was .
VoS made by, the ‘same speaker who said 0. K ! (in’ all these examples, the server)-- ©

. as predicted. Thus I médified myilypothesis to wif: ’ ’ d .

« revised hthhesis . . ' A -

. - ] . . s {
] ] In my materials "0.K." items seem to operate generally .
. as an acknonledgement that it 'is the s'peaker"s '(that is; the - ® .
. A ~
) , person who said "o, K'. " turn (or present .obligatioh) to, take S Co
~ - R )
Al some? action--whether&verbal or non—verbal-—-that is, to make . -
2 . \
7 the nekt move in the- interaction. In_casesr-where the next ° ' ) o
.. move is a non-\';erbal act, the "0 -K." item can be seen to.be:
& )
doing a kind of "bridging" between t‘ahé verbal and the non- ' v
've_rbal. It anchors the non-verbal action in what has already i .




[N ! ¢ ’
o . ~ Y. [ ] * ” e t.
- : ) 4 ' * ( \ s ) - d ) =
Ve ¢ : ! o Iy - *
3 { . ~° . ‘ * ' Iy . . (‘\
S L e ‘ 4 DA } N ' *
Pl T e A ' . - . . ’ ’ ‘. ’ . ) .
¢ - The two pfatterns of.use that have beéﬁ-’lookeﬂ at so fdr involve the . '" =
. N
7 -0 .
) “server's use of the term "O K." and its rej.ation to the server's pro- o
A & ‘ Co
" S viding a reﬂ\xested sehr%.ce. Now let us consider examples in which i\g T
?' the customer who says " .K.", as 'in. (12) and {13):. . /’;\ >
o ) (12) jewelry .' T - Lo N
’ T i . * ' . \/‘ ' ‘ ‘. ‘- ‘.. . )
. \3 .\ ‘ (S has just shown Ca necklace) v . ) :
\ : C
-0 ‘ c: Can you show-me something else in that price range? : .
x T ’.“ S: Let me see what else.l have. (looking down) Here are two 7
.. - . a . .‘ ) N ) . P
' . other pendan 8., .., 2 . Cne e )
‘ v, CT D.K. "].l take these two (pointing).. ' ] ‘ . <
s 4 L] . -
€13) -. depar‘tment store, cosmetics \. ) oL L
. . e N S , ’ ’
- ’ C: Can I have a bottle//o' thé mint?// . .
¢ Pen) -t N ‘- P '\
' P ’ // What" ** // What shampoo? Lo N .
- . 2 . |- B » :
~— C Th c N o ~l .. v _
-~ % » T “ \ ’ - - "{ ./ ) s 1
- 2 S Which? . N o N
S . A * P, .
" . ' ,_C: The mint protein. Can I also T o
) . ) . s * N
’ ’ + S8t Which: £ . .
- o~ * / -t . i - I . (. .
C: The cucumbef. 'Can I smell it? - .
. S: Sure.. (placing on (;ounter) ) T
) ’
= + C: O K, I'1 take W That'll be charge. : . -
A . . K » -, ..
Py - In both cases the customer “seems ‘to be not only e:;pressing approval Ee
’ - . of the requested commodity, but also expressing satisfaction w!.th hav;mg D .
. ] (' / _I 5 "
’ exémined it. \ That 1is, he is expressing his aving/com let examinat;ion and s
) That K _p_l,!i‘ -
: his readiness to.take the next nove (irr these ‘casés to de‘cide whether to take B
%S[q‘g . - .~ ’ \ # ©
S e .. the commodity or nog:, though in othér caées the cus omer may. defer this mQVe
. . . e H ) i S . e i
o pending examinationaof other commodities) T T - o
< “ b ‘ : v o . ! v - e
. . o . o e B .,
1" \d ‘ LN - " * a a " . hniY
“ . P . ¥ ] - - 12 N " . P - R ) .
’ ' rd 7 e . - A oY N s
r,o- ) . K . ’ S ¢ . e



&

Now consider (14):

Q|

-

(14) notions'

(C has been looking in ¥ ar of store at a selection of hair
ties.) : . oo e

v ] . {
C Theae re the only ones you have, right?

¢ rd

S: Right

-t;Ct O.K. Guess ‘not. Thanks)just the same. ,k\\3
" E:/’/ 'l ' rl / M ‘
S: You're welcome. ; Co

~

Here the customer is expressly ‘not approving of. the reguested commodity,

?

but is satisfied with his examination of it. He then takes the next move
to state his decision not ﬁo buy. By expressing his satisfaction with his ,
. . ., R
examination S6f the commodity, he in a sense releases the server from any
b4 . e tas

* further obligation to continue to provide the requested commodity.
. € - \a

° ¢ - . e

_The use’ of "0 K." to release the other party fxom the current
v \

obligation occurs also in examples (15), (16), and (l7) below. In these

- ‘{

examples che requested commed ity is not proviaed by the server but a reason

s
is .given. When the customer replies with "0. K " he gives an acceptance of
. s * a'

. ethat reason or account. . o e
«

(15) delicatessen

. ¢ .
f: Do you have two dimes and a nickel for a quarter?
\-\/

S: (rings cash;regiéter, opens drawer)

. We don't have any dimes left.

‘0.K. Thank you. o :
. N » ! * * ‘ N -

drug store

. C: Excuse me, l\u looking for Phisohex-~do yL\/have any?

S: Should be over -in aisle three under skin care.
C: I already looked there. You wouldnkt have any in stock

Y

- would you? .

*




N T a0 ‘ " N 'ﬂ . (. N )t
S: No. If it's not on the shelf we must be out.
. ’ . T e
+ G: 0.K. _ Thanks anyway. ; .

i -

~
L 4

@7y’ university cafeteria . |, - ,3(

B ~ [

(the complete seﬁuence of which example (7) is a segment)

C: Can I have one.large cup of coffee black and one 1arée

X

cup of coffee with cream? - .

S: Um Humm. (sﬁérts fixing)

" C: Make that black with sugar.

S: You'll have to put your.own sugar in: It's out.

4

"* + C: Oh. 0.K. Fine.

v

In these cases in which "O.K.ﬁ seems to be used by one participant to

1

release the other participant, the releasse function qaﬁ.be interpreted as a
1 ’ . .
special case of general or "ordinary" use of "0.K." as tentatively suggested
o, - * R .

in the "revised hypotheéih" abgve. That is, since the "0.K." speaker -
thereby obligates himself to take the next necessary move in the encouhte;,

by so obligating himgelf he ﬁeceéﬁﬁrily releases the other bércicipant from
- : |

o ‘

any current obligation to éghtique}his turn. Example (18) is another example
o rs . .o
. of a "releasing" "0.K.". 1In this.case it is not a commodity that has been

* ’

requested but rathef.informaéigﬁ as to its wherggbodfs{'ki
. ¢
(18) notions ' . *

,é; Do you have}Chanuk;,cafds? ‘ . .

S: Yeah, right back against the wall therg.' Seé‘the sign —- °

L -

-
.

.

o (Chanuka'cards? Ty T - | ST ‘.
& | +Ci 0.K e -3 .
. . o . :

) "0.K." may also be used by the server to release the customer--in many -
e toa . +
- q »

P

e X s ulcaseq;;l;express satisfaction with payment, as in (19):\§; . ®

]

i
‘: ,{' ‘;5—)




(19) notions

i

+ S} 0.K. That'll be fifty, seventy~five, ninéty cents altogether.

COIN

\Y)

CASH REGISTER
CHANGE. -
» S: 0.K. Thank you. ™"~

Note that in (19) "O.K.ﬁ écchrs twice. In (2) a similar term
A . . . '

‘ma1l right" occurs in aimost the Tdentical patternt}

-

(20) ;Zions \
1 right. That's twenty five and tvo tax--twenty seven.

K
: .

SOUND OF MONEY

+_ S: All right. Thank you.§

.

The words "0.K." and "all right" %eem almo%t‘to punctuate the sequence. %

1 et
)

If they were in some sense punctuating or marking transitfon, the question-

e

arises as to what they would be marking transition between. I propose
that the ‘use of "O. K." (and other‘"o K." i%ems like "all right") may signal -
a transition in stages or something like stages (perhaps "phase" is a- better

word). Elsewhere (l976a) I have suggeéted*%hat service encoutiters typically

‘s
- 2, o M

* are composed of four different stages. access, selection decision, exchange,

and fure. In (19) and (20) "0 .K." items are used twice in each sequence:

c
o

firﬁt at the point at which transition is being made from selection decision

to exchange, andusecqndly:atvthe-point at which transition is being made

from exchange to closure. This suggests that "0.K." does indeed function as

a kind ‘of giidging device, as prOposed in the "revised h;pothesis".7 Howeyer,
{ it does not necessarilyuperfo:m this function onlyibetween?verbal and non-, '

y . i

.verbal phases of the encounter, but rather may occyr at other .possible

. :transition points as wel{.

-

-

) N ) ' - - °
".As a result of thege observations I offer the following generalization:
+ ~~.' é \ 3 -
“ Use of the term ¥0.K." has at léast two possible functions:

1015




(1) that of signiﬁying approval, aéceptance, confirmation:\‘ ‘
b v

(2) L'that of providing a bridge, a’'linking device between two
stages or phases of, thetencounter. In these cases,. use of the
term "0.K." seems to signify that’ the speaker suggests‘the ter—
minati;;*of the phase that has just preceded and’ agrees to take

+ the Initiative in continuing witk the next phase (or be satis— ; .
fied with termination \(:as in (15) through (1'8)‘). N

There are cases in which voﬁlj the, f'i?sj;, more :tfaditionally assigned

~function seems to be operating, as in example (21): T '

s

(21) notions -(midway through the encounter)’i

“

—

C: Yeah, but I wantta‘get//:"" o a)

S: Yeah

¥
LA . ' ;- \ a
C:,I wantta get colors—- )

= S' Yeah you can mix the p’apers. 0.K. Whatever you wantta do.

But very/frequently, as has been shown; both, &unctions seem to be operat:l.ng.3
1 ]

Consider .the many occurreng:es of "O.K." in the following service ent:ounter

(which is the ‘entire sequence of which (21) is a part): /

. (22) ; notions. . .

S: Whattaya lookin' for Miss? COUGH.((maybe)) 'I can help you?
C: Uh Yeah._. Christnas w;apping\\ paper. . .
S: All-right. ,We'll show you. CASH REGISTER SLAM Here you are.

. - . b t L
: Right around here Miss, look. - .

' 'C: Oh. O.K. - S A S

*
Around here,

‘St s : . ¢
q " . g . . -
.0 C: Oh 'I see. T ’ %
¥ ) ) h— % .
ot . S: Here's this ((. inaudible .)) and then ‘we got uh different
! -
. boxes here. R
,‘\ » % + Z I
fll 16 ) . xﬁ-- . .
- ‘ . . £ o . ) o ‘ .

A < e . A




ENINTT T U R it e TR W0 R ; " VT
ST LR e .‘t\};,\:;'.;‘:;,\‘. R . .o . . X - ' \
" T N . . .
f ‘ ) ‘O«:"W,J . ) ’ , . ir‘
,‘-H,: o C. ((ch;dAon t carry)) the individual sheets. ’ B p
TN s errigiit. 'J’ 4 - . ( 4
O o C: Hmm, .*- T T \," \ .‘ o | T b
,.. . ' S: And if- 9iou don't see anything indiviclual we'll 'Sell c
. : thdse, roll‘s", we'll break /! a bo:i fo you. . . @9
~ { PP | Oh really? ;- ’
) ‘ SI:‘We"il sell you’ oqe-;f y Yhat I mean. In other words
| ‘th:'sz is a aaliaf.aﬁd é"qua or three, ‘férty-;f?ﬁie cents%t
. « ., .- o . 9
O I ‘, ;_for one. Of course «his is“ehfistmas wrép indiw&d‘hal.
+ , - . NC:‘Yeah. O_.i(.’ Good.’ - ‘ '
, S: You can buy any of _tfmesie’ individgally. | In other words
g ‘ like--lj?ke oh‘eh of these Tolls yo;; éan I;ave/ / =
l ., C: Un Hunh. | ) | '
\ ) S: for forty~five ‘cents a roll. - . ’
| ! G: O.K. Thmk.you; . : |
‘Q\, v \ (s g'c:eqﬁ back to serving post; C lo;aks at ‘paper) ~ -
-.' £ - —‘ J S: You can break.any of those boxes 0.‘K.A Just take :one roll
s s .. . .- -
' ' out you want it. . - o ) o
C: ({0.K.)) " CL Y ‘ g
) o ' (s aptet_xds'to other.customer, a f‘:aw m;.nutes 'elapse) ,' )
| - Gt You don't have a;1y~i§_§3 ribbon do &ou? ’ i
i Yoo ‘RING h ‘ . .
y / " §: Yarn ribbon? .o - ’*
C " ciumh Hunh.o - 7 ST
3 \: " ) S: "Nc‘..‘ﬁa;ya‘rn' ribbon.( . ‘Just':‘uh-'—I forget—\—ef?r.wr'appiﬁg packages?b
Lo C: Uhn Hunh. ‘ _ .
‘ . ‘ -~ S: No--we havet_ what you see ox.rer here- (wglkiqg away) » —
T e ok, _ s
R N




(a few seconds pass)

o4

'Is it ever possible to mix these \tt-"

Yeah., You can do whatever you want. You wanttd-< ,
‘e ' ' ;‘ Iy '
you can nix-em—~-whatever you wantta do. SN L

S

The problem being that if I get one of theseé little boxeé

-

of bows I _gotta make'em match {huh huh) game ((amount of))

Y
¥

paper. .
N . S
Well--we're not breaking,up the bows you know. "Nother
® . . ° T
.words you wantta take--a package of bows?

LN

.

C: Yeah. But I wantta get//
s: . . . "+ Yeah.

‘C: ' I wantta get colors--

1
¥

S: Yeah you can mix the papers. 0.K.’ Whatever You wantta d7

< l

(several minutes go by, then C approaches the serving post) "

»

C: (putting selectiops on couhter) Two rol¥ks.

N

S: All right. Ninety and forty-nine is//

‘

’ ' " L] * 8
C: Oh and I need some hair spray too.

((inaudable few sesonds))

-

. C: I™1 come down and look. Go ahead and ‘take his. (referring

.

to next customer)
(after d few minutes)
> .
»
S: 0.K. Anything else?

Ix
C: That's all. Thank you,

St ((tnaudible))
C: Threelo seben: three ten, threé twepty-five. I'1l put

it in a bag for you. I .
RATTLING.  °

St O.K.—iihnhk ?ou.‘"
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The notion {ﬁ%t discourse and the significanég of words as used

®

~ \
should be studied within an interactional framework (utilizing dnter- '

[P

' actional concepts such as move, turn, and stage (or phase) ) has _been o
suggested by Erving.Gofﬁyan (1964, 1971), William Labov (1972), and .
others. The findings presented here about the use of "0.K." in service

RS eﬁcOunters corroborate this”ﬁation, and h;pefully contrfbute to a general _ \‘s

- ; :understanding of the use of the word "0.K.", 4 ‘ o

. . Mg \)
o ) - ) 0 -

- 4 ‘
- ’ / ) 3 :‘__ "
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- 1976a, chapters l°and 3.

“ not clearly resolved.

s s . .

° ; .o i 0
s » -
a8 . . ﬁ{ Footnotes s

'S SN e, : ’

¢ ] PN

~ 1, The notion of a sérvice encounter is developed more fully in Merritt

ot ‘ ' M ~ S a

"b

"oF. service enc6unter as it relates to the notions of discourse .and speech

.A.

-9,
.

from which,the examples in this paper are drawn. .

L] - ?
2. This suggestidn is not supported by the well-known papers of

S

-

Allen Walkér Read .(1963a,h) on the origin of "0.K.". Read argues that

0. K " began as a linguisticall;i"faddish" way of abbreviating "all
correct" (oll korrect = "0.K.")in the late l830s, and, was later "boosted"
by its association with_tﬁégphrase "'01d Kinderhood" used in the political

-

1840. Another researcher,, Woodford Heflin (1962), argued, .

ageinst such an etymology of the word. The origin of "0.K." 1g(appa§Z;§I}

”

campaigns "o

’
. s

Though I.shall not be concerned with word origin in this. paper, -

it is interesting that" the properties that have obscured the origin of
L
"0.K." are.the very ones that make it interesaiﬁg in terms- ,language

. a"- ~
use-

' ..It has been urged that "0.K." was used i11¥uch a loose sense

’
— 4 Vd

that it must have stood for something else begides ''all correet".

[}

But slang expressionsJare notoriously loose and it should not

’

be expected . that either "0, K." or all correct would be used in

[

a strict sense. .;:' (Read, 1963a, 13-14) . ) ) .

3. This raises, of course, the possibility of ambiguity “of function for

9,

\‘any given occurrence.'\In talking with servers I have been told that in
~ Ay . i
some service encounters ‘there can be, indeed, ambiguity from this source.

For example,(ine server, " who sold jewelry and had. to_take ghock out of a

f | 10 -
- R - N \
. . A) . . .
;- 3 ‘ t" d

. - B X L . /- \v
[ L. . L - .

See chapter 4 or Merritt 1976b for-aidiséussion .

event generaliy. Chapter 2 of\Merrit 1976a describes {h detail the corpus

-

’

LN
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A - . -
future research. - 4 : . .

display case in order to show it. to a customer, told nn...that, when she had '
. - .

clear

-, . -

displayr@ an ltem and the customer said "0 K " it was not- always
whether the sttomer meant o, K." (gloss; -'Yes 'I 1l take that oue ') ot ¢

. . I

"9.K. " (gloss. "I'n fyished looking at it (shc"w me the next .p;ne) ). In

a much more serious vein, a recent airline disaster (May 1977) has been

1inked to ‘the’ possibIe misundérstanding by one pilot of "0 K." to mean -
N ' \ .

"0 K» (gloss: confi:cmed, approved' go ahead and take 3’ff ) r&ther than
/‘

T the” intended "0 Kc" (gloss. 'that s all foi: now, 1’ ll 'get back to youh ' -

e e
(when there is. more information (when you're cleared for take-offg)

*

This area of ambiguity is one that I hope to explore further in

. < B /
N .

-

S «

3

t S - <
- . . . ] Ay . N
This paper-was ‘presented.to the Fifth Annual Conference on New Ways

4.
s

of Analyzing Variatior': Georgetown Iﬁiiv’ersitjz, Washi'ngton, D. .;"Octo‘ber,'

l976 I am ge:ateful to- Dwight Bolinger and Wi]‘am Labov f%r\’eful T

»
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