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Abstract  
Despite of a well-established welfare state in Sweden, socio-economic and residential 

segregation is increasing rapidly. This has for instance been related to the neo-liberalisation of 

the welfare state and housing system. One institutional tool for reducing systematic inequality 

is the housing allowance, which specifically targets low-income households with children as 

well as young households without children. However, recent studies show how these groups 

are becoming ever more excluded, despite of the financial aid. The aim of this thesis is thus to 

contribute with a situated understanding of the practical accomplishment of Swedish socio-

economic marginalisation in relation to housing allowance and the welfare state. This is 

achieved by examining naturally occurring accounts socio-economic marginalisation in 366 

audio recorded phone calls to the Swedish Social Insurance Agency about housing allowance, 

out of which I specifically focus on accounts made by single mothers. In order to make sense 

of the data, I apply and introduce an ethno-intersectional approach. This entails the synthesis 

of the applied ethnomethodological methods Conversation Analysis, Discursive Psychology 

and Membership Categorisation Analysis with intersectionality as one analytical device. The 

results demonstrate how single-mothers intersect financial troubles, single-motherhood and ill 

health while expressing situated marginalisation as part of doing legitimacy work. The study 

also sheds light on how the application of welfare policies could partake in the systematic 

(re)production of structural inequalities. At large, the introduction of the ethno-intersectional 

approach is grounded on the theoretical interest of encouraging further action-oriented and 

situated explorations of the ways in which categories of inequality such as class, ethnicity and 

gender operate in conjunction and contribute to the generation, reinforcement or alteration of 

structural intersections of socio-economic marginalisation and privilege.  
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1. Introduction  
Sweden is historically and internationally renowned for its universal welfare state and socio-

economic equality among its population. In business news media for instance, Sweden is 

portrayed as ‘The best in the world at pretty much everything’, including financial and gender 

equality (Turula, 2017, Nordic Business Insider). Similarly, the Reputation Institute has 

officially declared Sweden the world’s most ‘reputable’ nation in July 2018, which the 

Swedish Prime Minister Stefan Löfven has explained by how Sweden’s ‘social model creates 

not only growth but also freedom, equality and security’.1 Furthermore, in social scientific 

literature Esping-Andersen (1993) illustrates the social-democratic, universalistic welfare 

state regime with Sweden. That is, a welfare state with the lowest amount of free market and a 

higher emphasis on state-intervention and socio-economic equality. Relatedly, the Variety of 

Capitalisms’ (VoC) literature places Sweden as having a state-developmentalist housing and 

pension system, which compared to market-based systems tends to result in higher inter-

generational socio-economic equality (Schawrtz & Seabrooke, 2009: 208-206).   

  According to Swedish segregation research however, there has been a growing 

socio-economic and ethnic residential polarisation in urban areas since the 1970’s despite of 

the established welfare system (e.g. Andersson, Bråmå & Hogdal, 2009; Andersson, Bråmå & 

Holmquist, 2010; Andersson & Hedman, 2016). The increasing segregation has been 

associated with economic recession (cf. Andersson & Kährik, 2015; Andersson & Hedman, 

2016), as well as with neo-liberalism (Andersson & Magnusson Turner, 2014). For instance, 

although recession strikes the country in its entirety, the specific outcomes are either 

alleviated or reinforced depending on the institutional policies operating locally. In Sweden, 

recession in combination with a less encompassing welfare system has enhanced the process 

of residualisation, wherein already underprivileged groups living in peripheral urban areas are 

struck the hardest and become even more marginalised (Andersson & Magnusson Turner, 

2014; Jonsson et al, 2016). In this fashion, segregated structures and the liberal housing 

market materialise systematic socio-economic privilege and marginalisation in separate urban 

spaces, which then become underlying structures which reinforce the multiple inequalities 

(Andersson, 2009; Andersson & Magnusson Turner, 2014; Andersson & Hedman, 2016). 

Furthermore, OECD’s Economic Survey of Sweden (2017) concludes that socio-economic 

and residential inequality is growing at a faster rate presently in comparison to any other 

country in the OECD since the 1990s – despite of the current financial boom and reduced 

                                                      
1 For the entire quotation, see ‘Sweden is now the world’s most ’reputable’ country, 2018, Nordic Business 

Insider; and Country Reptrak 2018, Reputation Institute 
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unemployment. According to the report, this is related to the free market structure of the 

housing system, which specifically punishes lower-income households and decreases their 

chances of socio-economic and spatial advancement. Hence, the authors accentuate the need 

for counteractive welfare and housing-related policies, which can shift this negative trend. 

  In relation to this, the Swedish housing allowance2 policy has been a tool by 

which the Welfare State has strived to reduce socio-economic and residential inequality by 

targeting low-income families with children and young households without children. It is thus 

a selective benefit, wherein applicants are required to fit under an official low-income 

standard (Vägledning 2004:10, Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 13-14). Yet, current 

research has shown how the relationship between housing allowance and the marginalised 

groups it aims to support is less than satisfactory. Since the turn of the century, housing 

allowance households have diminished with 100 000, or from 33, 9 % to 17, 4 %, in spite of 

the growing population and inequality (cf. Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34-35; 

Befolkningsstatistik 1999, SCB). The systematic decrease is for instance related to how the 

policy is experienced as difficult to understand by the applicants, particularly having to pre-

calculate the yearly income. This has resulted in one third of the households – often the most 

marginalised – becoming long-term indebted to the Social Insurance Agency, and thus further 

financially excluded. Other households terminate the allowance or do not even apply out of 

fear of indebtment (RIR 2018: 4). Moreover, instead of reducing overcrowding and providing 

a higher living standard, it seems that marginalised single-mother households are becoming 

more overcrowded at present than in a long time (Enström Öst, 2014). In short, fewer low-

income households are benefiting from the housing allowance due to alterations in financial 

calculations, lack of information, or fear of indebtment (cf. RIR 2018: 4). In addition, those 

who do receive it are not becoming less socio-economically marginalised, but more so. 

Consequently, the housing allowance de facto appears to be failing to accomplish its overall 

purpose: To reduce the socio-economic and residential inequality among the Swedish 

population by aiding low-income households with children and young households without 

children (RIR 2017: 9).  

   In light of this, this thesis analyses 366 audio recorded telephone conversations 

with the Swedish Social Insurance Agency regarding housing allowance, in order to examine 

the situated, practical operations and results of the housing allowance policy. Relatedly, the 

analysis aims to capture how single-mothers in particular – which have been identified as a 

                                                      
2 Other countries may have different names for this benefit, for instance housing benefit and housing voucher 
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specifically marginalised group – account for socio-economic marginalisation. Thus, the 

analysis firstly enhances the understanding of situated socio-economic marginalisation per se 

by examining real-life accounts by housing allowance claimants. Secondly, it sheds light on 

how particular policies within a Welfare System, such as housing allowance, can become 

overlooked processes which systematically generate, regenerate or alleviate marginalisation. 

The thesis further introduces an ethno-intersectional approach, which enables the examination 

of the intricate ways in which actors collaboratively orient to socio-economic marginalisation 

in situ by the intersection of socio-economically related categories, such as class, ethnicity 

and gender. Specifically, this entails a combination of the ethnomethodologically (Garfinkel, 

1967) based approaches Conversation Analysis (Sacks et al., 1974), Discursive Psychology 

(Edwards, 2012) and Membership Categorisation Analysis (Stokoe, 2012); with an inter-

categorical (McCall, 2005, Collins, 2015) and praxeological (Degele & Winker, 2011) 

intersectional approach (Crenshaw, 1991).  

 

 

1.1 Aim and Research Question  
The purpose of the thesis is to contribute to a situated understanding of socio-economic 

marginalisation in relation to the Swedish housing allowance and welfare system by 

examining how housing allowance recipients intersect categories of inequality – such as class 

and gender – while accounting for socio-economic marginalisation in institutional interactions 

with state representatives. The specific research questions are grounded upon this overall aim, 

but have been formulated progressively in light of the on-going inductive analysis of the 

interactions. The research questions are as follows: 

 

 

1. In what interactional and institutional context do accounts of socio-economic 

marginalisation occur, and what is their function in this situated context?  

 

2. How is socio-economic marginalisation oriented to in these conversations on the 

whole, and by single-mothers specifically?  

 

3. How do state representatives respond to these accounts, and what is the 

observable consequence of the interaction? 
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2. Background 
In light of the purpose and research questions, this section will provide an overview of 

background information and contemporary research related to Swedish housing allowance, 

socio-economic marginalisation, and segregation respectively. In the last subsection, I will 

argue for the need for a more comprehensive and supplementary understanding of socio-

economic marginalisation and structural inequality, in which the situated, on-going social 

accomplishment and reproduction of multiple inequalities is examined in naturally occurring 

social (inter)actions. 

 

 

2.1 Housing Allowance Historically and At Present 
In Sweden, the Social Insurance Agency is responsible for the distribution of housing 

allowances to households with children as well as young adults between 18 and 29 years of 

age who, for various reasons, are in need financial support to manage housing expenditures. 

The Social Insurance Agency shortly defines housing allowance as a means of providing 

socio-economically marginalised households with children and young adults the possibility to 

reside in ‘good’ and ‘sufficiently large’ homes (Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34). It is 

therefore a selective welfare allowance, in comparison to a universal allowance such as the 

child allowance, which all families regardless of financial position receive on a monthly basis. 

The housing allowance has two main political aims which are brought together, one related to 

housing policy and the other to family policy. First, it aims to raise the general quality of the 

residential living standard of the Swedish population. This can be related to the ‘folkhem’ or 

‘people’s home’ ideal, wherein proper housing was perceived as a universal right (Vägledning 

2004:10; Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 13-14). The second goal is more family-oriented, 

wherein all households with children are perceived as having the right to a good financial 

living standard. The allowance also aims to diminish the socio-economic gap between 

households with and without children and encourage gender equality in parenthood (cf. 

Vägledning 2004:10; Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 13-14).  

  In December of 2017, the number of households with housing allowance 

amounted to 174 908 households, out of which 144 147 were households with children and 

30 761 were young adults. Single-mother households are the largest group, amounting to 

78 109 homes. That is, 45 % of the total population of housing allowance recipients. Single-

mothers have thus been recognised as one of the most marginalised groups, according to 

recent reports of housing allowance claimant distributions (cf. Socialförsäkringen i siffror, 
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2017: 34-35; Barnhushållens ekonomi, 2018: 13-17). The proportion of households with 

housing allowance has diminished since the change of the century, largely due to changes in 

the regulations in the 1990s regarding how to calculate income levels, as well as due to a 

national income raise whilst the maximum income levels for receiving the allowance have 

remained the same (cf. Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34-35). For example, in 1999, the 

total amount of households amounted to 271 656 households out of the total population of 8 

861 426 (Befolkningsstatistik 1999, SCB). The difference between 1999 and 2017 is therefore 

almost 100 000 households. If we look at the total population however, it increased to 10 

120 242 by December of 2017 (Befolkningsstatistik 2017, SCB). Thus, if we compare the 

proportions of households with housing allowance in 1999 and 2017, it has diminished from 

3,1 % to 1,7, % of the population.   

  When divided in type of residence in 2017, 159 245 live in rental apartments, 

6 850 in co-operatives, 2 993 in houses, 116 in agricultural properties, and 5 704 in ‘other’ 

(not specified). In 1999, the corresponding numbers are 225 473, 26 695, 17 147, 1 443, and 

898 (Swedish Social Insurance Agency, statistics 1999-2017, see table 1 in the appendix). 

Hence, whereas rental apartments continue as the dominant type of residence (83 % in 1999 

and 91 % in 2017), the number of people living in co-operatives, houses and agricultural 

properties have diminished noticeably, while people living in ‘other’ homes have increased. 

Consequently, it seems that socio-economically disadvantaged groups increasingly live in 

rental apartments and non-specified residences, and less in houses and co-operatives than 

before (cf. Swedish Social Insurance Agency, statistics 1999-2017). One possible explanation 

for this, could lie in the increase in prices in the Swedish housing market, rendering the 

expenses too great even with the aid of housing allowance (e.g. Carlgren, 2017).   

  From a historical perspective, the housing allowance has existed in Sweden 

since the mid-1930s as a part of the establishment of the welfare system, but has developed 

quite a lot since then (cf. Vägledning 2004: 10). In the beginning, the main goal of housing 

allowance was to raise the living standards and encourage housing consumption among the 

population. After the Second World War, the goal shifted to being more family-oriented, 

wherein the allowance was applied to strengthen the family household and encourage 

childbearing, for instance by requiring the household to have at least three children. Yet, the 

factors determining which households that were entitled to the housing allowance were still 

quite arbitrary, for instance, with no specific parameter regarding income levels. Rather, state 

representatives decided which families who should receive the allowance from case to case, 

by making personal evaluations of the ‘real need’ of the household in relation to finance, 
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family size, residence size, as well as the living standard of the household. In order to be 

entitled to the allowance, it was thus necessary that the home met the standards of 

‘appropriate’ furnishing/equipment and size (cf. Vägledning 2004: 10).  

  With the passing of time, the system changed so as to incorporate more ‘hard’ 

evidence, such as a yearly income under a certain limit (cf. Vägledning 2004: 10; Swedish 

Social Insurance Agency: 12-13). During the 1960s until present time, the family-oriented 

side of the allowance has been strengthened by increasing the sum for households with 

children as well as by including various kinds of households with children, for instance by 

including homes with less than three children. On the other hand, by 1974 when the Swedish 

economic situation began to decline and a larger proportion of young people were having a 

difficult time becoming socio-economically established, the allowance conditions were 

broadened to include young households without children. During the 1990s, the Swedish 

welfare system and housing allowance underwent a shift towards more business-oriented 

procedures. In the reform of 1996-1997, the technique for calculating income levels became 

more rationalised by using pre-defined income levels and equations for the evaluation of 

people’s financial need. Whether a household receives the allowance or not is thus currently 

based on whether the yearly income falls under the predetermined digit or not (cf. Vägledning 

2004: 10; Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 12-13). A constraint regarding residence size in 

proportion to the number of occupants was also included in the allowance calculation. This 

has led to unexpected consequences opposite to the goals of housing allowance, in which 

particularly single-parent households have become more overcrowded (Enström Öst, 2014).   

  Hence, there are at present several parameters which restrict which households 

that are entitled to housing allowance (cf. Vägledning 2004:10, Swedish Social Insurance 

Agency: 14-18, 37; Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34-35). First, the allowance can only be 

distributed to Swedish citizens or to residents with a residence permit. If a married couple 

applies for housing allowance together and one of them does not fulfil these requirements, the 

application will be denied even if the other partner fulfils them. The parameters which guide 

which households that are entitled to the allowance are, in general: household composition 

(married, cohabiting or single-parent households with at least one child; or young adult 

between 18 and 29); cost of the residence (exceeding 1400 Swedish crowns/month); the size 

of residence in relation to the number of occupants; and income levels. The applicant can only 

apply for their own ‘private residence’ (Swedish: ‘egen bostad’), a term which includes house 

ownership, co-operatives or rental apartments. As follows, the person applying for housing 

allowance needs to be in possession of, and provide evidence for, a housing contract (rental or 
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purchase), as well as be officially registered and presently living at the given address. In 

addition, if a person rents room(s) in a residence wherein the owner also lives permanently or 

from time to time, the person is not entitled to housing allowance. In 2018, the regulations 

broadened to include families with children with alternating residence, that is, wherein 

children live a relatively equal amount of time with both parents respectively (cf. Vägledning 

2004:10, Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 14-18, 37; Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34-

35). The specific parameters related to household composition, size of residence and income 

levels and the corresponding amounts of housing allowance can be seen in table 1, below.  

 

 

Table 1. Parameters for Housing Allowance 2016, Social Insurance Agency 

 Maximum 
allowance (in 

Swedish 
crowns)/ 
month  

Maximum size 
of residence in 

square meters 
/month  

Maximum 
Income level 

(in Swedish 
crowns)/year  

 

Households 
with Children, 

according to 
number of 
children:   

  Single 
Parent 

Households  

Married/Cohabiting 
Households  

1  3400  80 117 000 58 500/ applicant 

2  4200 100 117 000 58 500/ applicant 

3 5200  120 117 000 58 500/ applicant 

4 5200 140 117 000 58 500/ applicant 

5 or more  5200 160 117 000 58 500/ applicant 

Households 

without 
children, 18-
29 years of 
age  

1300  60 41 000 58 000 

Reference: Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34-35, Swedish Social Insurance Agency 

 

When applying for housing allowance, the applicant is required to estimate their income for 

that year, on which the calculation of the allowance sum will be based. After two years, the 

Social Insurance Agency controls for the actual total income of the household and compares 

this sum with the estimate. If a household has received more than the pre-calculation 

projected, they are required to refund the difference, termed refund requirement. Nevertheless, 

this obligation can be remitted in special cases if the applicant has been sincere with any 

economic or social changes, and their current economic situation is deemed ‘sufficiently 

difficult’ (cf. Vägledning 2004:10, Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 16).     
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2.2  Socio-Economic Marginalisation in Sweden 
Socio-economic marginalisation, which also is known as exclusion and therefore will be used 

interchangeably, is a concept that can infer a variety of meanings. From a purely financial 

perspective, marginalisation is applied to unemployed people that are entirely excluded from 

the labour market, as well as to people on the edges of the labour market due to having jobs 

with unstable or minimum incomes, high risks, and low status (Davidsson, 2009; Jonsson et 

al, 2016). In Swedish research, ‘poverty’ is often measured in absolute or relative poverty. 

Absolute poverty refers to people with low purchasing power according to a country’s living 

standard, whereas relative poverty is measured as having an income under 60 % of the median 

income of the population (cf. Jonsson et al, 2016). The term marginalisation or exclusion 

(Swedish: utanförskap) is in the Swedish context often applied when referring to people who 

receive their income from social allowances due to long-term unemployment or illness (cf. 

Davidsson, 2009). Using this financially oriented operationalisation, Statistics Sweden 

concludes that 793 215 people between the ages 20 and 64 were living in social exclusion in 

Sweden in 2016 (Schermer, 2017). In 2018, 7 %, of the whole population were living in 

relative poverty, which is somewhat less. However, among single-parent households with 

children the percentage increases to 16 %, in contrast to 4 % among cohabiting households 

without children (cf. Living Conditions Survey (ULF/SILC) 2018, SCB). 

  Subsequently, marginalisation is not merely a financial concept. Rather, it 

involves intricate relationships between financial and social aspects (Sernhede, 2007: 53). In a 

quantitative longitudinal study of social exclusion in Sweden from 1979-2003, Bask (2010) 

defines and operationalises the concept as when a person matches two of the subsequent 

welfare problem variables: chronic unemployment; financial problems; health problems; 

experiences of threat or violence; crowded housing; and lack of interpersonal relationships (p. 

302). This is consistent with the definition in the Government Offices of Sweden report 

(2003) against poverty and social exclusion, wherein eight strategic aspects were brought up 

(in Bask, 2010: 301):  

 

1. Developing an inclusive labour market and promoting employment as a right and 

opportunity for all; 

2. Guaranteeing an adequate income and resources to live in human dignity; 

3. Tackling educational disadvantage; 

4. Preserving family solidarity and protecting the rights of children; 

5. Ensuring good accommodation for all; 

6. Guaranteeing equal access to quality services (care, cultural, health, legal, recreational, 

social, transport); 
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7. Improving the delivery of services; and 

8. Regenerating areas of multiple deprivation. 
 

In a more recent report for social protection and social inclusion 2006-2008 (Government 

Offices of Sweden, 2007: 15-21), marginalisation is defined as when people are excluded 

from various key parts of society, leading to further marginalisation as a whole. In this report, 

the priority objectives are to:  

 

1. Promote work and education and training for everyone,  

2. Increase integration,  

3. Combat homelessness and exclusion from the housing market,  

4. Strengthen groups in particularly vulnerable situations (such as children and women 

subjected to violence or substance abuse)   

 

Interestingly, the more recent political objectives are much less encompassing with regard to 

the multiple, social areas in which marginalisation is to be counter-acted. Also, whereas the 

report from 2003 refers to housing problems as ‘Ensuring good accommodation for all’, in 

2007 it has been changed to ‘Combat homelessness and exclusion from the housing market’, 

chiefly highlighting the area of housing. In fact, the report describes how homelessness and 

the proportion of people unable to find stable and secure residences has increased in Sweden. 

In 2005, the number was 17, 800 (cf. Government Offices of Sweden, 2007); in 2011, it had 

almost doubled to 34 000 (Swedish National Board for Health and Welfare, 2011); and in an 

ever more recent survey, it seems to have stabilized around these lines with 33 250 homeless 

(Swedish National Board for Health and Welfare, 2017). In all of these reports, it is concluded 

that about half of the homeless are native Swedes, that the number of women has increased, 

and that one third (mostly single-mothers) have children under the age of 18.  

  Moreover, causes for homelessness and exclusion from the housing market are 

predominantly explained in the reports (cf. Government Offices of Sweden, 2007; Swedish 

National Board for Health and Welfare, 2011; 2017) with reference to the individual’s own 

problems, including family problems, substance abuse and mental health problems. However, 

there is also mention of how people without such ‘individual problems’, particularly young 

people, single-parent households, ethnic minorities; people with long-term illness and 

disabilities can find its especially difficult to find stable employment and afford adequate 

residences, as there is a general deficit of affordable homes. Lastly, the reports emphasise how 

vulnerable groups are excluded from the regular housing market while there simultaneously is 
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a lack of alternative residences, such as collective housing and assisted living facilities, 

resulting in the increase of homelessness in Sweden (cf. Government Offices of Sweden, 

2007: 18-19; Swedish National Board for Health and Welfare 2011; 2017: 79). 

  In a discursive review of the term social exclusion, Escoral et al (2008) 

summarise the different meanings related to the concept and provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of how it is used in academic and political discourses. In mundane and political 

discourses, social exclusion is used as a modern substitute for the term ‘poverty’. Historically, 

poverty refers to a deterministic or even biologically inherited state of being, carrying implicit 

connotations of essentialistic negative group characteristics as being victims without agency, 

misfits or dangerous criminals. Subsequently, the main moral responsibility is placed upon the 

marginalised individual, with policy solutions following suit. This definition can in this 

fashion be linked to a neo-liberal and meritocratic perspective on societal inequality, wherein 

individuals are seen as equally capable players on the ‘free market’. Consequently, structural 

power-relationships and unequal power positions in society are neglected (2008: 11-21). This 

static, essentialistic and morally negative employment of socio-economic marginalisation can 

in fact be found in all of the Swedish reports on social exclusion and homelessness. In 

particular, in the causal explanations (cf. Government Offices of Sweden, 2003, 2007; 

Swedish National Board for Health and Welfare, 2011; 2017). 

 

 

2.3 Where and How You Live Matters: Reinforcing Structures of Marginalisation  
When studying socio-economic marginalisation from a micro-level perspective, it is fairly 

easy to solely focus on the observable references to inequalities without taking heed to the 

socio-spatial context in which these are embedded, accomplished and reproduced. Thus, in 

order to reduce the risk of neglecting the role of social structures, the social insurance 

interactions which are the focus of this thesis are placed within the context of deepened socio-

economic, residential segregation in Sweden (e.g. Andersson, Bråmå & Hogdal, 2009). In 

brief, the concept of residential segregation can be defined as systematic divisions in space 

with regard to demographics, socio-economic position and ethnicity (Andersson, Bråmå & 

Hogdal, 2009: 12-13). It does not refer to specific marginalised areas, as it often is used in 

colloquial speech and in news media. In contrast, segregation is a relational, processual and 

multifaceted concept, describing how space is structurally divided as well as within an on-

going polarisation between advantaged and disadvantaged areas. Segregation is thus directly 

related to divisions among housing types, such as between areas with a high quantity of 
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expensive houses and co-operatives, in contrast to areas with a high amount of low-priced 

rental apartments (cf. Andersson, Bråmå & Hogdal, 2009). In addition, segregation is 

intimately connected to the reproduction and reinforcement of extensive socio-economic 

problems by either promoting or limiting people’s opportunities, mobility and immobility 

through neighbourhood effects (e.g. Andersson, 2008; 2009). For instance, by influencing 

people’s education (Roda & Wells, 2013); occupation and health (Sampson, 2012; Boschman, 

2015); political views (Widestrom, 2015), cohesion (Cassiers & Kesteloot, 2012); trust 

(Rothwell, 2012); public discourse (Gruner, 2009); and children’s perception and experiences 

(van der Burgt, 2007). Hence, residential segregation is a mechanism which materialises, 

concentrates and reinforces multiple social inequalities on the one hand, and multiple social 

privileges on the other, within separated spaces.  

  The causes underlying urban segregation are globally understood as a complex 

combination of variables related to global forces and macro-level structural changes in socio-

economic and political contexts. For instance, how international financialisaton, technological 

development and professionalisation have resulted in a geographical and professional mis-

match of the American working class in marginalised urban areas (Wilson, 1987). These 

groups are thus embedded in a socio-economically and spatially disadvantaged structural 

position, which restricts their opportunities and mobility. Moreover, negative discourses 

depicting these groups as abnormal and criminal tend to reinforce and obscure the role of 

unequal structures (cf. Wilson, 1987). However, the international explanatory segregation 

literature is mainly divided between either stressing the role of global processes, like 

financialisaton and international migration (Sassen, 1991; 1994), or socio-political contexts, 

such as the welfare system (Esping-Andersen, 1993; Hamnett, 1994a, 1994b).  

  In the Swedish context, residential segregation is characterised by divisions 

amongst expensive housing neighbourhoods with a higher concentration of financially 

advantaged, middle-aged, native Swedes, in contrast to peripheral urban areas with a majority 

of disadvantaged, younger, non-natives and newly-arrived immigrants living in cheaper rental 

apartments. As we have seen, despite the Swedish welfare system, this socio-economic and 

ethnic socio-spatial polarisation has become more severe since the 1970’s (cf. Andersson, 

Bråmå & Hogdal, 2009; Andersson & Kährik, 2015; Andersson & Hedman, 2016). This has 

been associated with global forces, including the economic recession of 2007-2008 (e.g. 

Andersson & Kährik, 2015; Andersson & Hedman, 2016); political and institutional matters, 

such as the building of the ‘miljonprogram’ areas and the neo-liberalisation of the housing 

market (Andersson & Magnusson Turner, 2014; Grundström and Molina, 2016); as well as 



15 
 

public discourses and stigmatisation of certain neighbourhoods inducing selective migrations 

(e.g. Molina, 1997; Andersson & Molina 2003; Andersson, 2007; 2013; Andersson & 

Hedman, 2016; Rosman & Flinkfeldt, forthcoming).  

  From a socio-political view, Grundström and Molina (2016) depict the 

ideological and political foundations underlying Swedish residential trends since the 

beginning of the 20th century. During the first half of the 20th century, the housing system was 

permeated by the ‘folkhem’ (people’s home) ideal, wherein good quality housing was seen as 

a basic human right for all citizens in society regardless of socio-economic position. These 

policies are intimately connected to dominant societal norms of the ‘normal family’. The idea 

was to build away poverty, ill health, dirt, and moral depravity, which were seen as inherently 

linked, and construct a society of strong, clean and working-fit households. During this 

period, the provision of adequate housing was thus foremost the responsibility of the state (cf. 

Grundström and Molina, 2016). Relatedly, this is when the housing allowance was introduced 

for financially disadvantaged households with children as a way to encourage childbearing 

and a higher living standard (Vägledning 2004:10, Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 12-13). 

However, with the economic decline after the mid 1970’s, the housing system began to 

systematically deregulate the folkhem while simultaneously privatising and commodifying 

the housing market. Rather than treating housing as a basic necessity and human right, this 

neo-liberal shift is characterized with housing being treated as a commodity for economic 

growth as well as an outward status symbol. Hence, the main responsibility for housing was 

detached from the state as basic citizen right and placed on the individual households as ‘free’ 

actors in an increasingly competitive housing market (Grundström & Molina, 2016). 

  From a financial macro-perspective, one might think economic recession such as 

the one in 2007-2008 would affect all social groups equally, leading to an overall worsened 

financial standard. However, the segregating effects were affected by the neo-liberal shift in 

Swedish housing policies, which have resulted in the gentrification of inner-city areas on the 

one hand, and the residualisation of peripheral neighbourhoods on the other (see Andersson & 

Magnusson Turner, 2014). Gentrification signifies a process wherein living-standards and 

costs are raised dramatically, forcing the majority of residents to move while there is an influx 

of middle-class occupants. Since the disadvantaged population have to relocate to cheaper 

areas though, such neighbourhoods are undergoing a process of residualisation. This can be 

understood as a negative spiral; wherein socio-economic marginalisation becomes more 

severe as well as spatially concentrated. The marketisation of the housing market has thus 

contributed to an increasingly unequal socio-economic residential context, which in turn has 



16 
 

intensified the consequences of the economic recession for the disadvantaged, and lessened its 

blow for the privileged (cf. Andersson & Magnusson Turner, 2014). This can be related to the 

Variety of Capitalisms literature, wherein Schawrtz and Seabrooke (2009) argue that different 

kinds of housing regimes affect segregation. Liberal housing regimes, such as in the United 

States, tend to promote greater intergenerational, socio-economic inequalities. In contrast, 

statist-developmentalist regimes, exemplified with Sweden, tend to render smaller gaps. 

However, the authors also take note of how the socio-spatial gaps seem to be widening with 

the neo-liberalisation and the marketisation of the Swedish housing regime (Schawrtz & 

Seabrooke, 2009: 211-222).  

  Lastly, from a more action-oriented approach, segregation can be generated and 

regenerated by situated, intra-urban selective migrations (e.g. Andersson, 2007), which have 

been divided into segregation generating-, segregation generated-, institutionally generated- 

and network- oriented migrations (for a more detailed overview of these processes, see 

Andersson & Molina 2003; Andersson, 2007; 2013). However, since the mobility of the 

marginalised is restrained by various socio-economic factors, including discrimination and 

stigmatisation, Swedish research emphasises the role of the powerful in society. For example, 

the segregating patterns of native flight, native avoidance, and the Neighbourhood Watch (see 

Molina, 1997; Andersson & Molina 2003; Andersson, 2013; Rodenstedt, 2014; Andersson, 

Brattbakk & Vaattovaara, 2016; Wessel et al, 2017; Rosman & Flinkfeldt, forthcoming).  

  In view of these structural-, policy- as well as action-oriented explanations of 

segregation, there appears to be a need of a more multi-levelled and comprehensive approach. 

That is, where either-or explanations are replaced by the investigation of segregation-related 

processes operating on and between all levels of analysis understood as supplementary angles. 

Andersson & Molina (2003) provide such a comprehensive approach, wherein segregation 

(specifically linked to ethnicity) is understood as being generated by the interrelationships 

between the spatial-material, political, ideological and discursive fields in a society. In 

relation to this, this study can be seen as contributing to the political and discursive fields 

from a micro-level perspective. Particularly, the analysis enhances the understanding of how 

socio-economic marginalisation is accomplished in situated interactions; as well as how the 

powerful in society, in this case the Swedish Welfare State, either can promote or restrain 

people’s socio-economic and spatial position and mobility through the institutional 

mechanism of housing allowance. 
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2.4 A Situated, Relational and Action-Oriented Approach   
As we have seen, much of the social exclusion and ‘poverty’ research in Sweden employ a 

more or less reductionistic, static and solely financially-oriented approach to socio-economic 

marginalisation which overlooks the interrelationships between multiple factors of inequality 

(cf. Davidsson, 2009; Jonsson et al, 2016; Escoral et al, 2008). Relatedly, from a macro-level 

perspective, Sweden still has a developed and general welfare system, as well as a currently 

strong national economy with diminishing unemployment in general (cf. Economic Survey of 

Sweden, 2017, OECD). At the same time however, marginalising processes such as 

residualisation (cf. Andersson & Magnusson Turner, 2014) generate more and more socio-

economic marginalisation among specific groups, particularly young, foreign-born, and 

single-mothers, who systematically reside in cheaper rental neighbourhoods (cf. Andersson & 

Kährik, 2015; Andersson & Hedman, 2016; Living Conditions Survey (ULF/SILC) 2018, 

SCB). It therefore becomes relevant to examine more micro-level mechanisms within the 

comparably developed and wide-ranging Swedish welfare system, particularly selective 

benefits. This may enhance the understanding of whether there are overlooked aspects within 

the system which could contribute to what on the macro level has been termed residualisation, 

which on a micro-level could be likened to the processual worsening of already socio-

economically marginalised households.  

  In contrast then, socio-economic marginalisation can be treated as an analytical 

category emphasising a multi-levelled, processual and action-oriented view of systematic 

interrelated inequalities (cf. Escoral et al, 2008). This conceptualisation can be understood as 

including financial, social, political, and cultural interrelated dimensions in complex power 

relations within specific contexts. Marginalisation is thus a multi-levelled process which is 

generated, reproduced or changed by relationships between for instance nation states, 

institutions, public policy, and mundane interactions and encounters in everyday life. This 

perspective further emphasises agency from the parties in socio-economic marginalisation, as 

well as the non-marginalised parties (cf. Escoral et al, 2008: 18-21). This enables the question 

of ‘who’ is doing the excluding, and ‘who’ is being excluded (Atkinson, 1998). Lastly, 

Escoral et al (2008) highlight how this approach can help ‘illuminate the active and passive 

exclusionary processes arising from public policy’ (p. 29), such as the housing allowance as 

well as other welfare policies. 

   This comprehensive, relational and action-oriented approach is especially 

suitable in light of the purpose of the thesis. It significantly shifts the analysis from a 

normative and distant scrutiny of ‘them’ as inherently agency-less, abnormal and deprived, to 
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how housing allowance claimants as capable actors and complex human beings within a 

structurally disadvantaged postion de facto accomplish and explicate their personal socio-

economic marginalisation in their institutional contacts. It also enables the analysis of how 

state representatives react and respond to these accounts, thereby illuminating how the actors 

collaboratively make sense of the matter at hand, manage accountability and what the 

interactional and institutional consequences are. In summary, due to how socio-economic 

marginalisation and residential segregation research predominantly employ macro-level and 

statistical approaches, there is a micro-level and action-oriented gap which this study aims to 

commence satisfying by placing the situated accomplishments of socio-economic exclusion 

related to the Swedish housing allowance under close inspection. 

 

 

3. Theoretical Framework   
The situated, relational and action-oriented perspective of socio-economic marginalisation 

brings us to the synthetic theoretical approach of this thesis. Invariably, the purpose of the 

thesis – to contribute to a situated understanding of socio-economic marginalisation in 

relation to the Swedish housing allowance and welfare state in general by the examination of 

how actors orient to and intersect social categories – places the study in a certain theoretical 

context. Accordingly, this study introduces and applies an ethno-intersectional approach, 

which is a combination of ethnomethodological (Garfinkel, 1967) and intersectional 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2015) analytical ‘spectacles’. Nevertheless, it is first crucial to 

place these two separate theoretical frameworks within a wider theoretical discussion 

regarding social categories operating in space, such as class, gender and ethnicity. 

 

 

3.1 Categories as ’Objective Variables’ or ‘Subjective Identities’: A Critical Deliberation   
On the one hand, categories can be perceived as essentialistic, objective and fixed structural 

variables which have correlational and/or causal relationships and impact people’s lives and 

opportunities in various ways. This perspective often results in deductive and chiefly 

statistical studies which focus on analysing categories such as ‘gender’ and ‘class’ on a macro 

level of analysis. There is no denying that quantitative analysis is useful, as it makes visible a 

‘structural map’ which indicates how these categories are interrelated (Hancké, 2009: 42-44). 

This approach leads to research questions such as: Is there a significant correlation or causal 

relationship between ‘gender’ and ‘class’, and is this result statistically generalizable? For 
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example, by controlling for explanatory variables such as education, a statistical study could 

find that merely belonging to the category ‘women’ will diminish the probability of achieving 

a higher salary in a certain population. Hence, the study would be able to conclude that gender 

significantly affects a person’s class-position by and large.   

  However, this kind of analysis invariably requires categories to be manipulated 

by the researchers beforehand. Continuing with the above illustration, such a study would 

only be possible by taking procedural steps, for example theoretically defining ‘class’ with the 

aid of Bourdieu’s theory (2004) and operationalizing it as one’s own and the parents’ ‘total 

capital holdings’ and ‘yearly income level’. This take on ‘class’ would then be designated as a 

dependent variable in relation to ‘gender’, which most often is measured as an independent, 

binary variable. That is, a person in the sample is measured as either a man or a woman. The 

‘variable view’ thus results in an essentialistic treatment of social categories as stable and 

separate ‘boxes’, which either have or do not have significant correlations or causal 

relationships according to refined yet simplified mathematical models (Hancké, 2009: 42-44). 

As follows, social categories are intrinsically taken for granted, which invariably leads to the 

neglect of how they are nuanced and contextually contingent in space (Gaddis, 2002: 47-53).   

  On the other hand, though deduction occasionally is applied in qualitative 

studies, many qualitatively oriented approaches attempt not to presume the meaning of 

categories when examining empirical data. Instead, categories are perceived as subjective 

identities which are socially and collectively constructed. The categories which structure 

society and make up the perspective of the ‘self’ are thus seen as being constructed and 

performed in relation to other people and existing societal norms (cf. Benwell & Stokoe, 

2006: 17-35; Stokoe, 2000; 2006). During the modern era, the social sciences emphasizing 

nurture rather than nature tended to view categories and identity as a ‘finalized result’ of 

internalized, collective social structures within a social setting, which nonetheless was 

relatively unified and fixed after it had been formed socially. These characteristics were then 

seen as explanatory variables or as dispositions of behaviour (see Durkheim, 1984; Parsons, 

1937; Garfinkel, 1967; Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 17-27). Such studies examine how gender, 

race and class are constructed in different circumstances, for instance how women and men 

use different forms of language due to internalized, collectively established gender norms (see 

Stokoe & Smithson, 2001) or how ‘femininity’ is socially constructed within domestic spaces 

(see Stokoe, 2003). Hence, although emphasizing the social rather than the biological aspect 

of categories and identities, they are still treated as more or less fixed, explanatory ‘essences’ 

within individuals which guide their behaviour.   
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  In the postmodern age, social categories and identities took a discursive and 

relativistic turn toward being seen as more fragmented, multifaceted, flexible and fluid within 

time and space. More structural discursive approaches, such as critical and cultural theory 

inspired by Foucault (1976; 1982) and Fairclough (1992), emphasize overarching discursive 

power structures in society and how these shape knowledge, values and social categories. By 

emphasizing structure, these approaches often overlook agency and the possibility of 

modification of social structures. Contrary to this, there are more agency- and performativity 

focused perspectives with influences from dramaturgical sociology, such as Butler’s (2006) 

approach to particularly gender and sexual orientation as performed, on-going projects 

through social practice. From this position, there is nothing essential about categories – only 

fluid social performance (see Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 32-34). These macro and micro 

discursive approaches lean towards studying variety in interaction and social practice, rather 

than attempting to find causal explanations to behavioural patterns.3   

  Within this broader discursive positioning to categories, the intersectional 

approach (cf. Crenshaw, 1991; Christensen & Jensen, 2012; Collins, 2015) has criticized 

modern as well as postmodern social constructionist studies for reifying categorical 

dichotomies and the perspective of the ‘self’ as a simplistic and homogenous essence by 

focusing on one category at a time. As a result, these overlook how different categories and 

subcategories are interrelated and can reinforce or contradict each other within complex 

power relationships in particular contexts. For example, how traditional feminism and gender 

studies often are analytically blind to class and race and in this fashion, overlook the nuanced 

experiences by women of colour and of the working class as well as unequal power relations 

within the category ‘women’. In this way, even postmodern discursive approaches can 

become essentialistic in practice and reproduce existing preconceptions of categories and 

unequal power relationships (cf. Crenshaw, 1991). 4     

  Nevertheless, even though intersectionality has attended to the limitation of 

categorical reductionism and essentialism within social constructionist studies, the 

intersectional approach has also occasioned criticism. For example, the majority of 

intersectional studies focus on analysing particular groups within marginalised intersections, 

such as ‘women of colour’. However, these can in their turn neglect the other side of the coin: 

                                                      
3For a more thorough deliberation on different approaches to social categories and identities, see Benwell & 
Stokoe, 2006:  17-47 
4For further theoretical discussions on intersectionality, see McCall, 2005; Christensen & Jensen, 2012; Walby; 
Armstrong & Strid, 2012; Collins, 2015.  
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How power and privilege are constructed and maintained. Although some newer studies have 

begun to apply an intersectional perspective on privileged groups and category intersections 

as well, such as ‘whiteness’ and ‘middle-classness’, these are still relatively few (Levine-

Rasky, 2011). Many studies also tend to examine one level of analysis and neglect the 

reciprocal relationship between macro-level power structures, situated context and micro-

level agency (Degele & Winker, 2011). Furthermore, intersectional studies adhering to the 

view of categories as ‘subjective identities’ tend to fall into the trap of treating categories as 

taken-for-granted, essential boxes themselves – particularly intra-categorical approaches 

which study only one category (cf. McCall, 2005). In other words, although social 

constructionist, fluid and more complex, intersectional studies have the inclination of 

analysing categories as if they were stable, dependent variables (see Choo and Feree, 2010; 

Degele & Winker, 2011; Whitehead, 2013; Lulle & Jurkane-Hobein, 2017).  

  Consequently, the variable view as well as the subjective identities approach to 

categories – including intersectionality – are consciously or unconsciously prone to treating 

social categories as explanatory essences, neglecting the interconnectedness of categories, and 

disregarding either social structure, situated context, or social action. In other words, what 

these approaches overlook is how people themselves treat certain social categories as 

meaningful and relevant in their everyday life. This can result in the reification and 

reproduction of categorical essences, dualisms, and inattention to how and with what result 

interactants make categories relevant within a particular context (for additional reading 

regarding this topic, see Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 17-47; Stokoe, 2000; 2006; Stokoe & 

Smithson, 2001).  

 

 

3.2 Categories as Social Accomplishments: An Ethnomethodological Viewpoint  

According to Benwell & Stokoe (2006: 17-47), a promising solution to the pitfalls of treating 

categories as essentialistic variables and overlooking social structure, context or action can be 

found in taking an action-oriented, discursive approach. From this stance, categories are 

perceived as contextually situated, intersubjective accomplishments which are ‘done’ within a 

specific stretch of interaction. A social category, such as gender or class, is thus understood as 

something that is ‘achieved’ or ‘worked up’ in social interaction, rather than being an 

objective, fixed attribute or a subjective, socialized notion of group belonging that affects 

behaviour. Furthermore, categories are neither objective nor subjective, but are endlessly, 
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collaboratively constructed and imbued with intersubjective meanings which either can be 

oriented to, made relevant, questioned or defied by actors (cf. Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 17-

47; Stokoe, 2000; 2006).  

  This perspective of socially accomplished, situated categories is adhered by 

ethnomethodology, grounded by Harold Garfinkel (1967; 1996). It was proposed as an 

alternative epistemological and methodological approach to ‘formal’ analysis, which simply 

is a different terminology for the use of deduction and grand theories when making sense of 

social behaviour. Such approaches tend to treat social actors as mechanical ‘puppets’, which 

are carried back and forth by unseen, taken-for-granted social structures. Hence, formal 

analysis invariably disregards how actors imbue social structures and categories with meaning 

and observably treat them as relevant (or not) in naturally occurring situations. It therefore 

also neglects how categories are contextually situated, fluid, and more complex in their 

operations and interrelations (cf. Garfinkel, 1967: viii-34; Heritage, 1987; Sacks, 1992).  

  In contrast, Garfinkel describes the ethnomethodological aim: the examination 

of observable, socially situated (inter)actions by which people intersubjectively – or 

collaboratively – construct social meaning.5 In practice, an ethnomethodological positioning 

implies that prior knowledge regarding the nature and operations of reality should be 

bracketed as much as possible when making sense of the empirical world. Although it is not 

possible for any human being to become completely ‘blank’ in their own thoughts, the 

practice of consciously bracketing theories and preconceptions makes it easier to capture and 

comprehend the worked up meaning that the actors under observation orient to, reproduce or 

challenge in that particular context (cf. Garfinkel, 1967: vii-34; Heritage, 1987: 224-265).  

  Each social action is moreover understood as being reflexive, that is, as being 

spontaneously and continually accomplished in situ rather than mere mechanical results of 

structural predisposition. However, this does not mean that actions are perceived as occurring 

in a social and contextual vacuum independent of social structures and cultural norms. In 

short, while an ethnomethodological viewpoint recognises the structural embeddedness and 

contingency of social action, the difference lies in that the connection to or effect of social 

structures on the perceived action is not assumed a-priori in the analysis. Accordingly, the 

importance of ‘gender’ or ‘class’ is not presupposed or imposed on the analysis. Instead, the 

principle of account-ability is followed, by which researchers attempt to only include the 

                                                      
5 Paraphrased from the original quotation that ethnomethodology aims to examine ‘the rational properties of 
indexical expressions and other practical actions as contingent ongoing accomplishments of organized artful 
practices of everyday life’ (Garfinkel, 1967: 11) 
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intersubjective sense-making meanings that actors themselves observably-and-reportably 

employ. In this fashion, social actions are seen as indexical. That is, as accomplished in 

relation to a particular sequence of social actions as well as a situated context (cf. Heritage, 

1987: 224-265, Stokoe, 2012). In summary, Garfinkel (cf. 1967) proposed an alternate way of 

understanding social actions and categories as situated, intersubjective, reflexive and 

indexical, in contrast disembedded, objective, decidedly dispositioned and essentialistic.  

 

 

a. Common Criticisms of Ethnomethodology  
Understandably, there have arisen various criticisms against ethnomethodology. For instance, 

that ethnomethodology is in opposition to the operations of social structure, culture, and 

ontological realism due to its focus on micro-level actions (Alexander, 1987; Alexander & 

Giesen, 1987; Hillbert, 1990). However, even though the ethnomethodological emphasis 

methodologically lies on situated, socially constructed actions, it is theoretically in principle 

not contrary to formal approaches and theories of social structure. In other words, it is neither 

unaware of nor denies the operations of macro-level power relations and culture structures in 

society (cf. Garfinkel, 1967: viii-34; 1996). As we have seen, ethnomethodology views social 

actions as contextually contingent, micro-level mechanisms which collaboratively make up 

macro-level social structures. Hence, the approach adheres to a reciprocal micro-macro 

relationship in society and is therefore not structurally and culturally reductionistic. In fact, 

the employment of ethnomethodological analysis can contribute to and improve the 

theoretical understanding of the operations of social structures by examining exactly how 

situated, taken for granted micro-level actions can become parts of the construction, 

maintenance, legitimization, noncompliance or alteration of the macro-level structural puzzle 

(see Schegloff, 1987; 2007; Hillbert, 1990; Edwards, Ashmore & Potter, 1995; Potter, 2003; 

Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 48-86).  

  Additionally, due to the ethnomethodological emphasis on observable-and-

reportable social actions, it concentrates on epistemological and methodological issues while 

attempting to not become entangled in ontological discussions and speculations (cf. 

Garfinkel, 1967: viii-34; 1996; Stokoe, 2012). In other words, if something is not made 

visible by the participants in the study, it is not analytically significant from an 

ethnomethodological perspective. Hence, although categories are theoretically understood as 

on-going, situated social accomplishments, the ‘social constructionistic’ aspect regards 

epistemology and methodology sooner than an ontology, by means of consciously limiting the 
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analysis to only include the situated, inductive knowledge that is visible to one and all. Thus, 

it does not matter if it would be ontologically ‘true’ (or not) that an interaction is ‘gendered’ 

or ‘classed’ if this is not noticeable in the participant’s observable orientations (cf. Garfinkel, 

1967: viii-34; Stokoe, 2012). The demarcation from formal analysis is therefore more a 

question of diverging scientific interest, research purpose and suitable methods for achieving 

that same purpose – not ontological dogma. 

  Correspondingly, formal analysis is merely perceived as another kind of 

research which prompts different questions than ethnomethodology. According to Garfinkel 

(1967), while ethnomethodology asks ‘how’, formal studies ask ‘what’ and ‘why’. The co-

operation between ethnomethodology and formal approaches is de facto seen as mutually 

beneficial, as it would provide a more comprehensive understanding of social reality (cf. 

Garfinkel, 1967: vii-34). This positioning can be likened to the more recently published 

solution to methodological rivalry within social science by Laitin (2003). In short, he 

proposes that the study of the social world cannot be reduced to either structure or action. 

Therefore, instead of dividing social science in structure versus action approaches, it could be 

understood as a larger framework including a ‘tripartite’, complementary methodology: 

Statistical, formal and narrative analysis. These may focus on different levels of analysis and 

questions, but ultimately share the same main, scientific goal: To collaboratively promote an 

ever more comprehensive understanding of social reality (Laitin, 2003). If one takes a similar 

view on social science and its various methods, an ethnomethodological action-approach 

could be seen as one, contributing part of such a larger frame.  

 

 

b. Categories in Talk-in-Interaction: Conversation Analysis, Discursive Psychology, and 
Membership Categorisation Analysis  

The ethnomethodological approach has resulted in three larger analytical frameworks 

purposed for studying the various ways in which actors collaboratively produce social 

meaning in situated interaction: Conversation Analysis (Sacks et al. 1974; Schegloff, 2007), 

Discursive Psychology (Edwards, 2012), and Membership Categorisation Analysis (cf. 

Stokoe, 2012).  

  Conversation Analysis (Sacks et al., 1974) is the first practical method 

developed and stands out from other discursive analyses as it emphasizes how everyday 

conversation follows contingent social ‘rules’ and can in this fashion demonstrate the 

construction, reproduction, defiance, and change of social structures and norms in society. 
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These are further dependent on the norms operating in that context, which actors choose to 

orient to or not (cf. Heritage, 1987: 256-261). This is noticeable in the adjency pair sequence, 

wherein the first actor provides a first pair part, carrying a particular condition which the 

respondent either can accomplish with a preferenced answer or defy with the second pair 

part. For example, an invitation to dinner. When actors provide preferenced responses, such 

as thanking for the invitation and accepting it in an agreeable fashion, that particular sequence 

is usually accomplished without disturbance or questioning as the norm is being upheld. On 

the other hand, if the response fails to realise the condition by a refusal of the invitation, the 

person offering the non-preferenced answer usually will offer some kind of legitimizing 

explanation, making it clear that there is an awareness of norm-breaching. Hence, it becomes 

apparent to the interactants as well as the researcher not only that but how a social norm has 

been broken, and what this defiance to social structure leads to in that situation (cf. Heritage, 

1987: 256-261; Goodwin & Heritage 1990). Conversation analysis can also show how for 

example ‘place’ is not merely a concrete geographical location. It is a spatial, conversational 

category which is continually and collaboratively formulated, constructed and reconstructed 

in interaction (see Schegloff, 1972). In light of this, utterances within examined conversations 

are not overlooked as insignificant or as random occurrences in conversation analysis. 

Following Garfinkel, each utterance is understood as a smaller part of reflexive, indexical, 

intersubjective social actions which accomplish something specific in the interaction. Thus, 

no single choice of word, tone of voice or way of articulation is taken for granted, nor 

understood outside of its sequential and normative context. In particular, the emphasis lies on 

the specific devices which are oriented to in order to accomplish social actions within the 

interaction (cf. Sacks et al., 1974; Heritage, 1987: 256-261).  

  Secondly, Discursive Psychology (cf. Edwards, 2012), examines in more detail 

how actors employ taken-for-granted, common-sense knowledge and utilize particular 

discursive devices in their meaning construction of contextually situated realities. For 

instance, how certain social actions are collaboratively constructed as legitimate; how 

credibility is worked up or undermined; and how people ascribe moral accountability. This 

can be achieved by the use of modal formulations (Edwards, 2006), such as ‘you should’. It 

can also be done by negotiating the subjective-and objective side of an account (Edwards, 

2005; Flinkfeldt, 2016). For instance, creating a ‘factual’, neutralized portrayal of a situation 

by stressing the objective side of a story with the aid of three-part-lists (cf. Jefferson, 1990) 

while distancing the subjective responsibility from oneself.   
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  Since this thesis has a particular emphasis on social categories, the most relevant 

of these analytical frameworks is Membership Categorisation Analysis (cf. Stokoe, 2012), as 

it focuses on how people orient to categories in interaction and what this ‘does’ in that 

particular context. As we have seen, the view of categories as ‘social accomplishments’ 

implies that categories such as ethnicity, gender and class are oriented to by actors to achieve 

specific actions, such as allocating moral responsibility. This is possible on account of how 

social categories are inference rich, meaning that they are never neutral but carry collective 

meanings and connotations contingent to the context in which they are used (cf. Stokoe, 

2012). It is therefore possible to imply moral and normative judgements simply by mentioning 

or invoking a category in a specific interactional context without having to further explain 

what the underlying associations are and be perfectly well understood within that context – if 

the other interactants share similar socially constructed inferences (cf. Stokoe, 2012). Hence, 

categories such as ‘man’ and ‘woman’ can carry a multitude of contingent, implicit category- 

bound predicates or characteristics, such as strong, lazy, beautiful or intelligent. They can 

further be connected to specific category-bound activities, like office-work and housework 

(see Stokoe, 2006; 2012; Schegloff, 2007; Housley & Fitzgerald, 2009; Flinkfeldt, 2014).  

  For example, it is possible to orient to and legitimate an ‘emotional breakdown’ 

as a taken for granted, inherent result of simply being a ‘woman’ by specifically invoking the 

category woman (rather than for instance a person’s name) when making person reference. In 

this case then, ‘woman’ is the category, the ‘emotional breakdown’ the category-bound-

activity, and the implied ‘natural disposition towards emotional weakness’ the predicate. 

Sacks (1992) gives an example related to ethnicity, in how the Soviet Union portrayed ‘Jews’ 

as essentialistic and inherent economic criminals by repeatedly stating Jewish-sounding 

names in their trials (vol. 1: 42). In a more recent ethnomethodologically grounded study, 

Whitehead (2013) shows how intersections of race and class are used as common-sense 

knowledge resources in everyday interactions. By doing so, it becomes possible to perceive 

how social structures from the apartheid era are reproduced as well as challenged – and 

therefore also can be in a process of change – in post-apartheid South Africa.  

  In sum, categories understood as social accomplishments which can be oriented 

to or challenged in interaction are not neutral vessels but are filled with contextually 

contingent, collaboratively worked up meanings and associations. They can therefore be used 

to fulfil particular interactional purposes, such as legitimisation or allocation of moral 

accountability. Tracing this back to ethnomethodology, it becomes clear how studying 

categories in this fashion is one way of examining what Garfinkel (1967) formulated as 
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studying the intersubjective, common-sense meanings by which people orient to reality. Last 

but not least, by taking such an ethnomethodological positioning, it becomes possible to 

examine first-hand how social structures can be reproduced, resisted and altered in everyday 

life interactions.  

 

 

3.3 An Ethno-intersectional Approach 
In light of the above deliberations, I would like to put forward the argument that a fusion of 

ethnomethodology (cf. Garfinkel, 1967) and intersectionality (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) may prove 

beneficial for both approaches. This may at first seem strange and even questionable, due to 

how these on a broader scale diverge in ontology, epistemology as well as in applied methods 

(see the above theoretical discussions). Nevertheless, hopefully this section will clarify the 

reasons behind this choice, and how it may be a useful combination for other social research 

with similar aims as this thesis.  

   First of all, it is possible to perceive how the criticisms against the ‘variable’ and 

‘subjective identity’ approaches to categories formulated since the 1990’s, including 

reproaches made by intersectionality (cf. Crenshaw, 1991), in point of fact echo Garfinkel’s 

(1967) criticism to ‘formal’ approaches formulated in the 1960s. What ethnomethodology and 

intersectionality have in common is therefore that both approaches criticise the view of 

categories as fixed, reductionistic and disembedded essences and instead take a social 

constructionist, actor-based, and nuanced stance (cf. Garfinkel, 1967; Crenshaw, 1991). 

Nevertheless, intersectional studies have tended to view categories as ‘subjective identities’ 

and essential, explanatory ‘variables’ in a taken-for-granted fashion, in contrast to the 

ethnomethodological treatment of categories as social accomplishments. In this fashion, 

ethnomethodology seems to resolve some drawbacks found within intersectional studies, in 

particular: the unnoticed essentialistic, ‘variable’ treatment of categories particularly found in 

intra-categorical studies (cf. McCall, 2005); static rather than processual and mechanism-

centred analysis (cf. Choo and Feree, 2010); and the neglect of the interrelationships between 

macro-level structure, situated context and social practice (Degele & Winker, 2011; Lulle & 

Jurkane-Hobein, 2017).  

  The solution to these limitations within intersectionality by treating categories as 

social accomplishments instead of subjective identities or variables can however be found 

within certain intersectional research, although a different terminology often is used. For 

instance, the concept of practice categories (cf. Degele & Winker, 2011) can be likened to 



28 
 

what ethnomethodological approaches refer to as ‘action’ or ‘accomplished’ categories (cf. 

Schegloff, 2007; Stokoe, 2012). This praxeological, multi-levelled intersectional approach 

(Degele & Winker, 2011) proposes to begin the empirical examination of categories such as 

class and race on the micro-level, ‘identity constructions’ found in social interactions. Only 

after this, the analyst connects these actor-based categories with the level of ‘symbolic 

representation’ and ‘social structure’. Therefore, although intersectionality in a broader sense 

can be understood and applied in a multitude of – occasionally confusing – ways it becomes 

theoretically and methodologically compatible with ethnomethodology when applied as an 

analytical tool in the examination of inter-categorical relationships (see Collins, 2015). That 

is, when the analytical emphasis is placed on the interrelationships between contingent, 

collaboratively constructed ‘action’ categories and how these mutually strengthen or weaken 

each other in a certain context (cf. McCall, 2005; Degele & Winker, 2011; Collins, 2015).  

  Furthermore, whereas ethnomethodology (cf. Garfinkel, 1967) is a broader 

framework resulting in various kinds of studies related meaning-constructing methods within 

(inter)actions, intersectionality has its historical root in the specific analysis of the operations 

and preservation of social inequality connected to class, gender and race (cf. Crenshaw, 1991; 

Collins, 2015). In other words, the intersectional approach contributes to ethnomethodology 

in this particular thesis by introducing first, a particular topical orientation towards unequal 

power relationships in society; and second, the analytical focus on multifaceted and 

contingent interrelationships between such categories of inequality.  

  In summary, this thesis aims to show how an analytical synthesis between 

ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967) and inter-categorical intersectionality (cf. Crenshaw, 

1991; McCall, 2005; Collins, 2015) – which I propose to designate an ethno-intersectional 

approach – may be a mutually advantageous combination with regards to theoretical insight 

as well as methodological practice. In particular, the approach is useful in social research 

which shares the interest of examining the situated, micro-level mechanisms and processes by 

which people themselves orient to and interconnect categories when communicating and 

making sense of social marginalisation (and/or social privilege). As a result, the ethno-

intersectional approach contributes to a more comprehensive, nuanced and multi-levelled 

framework of how unequal macro-level power structures can be collaboratively constructed, 

legitimised, reproduced or changed in society. 
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4. Method  
 

4.1 Selection of the Methodological Approach 
The ethno-intersectional approach and research design is directly related to the purpose of the 

thesis. That is, to understand the ways in which actors within a structural position of exclusion 

express and make sense of socio-economic marginalisation in situated, naturally occurring 

interaction. In particular, it can be understood as a synthetic ethnomethodological approach 

(Flinkfeldt 2016: 36, 55-58; Rosman & Flinkfeldt, forthcoming), in which the analytical 

techniques of topical or applied Conversation Analysis (Sacks et al., 1974), Discursive 

Psychology (Edwards, 2012), and Membership Categorisation Analysis (Stokoe, 2012) are 

utilised. This study further focuses on how actors orient to membership categories (cf. Stokoe, 

2012) intersectionally (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) when articulating personal marginalisation, such 

as being ‘unemployed’, a ‘single-mother’ and on ‘sick-leave’. This is related to the theoretical 

interest of exploring on the micro-level the intersection of categories of inequality operating 

in society such as class and gender, which have been seen to act as reinforcing mechanisms of 

the marginalisation of specific groups (cf. Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2015). 

  This research design is fruitful in light of several aspects. In particular, the 

approach can be contrasted with statistical as well as qualitative interview studies, as both 

require more or less data manipulation before and during the process of data collection (cf. 

Speer, 2002). Whereas data manipulation within quantitative analysis is more obvious (cf. 

Hancké, 2009: 42-44; see also ‘Theoretical Framework’, section one above), there are a 

number of methodological limitations and risks within particularly qualitative interviews 

which often can be overlooked in mainstream science. For instance, interview studies of 

financial marginalisation would probe more or less specific questions regarding the 

interviewee’s view on what it ‘means’ to ‘be poor’ and ‘excluded’, and how this affects their 

life and daily practices (e.g., Daly, 2017). In other words, the data is constituted by post-hoc 

accounts related to socio-economic marginalisation. Whereas these may provide some insight 

into how people reflect over their situation after being asked to do so, this kind of information 

is characteristically tainted by unknown or overlooked interview effects, including: context 

effects; observer effects; leading questions; bias; and misconceptions which occur within the 

unequal power relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee. Using a simple 

example, accessing accounts of financial exclusion through an interview requires formulating 

questions which, although open, would induce the interviewee to initiate such an account. 

Also, by formulating questions which more or less presume marginalisation, the information 
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becomes influenced towards this presupposition in a circular fashion. Thus, even though steps 

can be taken in order to diminish such limitations, the effects of the ‘interview conversation’ 

on the validity and trustworthiness of the data can never truly be certain (for more thorough 

discussions on this topic, see Speer, 2002; Potter & Hepburn, 2005; Hancké, 2009: 62-107). 

  Additionally, the information gathered through both statistical and mainstream 

interview studies are extracted from their situated context and neglect the contingency of 

language and knowledge. By doing so, there is a risk of attaining disembedded knowledge 

which is contextually reductionistic and misrepresentative (see Gaddis, 2002: 47-53). For 

example, the mere location of the study or the vocabulary used in the data collection may 

influence the interviewee’s employment of certain terminology and social categories, such as 

being ‘poor’ or ‘marginalised’. It therefore becomes difficult to really know which categories 

people would use to express financial marginalisation in a non-research context. In contrast, 

by analysing conversations situated within ‘real-life’ situations, in this case an institutional 

interactional context related to housing allowance, it becomes possible to examine the 

terminology and category-references related to socio-economic exclusion that are used 

naturally within and in relation to that particular context (see Schegloff, 1997; Speer, 2002). 

Hence, alternative research designs with more or less data and context manipulation before 

and during the data collection procedure, such as statistical methods and interviews (cf. 

Hancké, 2009: 42-44, 62-107) become inadequate in light of the purpose of the thesis. 

Nevertheless, some descriptive quantitative analysis is utilised in the stepwise assorting and 

analysis in order to grasp the larger picture of how certain categories and patterns are 

interrelated in the dataset (see subsection five). However, this is not to be mistaken for the 

main analysis of the thesis as it cannot fulfil the research purpose, but rather as a 

complementary tool in order to arrive at the main focus of the thesis and analysis (cf. 

Garfinkel, 1967: vii-34; Laitin, 2003).  

  It is further possible to argue that ethnographic methods and participant 

observation could be seen as most aligned with the purpose of studying the empirical world as 

it occurs in its natural setting. However, whereas ethnomethodology focuses on studying the 

‘how’ of observable-and-reportable human (inter)action (cf. Garfinkel, 1967: vii-34); 

ethnography tends to highlight human experience as a whole (e.g. Atkinson & Hammersley, 

2007). Such an encompassing approach entailing intense observation and taking note of as 

much surrounding detail as possible makes it difficult to capture the detailed ways in which 

membership categories are systematically used and interconnected in the accounts. Also, 

conversations taking place naturally in situ could arguably be analysed with other kinds of 
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discourse analysis, such as Thematic (see Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, 2000) or Critical 

Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1992). Then again, their emphasis on larger discursive 

patterns could be likened with the zoomed out bird’s-eye view in statistical analysis which 

invariably would overlook the intricate ways in which actors orient to categories in the 

interactions (cf. Garfinkel, 1967: vii-34). 

  In conclusion, contrasting to these alternative approaches, the synthetic ethno-

intersectional approach based on ethnomethodology and its applied methods (Flinkfeldt 2016: 

36, 55-58; Rosman & Flinkfeldt, forthcoming) in combination with an intersectional lens (cf. 

Crenshaw, 1991) enables the examination of how actors without manipulation utilise their 

own common-sense knowledge and terminology whilst they are making sense of their 

contingent worlds in their natural environment. This not only obliterates the risks related to 

data manipulation, but opens up a window to the micro-level, ongoing constructions, 

legitimations and reconstructions of the structural web that hold society together (see Hillbert, 

1990; Schegloff, 1987; Housley & Fitzgerald, 2009).  

 

 

 

4.2 Data  
The data in this study comprises of 366 recorded phone calls to the Swedish Social Insurance 

Agency regarding housing allowance. These phone calls are part of the larger ISSICS 

(Interaction in Swedish Social Insurance Customer Service) database, with a total of 2255 

recorded phone calls (260 hours of audio) to 43 separate state representatives, recorded in 

2016 and 2017. These calls concern different kinds of social welfare allowances provided by 

the Swedish Social Insurance Agency, including child allowance; parent’s allowance, housing 

allowance and maintenance support. The distribution of phone calls concerning each 

allowance and the phone calls made in English in the ISSICS database can be seen in figure 

one, below. 
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Figure 1. 

Figure text: Maintenance support has most recorded calls amounting to 835. Next comes parent’s 

allowance with 558; housing allowance with 366; and lastly child allowance with 193. The English-

speaking calls make up 467 and include conversations regarding all allowances.                                                                              

 

The 366 phone calls concerning housing allowance were recorded at two separate call centres 

in 2016 and 2017 and have a mean length of around 7 minutes, with the shortest calls taking 

less than one minute whereas the longest take up to over 30 minutes. There are significant 

theoretical reasons as to why this particular dataset could bring light to the research purpose, 

or else illuminate a similar query. Studying welfare-oriented institutional conversations rather 

than mundane conversations makes it easier to narrow down the possible topics of the 

interaction towards socio-economic difficulty without manipulating the raw data (cf. 

Flinkfeldt, 2016: 50-52). Naturally, it could not be taken for granted that such accounts would 

occur in these institutional conversations. Thus, given that this is a data driven study, it was 

crucial to keep an open mind and be flexible concerning the particular focus of the project.  

  On the other hand, this does not necessarily infer the choice of housing 

allowance interactions per se. For instance, another way of accessing situated interactions of 

the most financially excluded could be to analyse conversations with the Swedish Social 

Service. However, whereas previous research has investigated Swedish Social Service 

interactions (e.g. Hydén, 1996; 1999; Rostila, 1997) and the Swedish Board for Student 

Support (e.g. Ekström & Ludström, 2014), there are no similar studies on conversations with 

the Swedish Social Insurance Agency at present (Flinkfeldt, forthcoming). There is therefore 

a gap in the empirical field of Swedish institutional conversations which this thesis helps to 

fill. Moreover, although there is a higher data quantity regarding maintenance support and 

parent’s allowance within the ISSICS database, housing allowance is the only selective 

benefit wherein clients are required to fit under a specific standard of ‘poverty’ (cf. 

Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34-35). Last but not least, due to how the growing socio-
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economic inequality in Sweden has been directly connected to the housing system and certain 

residential neighbourhoods (cf. Economic Survey of Sweden 2017, OECD; Andersson & 

Kährik, 2015; Andersson & Hedman, 2016); as well as how the housing allowance in practice 

does not seem to be rendering the desired equality promoting results (RIR 2017: 9; 2018: 4; 

Enström Öst, 2014), examining the situated accomplishment of socio-economic exclusion in 

relation to housing allowance also becomes relevant from a humanitarian perspective. In sum, 

examining housing allowance conversations satisfies the theoretical purpose of capturing 

moral poverty-oriented accounts by people within a particularly marginalised position in the 

Swedish society; contributes to fill an empirical gap in this field of study; as well as hopefully 

may shed light on issues which actually can help people who find themselves in an ever-

worsening position of socio-economic exclusion.  

 

 

4.3 Ethical Considerations 
Compilation of the ISSICS database was approved by the Regional Ethics Board in Uppsala 

(registration number 2016/073). Certain steps have been taken in order to fulfil ethical 

scientific standards (see Flinkfeldt, forthcoming). The state representatives have been 

informed of the audio recordings and have provided written consent. Also, when waiting for 

the call to come through, housing allowance callers were informed of the possibility of the 

call being recorded for research by an automatic voice message. They were further informed 

of the possibility of notifying the state representative if they did not wish for the conversation 

to be recorded. In addition, callers could ask for their call to be terminated and excluded from 

the dataset at any time of the conversation. Case files containing personal information have 

not been provided to the researchers. Nevertheless, since the researchers within the project 

have access to certain verbalized personal information through the phone calls, such as 

names, personal numbers and home addresses, anonymity cannot be provided. Nevertheless, 

all information that could lead to anyone’s identification has been kept confidential by the 

altering and/or withholding of personal information in the transcriptions and results. Hence, in 

order to gain access to the data, each researcher first signed a confidentiality agreement (for 

more in-depth discussion, see Vetenskapsrådet [Swedish Science Council], 2011: 11-24, 42-

69, 105-107). 
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4.4 Research Procedure  
The data processing and analysis required several steps, through which the dataset with 366 

phone calls were inductively reduced to 27, to allow for detailed analysis of delimited 

interactional features. These constitute the empirical base for the particular result and 

theoretical contribution of this thesis. This section will provide an overview of the practical 

procedure throughout these steps, such as systematization, coding, classification, transcription 

and translation. In turn, the following section will give a more thorough description of how 

the data assortment and stepwise analysis transpired, in order to clarify the analytical process. 

  In the first step of the research process, all 366 phone calls were carefully 

listened to and systematized in an excel spreadsheet according to their general descriptive 

information. Secondly, in accordance with the data driven design, the data was coded and 

categorised according to the main inductive patterns that emerged as the analysis progressed. 

In practice, this was done using key words as well as different colours to demarcate each main 

materializing theme and category. The descriptive information in step one and inductively 

derived thematical patterns in step two include but are not limited to: length of the calls; the 

main reason for the call; gender (if callers were men or women); which calls concerned 

‘households with children’ contrary ‘households of young adults (18-29 years) without 

children’; which callers that were married/cohabitant or single-parents, students, immigrants, 

unemployed; exhibitions of ill health; and so on. In this fashion, the data were inductively 

classified and sorted based on what the initial coding and analysis revealed to be important.  

  Thirdly, the data were coded in light of the overall theoretical scope of the 

thesis, which rendered categorisations of the visible patterns of accounts of financial trouble. 

These were first located sequentially in the conversations, and then examined according to 

their connections with membership categories and category-relevant descriptions (cf. Stokoe, 

2012), which progressively crystalized as particular orientations to ‘single-motherhood’. As I 

was colour coding, the colours for each of these patterns (red for orientations to ‘single-

motherhood’ and green for orientations to ‘financial difficulty’) continued to overlap in 

conversation after conversation. Thus, I noticed how the two patterns were intimately linked 

in the dataset. In addition, during these initial exploring and descriptive steps of the analysis, 

the qualitative analysis was combined with descriptive quantitative analysis in order to 

improve the understanding of the frequency and proportions of certain qualitatively emerging 

categories and their interrelationships, for instance of and between ‘single-mothers’ and 

‘financial troubles talk’. 

  As the data were systematized in this way, conversations proving irrelevant for 
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the purpose of this particular study were set aside. In light of the strong association between 

and intersection of ‘financial troubles talk’ with the inductive category of ‘single 

motherhood’, conversations without these intersections were removed in order to be able to 

study this relationship more closely. This analytical data assortment finally led to a remnant 

of 27 of the 366 phone calls (see section 4.5 below for more detailed information). These 27 

audio conversations were transcribed in the original (Swedish) language using verbatim 

transcription. As much as possible of the natural occurring articulations from the audio 

recording were included, such as verbal colloquialisms; grammatical faults; fillers such as 

‘uhm’ and ‘eh’; stressed words, and audial emotional expressions such as laughs, sighs, 

crying, and so on. This kind of transcription is especially useful when analysing naturally 

occurring data with the purpose of applying interactionally-oriented analysis, as it attempts to 

stay true to how the real-life interaction actually transpired (Nikander, 2008). In addition, the 

sections within each conversation wherein the theoretically relevant intersections actually 

occur were transcribed once again using Jefferson transcription (Jefferson, 2004). This 

transcription makes visible more detailed verbal and non-verbal interactional aspects, such as 

quick or slow speech; high- or low-pitched voice; overlapping talk; and the specific length of 

pauses (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984; 1999; Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: viii-xii; see also 

Transcription Key in appendix 8.3).     

  After the 27 conversations were transcribed, they were analysed in the original 

(Swedish) language with detailed line-by-line ‘topical’ Conversation Analysis (cf. Sacks et al, 

1974), Discursive Psychology (cf. Edwards, 2012) and Membership Categorisation Analysis 

(cf. Stokoe, 2012). In particular, ‘financial troubles talk’ and the interrelated category ‘single-

motherhood, as well as category-resonant descriptions, category-bound activities and 

category-bound predicates, were located sequentially in the interactions. The reason for this, 

is to comprehend how these are used as well as to establish the key purpose and action which 

is accomplished by the observed situated employment (cf. Stokoe, 2012). Consequently, the 

outcome of this detailed analysis makes up the main result and theoretical contribution of this 

paper. Lastly, the particular excerpts used as illustrations of the main patterns in the analysis- 

and result section have been translated from the original Swedish language to English, in 

which I once more have attempted to stay true to and convey the original meaning and 

naturally occurring transaction and meaning of the interactions (cf. Nikander, 2008; see also 

Original Swedish Excerpts in appendix 8.2).   
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4.5 Stepwise Assorting and Analysis of Data 
As we have touched upon in the above section, 27 out of the 366 phone-calls have been 

subjected to detailed line-by-line analysis. These constitute the empirical basis for the main 

results and theoretical contribution of this thesis concerning particular intersections between 

‘financial troubles talk’, orientations to ‘single-mother’, as well as references to ‘ill health’. 

This section will outline the stepwise analysis and assorting of data from the 366 phone calls 

to the final cluster of 27 conversations.  

  The analysis is first and foremost inductive, wherein I have tried to apply as 

much ‘ethnomethodological indifference’ (cf. Garfinkel 1967: vii-34; Heritage 1987) as 

possible. Nevertheless, after the first step wherein inductive patterns and categories 

crystalized, the second step of the data analysis required using the theoretical interest of 

shedding light on situated meanings of financial difficulty as a guide in order to locate such 

references and any related categories – if they were observable in the data. This is an 

important point, since in the case of their non-existence in the data, or else, if they appeared to 

be of minor importance in comparison to other categories treated as more salient by the actors 

themselves, the study would have changed its theoretical attention towards the key patterns of 

categories appearing (cf. Stokoe, 2012). However, as it hopefully will become clearer by the 

following description of the stepwise assorting and data analysis, references to financial 

difficulty do occur repeatedly in the data. Moreover, they do not occur randomly, but serve as 

a specific legitimating moral device in the conversations in the context of re-negotiation of a 

non-conforming request to the Swedish Social Insurance Agency. Additionally, this 

employment is mostly achieved by single mothers who intersect such ‘financial troubles talk’ 

with orientations to the membership category ‘single-mother’, as well as with category-

resonant descriptions of ‘ill health’.   

 

 

a. Inductive Patterns: Orientations to ‘Single-Motherhood’ 
To begin then, as the data began to become systematized into inductive patterns and 

categories, certain main patterns emerged. The first inductively notable categorical difference 

stands in relation to gender, in which 109 calls (30 %) were made by men and 257 (70 %) by 

women. The second prominent pattern concerned the large number of conversations which 

displayed indications of single-motherhood in the interaction itself. For example, by explicitly 

invoking the identity of ‘single-mother’ by statements like ‘I am a single-mother’. However, 

most housing allowance women callers show indications of single-motherhood by making 
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more implicit references, such as mentioning having only one income whilst having children 

to support and/or receiving child allowance. The most implicit way in which a listener can 

understand that the caller is a single-mother is when a woman is applying for the allowance 

‘alone’ while being over 29 years of age. This can be deduced based on the rules of housing 

allowance, which only allow for clients who either are ‘households with children’ or ‘young 

adults (18-29) without children’.6  

  Such references to ‘single-motherhood’ observably occur in 100 conversations, 

which is equivalent to 27 % of the total number of 366 housing allowance callers and 39 % of 

the 257 women callers. In contrast, only 4 men (1 % of the data) display similar indications of 

being single-fathers. It is important to note however, that the personal information regarding 

the caller relevant for receiving housing allowance (including age, civil status and number of 

children) often already is registered in the system of the Social Insurance Agency. The state 

representative can thus see if the caller is a single-parent or not in the client’s profile whether 

this is mentioned in the conversation or not. Hence, it is probable that although single-

motherhood and -fatherhood solely are verbally indicated in 27 % and 1 % respectively in the 

total amount of conversations, these percentages can be understood as the lowest estimation7.  

  In light of these patterns, the first assortment step was to eliminate the 

conversations made by all men as well as women who are not single-mothers, leaving 100 

conversations. The frequency and percentage distributions in relation to gender and single-

parenthood can be seen in table 2, below. The circle indicates the number and percentage of 

single-women in the dataset which were chosen to remain in this first assortment step. 

 

 

Table 2. The Intersection of ‘Gender’ and ‘Single-Parenthood’. 

 Men Women   Sum Men and Women   

Single-parents  4; 1 % 100; 27 % 104; 28 % 

‘Other’ (married/ 

cohabitant, young adults 18-

29 years without children) 

105; 29 % 157; 43 % 262; 72 % 

Sum All Men; Sum All 

Women  

109, 30 % 257, 70 % Grand Total: 366, 100 %  

                                                      
6 See background section on ‘housing allowance’ 
7 The 27 % of visible orientations to single-motherhood in this dataset can be compared to the national 

percentage of single-mother households with housing allowance, which is 45 % (Socialförsäkringen i siffror 

2017: 34-35). 
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  In the next analytical step, these 100 conversations were analysed more closely 

in order to establish the circumstances in which ‘single-motherhood’ was indicated, and for 

what purpose. As a result, it became clear that making the ‘single-motherhood’ category 

relevant in the interaction is not random but is ‘done’ for a specific reason. The first reason 

noticed in the data occurs when state representatives (the call-takers, CT) make sure that the 

facts surrounding housing allowance callers’ (short: C) application are correct. For instance:  

 

 

Example 1. 

 

1  CT  Are you applying for housing allowance by  

2     yourself or together with someone?  

3  C  With the children. 

4  CT Yeah, as a single-parent then.  

5  C  Yeah.  

(Transcript ISSICSverbatim1387)  

Example 2.  

 

1  CT Mh. Do you have kids over eighteen years 

2                          living at home?    

3  C  No! 

4  CT No. Are you a single-mother?  

5  C    I am a single-mother with kids, yes.  

 

 (Transcript ISSICSverbatim1292)  

 

Example 3. 

1  CT  Yes how does it look do you live alone or do you  

2   have a cohabitant or-  

3  C  I have kids- Alone. 

4  CT  Yeah you have kids. Eeeh do you have children who  

5   are above 18 years? 

6  C  Nope!   

     (Transcript ISSICSverbatim2015) 

 

 

Such ‘factual’ orientations to single-motherhood are the most common and amount to 73 in 

total, which is not surprising as the conversations are institutional. However, the aim and 

theoretical interest of this thesis does not lie in analysing features of categories in 

conversation in general but to study the ways in which actors orient to membership categories 
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in relation to and in the context of expressions of socio-economic marginalisation. Therefore, 

the conversations which solely make visible this informational usage of single-motherhood 

fall outside of the theoretical scope and have been put aside accordingly.  

 

 

b. ‘Financial Troubles Talk’ Intersecting with ‘Single-Motherhood’ 
Within the remaining 27 conversations, orientations to ‘single-motherhood’ occur in the 

particular intersection with accounts of financial difficulty. This second chief pattern in the 

dataset of ‘financial troubles talk’ – which is directly related to the theoretical aim of the 

thesis to understand the ways in which actors express socio-economic marginalisation – 

emerged qualitatively in conjunction with the pattern of ‘single-motherhood’ as the data were 

being coded. Nonetheless, in order to establish exactly how well these two patterns are 

connected in the whole dataset, further descriptive statistics was employed. Although this is 

not of specific importance with regards to the qualitative findings which will be reported in 

the next chapter, this quantitative analysis provides an additional basis for choosing to analyse 

these patterns specifically.  

  First, when looking at the total amount of 366 conversations regardless of (or 

controlling for) orientations to ‘single-motherhood’, 45 (12 %) conversations contain longer, 

detailed ‘financial troubles talk’. Out of these 45, 27 (60 %) conversations occur in calls made 

by single-mothers who clearly intersect these accounts with ‘single-motherhood’ as an 

oriented to membership category. This is highly noticeable, as single-mothers only make up 

for 100 (27 %) of the total amount of 366 housing allowance callers in the dataset. In contrast, 

40 % of financial troubles talk occurs in conversations made by the remaining 266 callers. 

Single-mothers as a group thus make up approximately one quarter of all callers but stand for 

more than half of the accounts of financial troubles talk. On the other hand, three quarters of 

the callers representing all other groups (including all men, married and cohabitant women, or 

young adults without children) only make up for less than half of the financial troubles talk. 

Consequently, there is a clear and strong connection between pertaining to the category of 

‘single-mother’ and observably expressing socio-economic marginalisation.  

  Furthermore, what is especially theoretically interesting from the perspective of 

membership categorisation analysis, is that the significance of being a part of the category 

‘single-mother’ and account for financial problems not only is deduced and speculated from 

this quantitative analysis. Rather, it is observably-and reportably (cf. Garfinkel, 1967: vii-34; 

Heritage 1987) distinct in how the actors themselves intersect ‘financial troubles talk’ with 
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‘single-motherhood’ as an oriented to category in the situated, naturally occurring interaction. 

These qualitative patterns will be further illustrated and explicated in the subsequent ‘Results 

and Analysis’ chapter. Thus, the interactions displaying these particular intersections 

constitute the final cluster of 27 conversations which were taken to the next step of line-by-

line analysis.  

 

Table 3. The Intersection of ‘Single Motherhood’ and ‘Financial Troubles-talk’  

 Single-

Mothers  

 

‘Other’ (men; women who 

are married/cohabitant; 

young adults 18-29 years 

without children) 

Sum ‘All Callers’ in 

relation to ‘Financial 

troubles talk’ 

 

‘Financial Troubles- 

talk’ 

27; 7% 18; 5 % 45; 12% 

No ‘Financial 

Troubles-talk’ 

 

73; 20% 248; 68 % 321, 88% 

Sum All ‘Single-

Mothers’; All ‘Other’ 

100; 27% 266; 73% Grand total: 366,  

100% 

 

  Lastly, a third pattern intersecting with the first two emerged during the coding 

process. Namely, references to ill health and linked institutional categories, such as housing 

allowance callers categorising themselves as being on ‘long-term sick-leave’ and receiving 

‘sickness compensation’. These ill-health references are often brought up within the same 

conversational context as ‘financial troubles talk’ and orientations to ‘single-motherhood’. 

The inclusion of ill health in the analysis is not because ‘financial troubles-talk’ and 

orientations to ‘single-motherhood’ are not analytically satisfactory and sufficient in 

themselves. However, the intersecting pattern with ill health references was simply too 

significant to be overlooked. Also, both from an ethnomethodological (cf. Garfinkel, 1967) 

and an intersectional (cf. Crenshaw, 199) viewpoint, the social analysis should aim to try to 

stay as true as possible to the perceivable complexity and actor-based knowledge in the 

empirical world. In sum, the final 27 conversations have been chosen according to how they 

specifically make visible first, financial troubles-talk, as this is in line with the chief 

theoretical aim of the thesis. Second, the intersection of financial troubles-talk with 

orientations to single-motherhood, as this pattern emerged inductively as highly significant in 
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the data. Third, in some of these cases, the added intersection of ill health. These examples 

passed to the next step of analysis, involving detailed line-by-line conversation analysis, 

discursive psychology and membership categorisation analysis. The inter-relationship of the 

three main intersecting patterns is illustrated in figure 2, with the smaller, middle circle 

indicating the final analytically selected cluster of 27 calls within the entire dataset.  

 

Figure 2. Intersections of ‘Single Motherhood’, ‘Troubles-talk’ and ‘Ill Health’ in 

accounts made by Single-Mothers 
 

 
 
 
 

5. Results and Analysis 
 

5.1 The Institutional and Interactional Context of Financial Troubles-talk  
When inductively coding the 366 telephone calls for their main institutional purpose, the most 

common reasons for making the call include wanting help with the application for housing 

allowance; asking for general information about the allowance; enquiring about their personal 

case; or trying to renegotiate the terms of debt repayment. As we have seen, 27 of the 

housing-allowance conversations display orientations to the membership category ‘single-

mother’ in the intersection with institutional ‘troubles telling’ (cf. Jefferson & Lee, 1981) or 

‘troubles talk’. However, since this is a broader concept designating accounts in which actors’ 

express wide-ranging problems in life (cf. Jefferson, 1988; Ekström et al, 2013), I framed 

these particular accounts of ‘socio-economic marginalisation’ as financial troubles-talk.  

   Financial troubles-talk does not arise arbitrarily. In contrast, their function goes 

beyond the delivery of ‘necessary factual information’ within their institutional context. What 
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is particular about the interactional and institutional context in which financial troubles-talk is 

brought up, is that these occur when making sensitive institutional requests (cf. Ekström et al, 

2013). In other words, the requests are somehow delicate or norm-breaching in relation to the 

Swedish Social Insurance Agency’s customary routine and rules. For example, in contrast to 

simply enquiring about when the allowance will arrive or how to repay a debt, financial 

troubles-talk occurs when making requests such as: deferment of debt; to assemble two 

separate debts into one single debt (thereby lowering the interest rate); or to speed up the 

bureaucratic process in order to receive the housing allowance more rapidly. What is more, 

these accounts are delivered without having been requested by the state representatives. In 

short, the analysis shows that financial troubles-talk is self-initiated (cf. Sacks et al. 1974) by 

housing allowance callers as a means of legitimizing themselves as morally deserving clients 

when making sensitive institutional requests (cf. Edwards, 2005; 2007; Ekström et al, 2013; 

Flinkfeldt, 2016). This will be further exemplified in the following sections.  

 

 

5.2 Exemplifying the ‘How’ of Socio-economic Accounts 
The following excerpts have been chosen based on being the clearest illustrations of financial 

troubles-talk, single-motherhood as well as ill health intersections in the empirical material. 

The first section displays the ‘simplest’ kind of financial troubles-talk, wherein the single-

mother solely refers to financially related factors in the account. This is to be understood as an 

exception, as most of the single-mothers’ vocalization of socio-economic exclusion 

demonstrate intersections with orientations to single-motherhood and ill health. However, it 

has been included in the result-section in order to visualize financial troubles-talk in which 

housing allowance callers solely express socio-economic marginalisation with reference to 

financial factors and categories8, in contrast to financial troubles-talk which intersects with 

single-motherhood and ill health which will be the focus in the subsequent sections. In the 

following excerpts, ‘C’ is short for ‘caller’, and ‘CT’ for ‘call-taker’.   

 

 

                                                      
8 Such purely ‘financially oriented’ financial troubles-talk occurs in similar patterns throughout the whole  
dataset of 366 conversations regardless of gender, age and civil state 
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a. Financial Troubles-talk with Reference to Socio-Economic Factors  
In this example, the single-mother has made the call to request deferment of debt repayment 

to the Social Insurance Agency. She does this by presenting an account of her present-time, 

temporary pressing financial situation as a ‘legitimate’ need. 

 
 
Excerpt 1. “I get the money from social services” (ISSICS157) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The legitimacy work (Flinkfeldt, 2016) is done by first, managing the objective-subjective 

side of the financial troubles account (cf. Edwards, 2005; 2007) and second, by making 

references to and linking institutional membership categories into a coherent category 

collection constituting a ‘legitimate welfare applicant’. The caller begins the account by 

formulating her everyday financial situation as objectively desperate and vulnerable. This is 

however balanced by putting emphasis on her subjective, personal character as a responsible 

and trustworthy person. For instance, she begins by framing the account by stating that she 

‘usually’ pays her debt monthly (lines 1-2), indicating that she as a rule is a responsible 

person and client. She then continues with: ‘But this is the case. It doesn’t fit the money? To 

pay it every month three hundred crowns because I get the money from social services’ (lines 

5-8). By beginning the explanation with ‘But this is the case’, the speaker is suggesting that 

an account of an objective and factual nature is to follow the contrasting ‘but’. The ensuing ‘It 

doesn’t fit the money. To pay it every month three hundred crowns’, follows suit and are 

formulated objectively, wherein ‘the money’ – which is material and quantifiable – 

realistically and logically does not ‘fit’ when she has to repay the Social Insurance Agency the 
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20 

C          My name is ((name)) and I usually  

 pay every month three hundred crO:wns?  

CT Mhm? 

C Which I owe for housing allowance.  

But this is the case. It doesn’t fit 

the money. To pay it every month three 

hundred crowns because I get the money  

from social services. And I thought I’d 

do a POSTPONEMENT. When will I work?   

CT Mhm? 

C I will give back the money. E:h is  

that okay?  

CT That is, you want to ask for deferment, 

that you don’t want to pay anymore now,  

is that it?  

C Yes that’s it, because I get the money  

from social services. And so, it doesn’t  

fit, eh (.) When I’ve paid it (.) the bill,  

I don’t have enough for the food, to manage 

the whole month.  
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particular sum (three hundred SEK) every month. Her difficult financial situation is therefore 

not a matter of personal feelings or opinion, it is objective, calculable fact.  

  The main reason for this lack of financial resources is further explained by 

reference to the ‘Social Services’ as her main source of income. In doing so, she indirectly 

categorises herself as belonging to the institutional membership categories (Benwell & 

Stokoe, 2006: 87-128) ‘unemployed’ and ‘welfare dependent’. Hence, she places herself in 

groups which – in this context – are recognized as most socio-economically marginalised and 

isolated in Swedish society. The financial troubles-talk is finalized by once again orienting to 

her subjective moral character and high work ethic. This can be seen in how she points 

forward to a more financially stable future wherein she matter-of-factly ‘will’ be working and 

therefore will have the means to repay the debt faster (lines 8-12).  

In response to these accounts, the state representative uses ‘mhm’ (lines 3 and 

10) as turn-transition mechanisms (cf. Sacks et al, 1974; Degand & van Bergen, 2018), 

displaying that the information is being heeded and that the housing allowance caller may 

continue with her turn. This response also shows how the state representative does not 

question the way in which the caller is framing the financial troubles-talk as legitimate. In 

fact, by aligning (Stivers, 2008) the call taker treats the membership categories as common-

sense knowledge in this situation. When requested to clarify whether she is asking for a 

deferment of the debt (lines 13-15), the housing allowance caller provides an additional, 

similar account of financial troubles-talk. This can be seen in lines 16-20, with the 

formulation: ‘Yes, that’s it, because I get the money from social services. And so, it doesn’t fit, 

eh... When I’ve paid it...the bill, I don’t have enough for food, to manage the whole month’. 

Hence, instead of simply confirming, the caller provides a similar legitimising account as in 

lines 5-9. By doing so, she makes visible the workings of a social norm requiring a morally 

legitimising explanation due to the sensitive institutional request (cf. Ekström et al, 2013).  

  In this account, the housing allowance caller once again orients to marginalised, 

institutional membership categories (cf. Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 87-128) as well as manages 

the objective and subjective side of the account (cf. Edwards, 2005; 2007). For example, the 

low income does not ‘fit’ (line 18) from an objective standpoint, which is explained with the 

fact that she is a ‘welfare dependent’. Yet, by stating ‘When I’ve paid it (.) the bill’ (line 18), 

she emphasises her subjective character as a reliable client who as a rule pays bills. Hence, 

she works up the grievance as legitimate by stressing objectively difficult factors as well as a 

reliable personality (cf. Flinkfeldt, 2016). What is more, the actor adds to the financial-

troubles account by providing details with category-bound predicates and activities (cf. 
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Stokoe, 2012), which strengthen the image of a desperate financial situation. For instance, not 

having ‘enough for food’ and how she cannot ‘manage the whole month’, which brings 

associations to how ‘poor people’ have to struggle for basic resources (Flinkfeldt, 

forthcoming). By placing ‘whole’ in front of ‘month’, the severity of the situation is 

reinforced as an extreme case formulation (Pomerantz, 1986) wherein the housing allowance 

caller gives the impression that the time-period (one month) is extensive in relation to the 

amount of money available. In other words, her low social service income makes it 

impossible to cover basic expenses for the entire duration of a month if she also has to make 

the monthly payment to the Social Insurance Agency. Hence, the sensitive institutional 

request is legitimatised by its portrayal as a crucial condition for day-to-day survival. 

  In sum, this first example demonstrates how the housing allowance caller treats 

her own request as sensitive and provides two legitimising accounts of her financial troubles. 

It also shows how the state representative collaborates with this particular understanding and 

treatment of the situation. The state representative never specifically asks for a reason as to 

why the caller is requesting a deferment of the debt. Rather, the explanation used for working 

up the request as legitimate is self-initiated as well as reinforced by several repetitions (for 

instance, in lines 5-8, 16-20). The housing allowance caller thus treats her request as norm 

breaching and in need of justification throughout the interaction (cf. Goodwin & Heritage, 

1990; Sacks et al., 1974). Nevertheless, the single-mother solely expresses marginalisation by 

referring to socio-economically pertinent institutional membership categories, such as 

‘welfare dependent’ and ‘unemployed’, as well as by providing connected descriptions. There 

is no mention of being a single-mother, having children, or having to deal with health issues.9 

In contrast, the next section displays how housing allowance callers intersect financial-

troubles talk these with direct or indirect references to the category ‘single-mother’. 

 

 

b. Intersections of Financial Troubles-Talk and single-motherhood  
Similar to excerpt one, the housing allowance caller in excerpt 2 makes a sensitive 

institutional request to combine two separate debts from the Social Insurance Agency into 

one, which automatically lowers the interest rate. 

 

                                                      
9 Albeit not invoking ‘single-motherhood’ in connection to financial troubles talk in this example, the caller is 
categorised as such in light of other information in the interaction and the rules for receiving housing allowance 
(see background and method sections for more information) 
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Excerpt 2. “I am a Single-Mother” (ISSICS2028) 
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C     YES! I have namely received ehm (.) 

      that I will pay back to you now  

      in March¿  

CT    Mh¿ 

C     And I ha:ve since earlier a 

      rather large debt >that is  

      pending with you that you  

      regulate< (.)every month¿ 

CT    Yes? 

C     >And I’m wondering if one could  

      put< thi:s in the same pot¿ 

CT    Le↑t’s see- yes- I=can=write=  
      down your wishes >but=then=it’s  

      not us at customer service  

      which decide about it but- < 

C     Mhm¿ 

CT    Ee::: the proposition we can  

      absolutely write down. 

C     Yes, the problem is then- [then-] 

CT                              [Mh¿  ] 

C     that I’ve just started a new jo↑b  

      .hhh      

CT    Mh¿    

C     and I’m a single-mother and  

      I don’t really have the finance↓s .hhh  

CT    No, E[eehh ] 

C          [So it] would be great if it  

      could be solved this way .hhh 

 

 

To begin, the sensitive request is depicted as an objectively tight financial situation. Firstly, 

the debts are worked up as being difficult to repay, as the first debt already is ‘rather large’ 

(line 6). The state representative’s responses in lines 4, 9 and 23 are comparable with excerpt 

one with continuers like ‘mh’ as aligning devices (cf. Stivers, 2008). In lines 12-15, the state 

representative informs the caller that her ‘wishes’ can be written down, but that customer 

service does not make the decision (lines 12-15). In receiving this information – yet without 

being requested to provide an explanation – the caller initiates an account justifying why this 

help is genuinely necessary.  

  This can be seen in lines 19-25, where she begins with: ‘Yes, the problem is 

then- then that I have just started a new job’, whereby the state representative offers the 

discourse marker ‘mh’, to then continue with ‘and I am a single-mother and I don’t really 

have the finances’. First, by framing and labelling the account as a ‘problem’, the actor makes 

it understood that the explanation will clarify why this is an objectively difficult issue that 

needs solving. The rational and objective nature of the ‘problem’ is then depicted as a 

specifically marginalised socio-economic position with the help of a factual three-part list 
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(Jefferson, 1990): She is starting a ‘new job’; she is a ‘single-mother’; and she does not ‘have 

the finances’ (lines 21-25). The first ‘new job’ reference is financially oriented. She is not 

specific as to what kind of employment it is, yet by stressing the fact that it is ‘new’, there is 

indication that this financial situation neither is stable nor adequate in relation to the need. 

Secondly, the caller invokes of the identity category of – not merely ‘parent’ – but ‘single-

mother’. This invocation may be specifically relevant in this interactional and institutional 

context, as single-mothers make up a large percentage of the housing allowance recipients. 

Thirdly, she further highlights financial scarcity by adding that she does not ‘have the 

finances’. By listing (cf. Jefferson, 1990) these financially- and socially oriented factors after 

one another in this fashion, the caller treats ‘financial difficulty’ and ‘single-motherhood’ as 

interconnected in a common-sense way. That is, the housing allowance caller orients to the 

intersubjective knowledge that the categories ‘financial trouble’ and ‘single-mothers’ 

objectively and logically intersect (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) and cooperatively reinforce her 

particular structural position as socio-economically marginalised, thereby legitimising the 

sensitive institutional request.  

  The subsequent excerpt shows similar intersections of financial troubles-talk as 

well as invocations of single-motherhood. The account is provided in the interactional and 

institutional context in which the caller is wondering why the housing allowance is being 

terminated, and attempts to provide arguments which support her legitimate, marginalised 

situation.  

 

Excerpt 3. “To have food and everything for the kids…” (ISSICS2416) 
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C    Because I have e- income support.  

     I’ve talked to them, I- I  

     have to apply for more because I’m  

     on parent leave now, and the money    

     isn’t enough for food and the rent  

     and so on. And they said that you  

     have the right to receive housing  

     allowance. They- They cannot terminate  

     your housing allowance. Because the   

     income isn’t enough that you’re  

     receiving now. To have food and   

     everything for the kids, and a single- 

     mother? 

     (1.0) 

     And I have two kids with me. 

     (1.0) 

     And parent leave and only eleven     

     thousand that I get from social  

     insurance (.) Now. 

CT   Yes, but you have- (.)We’ve ended- 

     We will check. ((typing))  
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The financial troubles-talk commences with an objectively portrayed, desperate financial 

position: She has ‘income support’ and has to ‘apply for more’ since she is on ‘parent leave’ 

(lines 1-4). The caller further employs a three-part-list (Pomerantz, 1986) in the legitimation 

of factors which she needs to afford: ‘the money isn’t enough for food and the rent and so on’ 

(lines 4-5). Hence, she is references to the financially oriented institutional category ‘welfare 

dependent’ and the social category ‘parent’, which together explain the category-bound 

predicate that she cannot afford basic resources. This detailed account of specific expenses 

can be compared with excerpt one. From line 6-13, we see the use of reported speech (see 

Wiggins, 2016: 123-125), wherein the caller tells what the social service (‘they said’, line 6) 

has told her regarding her marginalised, socio-economic situation from the perspective of the 

social services. This device provides legitimacy to the account, as it is given from an 

objective, third party. In this account, ‘they’ have told her that the housing allowance ‘cannot’ 

– with specific emphasis on this utterance – be terminated since her income is not sufficient. 

She then continues by listing more factors which justify her low socio-economic position and 

sensitive institutional request, mentioning once again how the income isn’t sufficient for ‘food 

and everything for the kids,’ and then adds the new information by invoking the category 

‘single-mother’ (lines 11-13). Hence, being a ‘single-mother’ is treated as a rational factor 

which, in association with the financially oriented institutional membership categories and 

descriptions constituting a ‘welfare dependent’, intensifies and legitimises the description of 

socio-economic exclusion and dependence of institutional help. 

  After ending the financial troubles-talk with a questioning intonation, there is a 

one second pause, i.e. a transition relevant place (cf. Sacks et al, 1974). However, there is no 

response from the state representative, wherein the housing allowance caller reinforces the 

former legitimising account by stating her exact number of ‘two’ kids (line 15). The caller 

once again pauses for one second, by which the state representative acknowledges the detailed 

financial troubles-talk with a short, non-empathetic ‘Yes’. The state representative then uses 

the contrast word ‘but’ and orients the conversation to institutional matters (cf. Ekström et al, 

2013; Flinkfeldt, forthcoming), commencing by focusing on the client: ‘you have-’ (line 20). 

This utterance is however self-interrupted and repaired (cf. Schegloff et al, 1977), wherein the 

focus is shifted to the Social Insurance Agency’s decision of ending the housing allowance. 

Yet, this turn is also self-interrupted and repaired with the more understanding response: ‘We 

will check’ (line 21). Throughout this, the state representative employs the institutional 

pronoun ‘we’, thereby accentuating the institutional relationship with the client.  
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   To continue, the three following excerpts display similar patterns. However, 

references to the category single-mother are more indirect, for example by stressing the fact 

that one has children to support. In the next example, the institutional reason for the call is to 

enquire about when her application will be approved in order to receive the money as soon as 

possible, and if the insurance officer can ‘speed up’ the administrative process since her 

financial situation is especially tight.   

 

Excerpt 4. “When one has you know – kids” (ISSICS214) 
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C    And then it becomes difficult when  

     one has- when one has you know (.) 

     kids. And then one thinks like- 

     no:, (0.3) how am I gonna manage  

     this? 

CT   Mh. 

C    Am I not to have one- one single 

     crown for uh- All the bills?  

     It’s all the bills that eat up-  

     (0.4)  

CT   Mh. [  I understand that- ]  

C        [money that one  maybe] would  

     have for food instead. 

CT   Yes, precisely. 

 

When providing a legitimising reason for the sensitive request (not included in the excerpt), 

the caller gives an account of an objectively difficult financial situation and intersects this 

with having children to support, thereby making relevant an even more marginalised socio-

economic position. For instance, the objectively ‘difficult’ situation is worked up in relation to 

when ‘one has you know (.) kids’ (lines 1-3), with greater emphasis on the word ‘kids’. By 

utilising a third-person pronoun ‘one’, the account is portrayed as objective and logical fact 

(cf. Edwards, 2005; 2007; Wiggins, 2016: 123-125). Also, by placing ‘you know’ before 

revealing this extenuating fact, the caller treats this information as common-sense knowledge. 

She then continues by expressing worried thoughts about the situation with the use of a self-

reflecting question: ‘And then one thinks like- no: (0.3) how am I gonna manage this?’. In 

highlighting the word ‘how’ in this questioning way, the caller is stressing that she does not 

have other alternatives and that she therefore needs specific help from the social insurance 

agency to solve her difficult, financial situation.  

  In response, the state representative offers the aligning (cf. Stivers, 2008), turn-

transition marker (cf. Sacks et al, 1974; Degand & van Bergen, 2018) ‘mh’. The actor then 

continues her financial troubles-talk by formulating a justifying question in which she stresses 

monetary scarcity: ‘Am I not to have one- one single crown for uh- ‘(lines 5-6). Here, she 
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interrupts herself and then continues explaining how it is ‘the bills’ – external and objective 

factors outside of her control that – ‘eat up-’ the money. Yet, as she pauses, the state 

representative takes the next turn (cf. Sack et al, 1974) and begins to respond (lines 8-9). 

However, the caller does not let the state representative continue with her turn, but overlaps 

(cf. Schegloff, 2000) and finalizes the turn: ‘money that one maybe would have for food 

instead.’ (lines 11-12). By interrupting the state representative’s turn and using overlap in 

order to finish delivering this vulnerable financially oriented information, the caller displays 

how this particular fact is of importance. Similar to excerpt one and three then, the actor refers 

to ‘food’ and the difficulty of making ends meet (cf. Flinkfeldt, forthcoming). Throughout the 

interaction, the state representative affiliates with the way the caller is legitimising her 

marginalised socio-economic position by orientations to inherently treated intersections 

between financial factors and having children to support, which can be seen in the agreeing 

turns in lines 11 and 14. Excerpts five and six show similar intersections. Excerpt five is 

provided in a context in which the caller is obliged to prove to the Social Insurance Agency 

that she indeed is a ‘single-mother’, in order to receive the full allowance that she needs in 

order to provide for herself and her children.  

 

Excerpt 5. “I have three kids to support!. (ISSICS689) 
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CT    That would be great. Send it in   

      to the insurance officer- 

C     Yes because it’s lacking- that is   

      I’m already behind with four  

      thousand, and I have three kids  

      to support! 

CT    Yes, I understand. [But if you-] 

C                        [I’m living ]on     

      every crown at the moment.  

CT    Yes. 

 

The intersections can be seen in excerpt five lines 3-6, wherein the housing allowance caller 

states the objective, financially oriented fact that she is ‘behind with four thousand’ crowns, 

and directly after exclaims that she by herself (‘I’) has ‘three kids to support!’, stressing the 

number of children in a way that can be compared with excerpt three. The state representative 

responds by claiming understanding (line 7), but the caller overlaps (cf. Schegloff, 2000) and 

continues with how she is ‘living on every crown at the moment’ (lines 8-9). Similar to the 

employment of not having a ‘single crown’ in excerpt 4, the claimant utilises the extreme case 

formulation (Pomerantz, 1986) ‘every crown’, the housing allowance caller places particular 

emphasis on the acute monetary scarcity. Thus, the caller highlights the exact number of 
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children she is responsible for all by her own, and combines this isolated mothering 

responsibility with extremely formulated descriptions of objective and desperate financial 

scarcity. The category-references to financial troubles and single-motherhood are thus treated 

as inherently intersected and as collaborating factors contributing to her extreme socio-

economic exclusion and need of institutional help. In excerpt six, the housing allowance caller 

enquires as to why she is receiving less housing allowance than before, arguing that she has 

the moral right to receive more.  

 

Excerpt 6. “I’m sitting here alone, with four children” (ISSICS1571)  
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C     Yes, well I e::: hhh          

CT    Yeh I understand it can feel-  

      But that’s simply the way  

      the housing [  allowance works-  ] 

C                 [YES well I’m sitting] here  

      <alone>.  

CT    [Yes-] 

C     [With] four children. [And (.) It’s-]  

CT                          [   I see     ] 

 

In line one, the housing allowance caller never verbally finishes her turn, but expresses the 

hedging (Wiggins, 2016: 123) ‘e:::’ and the gives out an audible sigh. In response, the state 

representative begins with a claim of understanding (line 2), followed by the explanation that 

the housing allowance ‘simply’ works this way (lines 3-4). By using ‘simply’, the matter is 

portrayed as a fact that she personally cannot affect. However, the housing allowance caller 

overlaps (cf. Schegloff, 2000) this response with aa loud ‘YES’, and objects to this specific 

reply as a final decision by providing an expressive account of her vulnerable financial 

situation. She is ‘sitting here <alone>’, uttering alone in a slow and clear fashion (lines 5-6). 

When the state representative takes the turn (line 7), the caller overlaps (cf. Schegloff, 2000) 

once again and continues with her financial troubles account by adding the detailed fact that 

she has ‘four children’ (line 8). Consequently, the housing allowance caller accounts for her 

difficult socio-economic position and legitimises her acute need of institutional financial 

support by emphasising being socio-economically isolated and lone caretaker of exactly four 

kids, treating the single-mother references as inherently interconnected to financial troubles, 

which is similar to the housing allowance callers in excerpts six and three.  

  In summary, this section displays how single-mother, housing allowance callers 

inherently and logically intersect financial troubles-talk with single-motherhood, and employ 

these as collaborating legitimising factors which together construct an image of a particularly 

marginalised socio-economic position when probing sensitive institutional requests. 
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c. Intersections of Financial Troubles-Talk, Single-motherhood and Ill health 
The final three excerpts display the third pattern intersecting with financial troubles-talk and 

single-motherhood: ill health. Similar to the former excerpts, the state representative uses 

‘mhm’ and ‘yes’ continually throughout all the accounts, displaying alignment (cf. Stivers, 

2008) and that the turn can be continued (cf. Sacks et al, 1974; Degand & van Bergen, 2018). 

In this fashion, housing allowance callers and state representatives collaboratively orient to 

and reconstruct the intersubjective, situated understanding of socio-economic marginalisation 

as being constituted by the inherent interrelationship between financial membership 

categories such as ‘welfare dependent’, the social and relational category ‘single-mothers’, 

and category references to ‘ill health’.  

  The following excerpt involves requesting institutional help to fill out the proper 

income sum in the housing allowance form, which housing allowance clients usually are 

expected to do by themselves through the Social Insurance Agency’s website.  

 

Excerpt 7. “Due to my Disability” (ISSICS1265) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In lines 1-9, the housing allowance caller begins the financial troubles account by accounting 

for her low income. This is done by explaining that she has a ‘disability’, and therefore 

receives ‘sickness compensation’ (lines 1- 3). Both of these objectively portrayed matter-of-
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C Yes, I nee- due to my <disability> 

           that I have then, since I have  

           <sickness (.) compensation?> .hh           

           ((carefully articulated)) 

           >and I don’t< receive anything, I don’t  

           have money from the social=services or-  

           So all money I receive from you.  

           It’s >housing allowance and child    

           allowance< and so on. .hh  

CT Mm? 

C So >I have to fill out- I’m so  

           bad=at=filling=out this form so  

 then it says like this, calculated       

           income in crowns? 

CT [Mm] 

C [In]come for the whole year  

           thousand-and-sixteen and twothousand-  

           And-seventeen then=and I’m a  

           single-mother with my three children  

           then- 

CT Mm. 

C Eh, so I need an eh- (.) 

           I need help to calculate e::: 

CT [Okay] 

C [the ] sum there then e::: 

 on my sickness compensation?  

           .hhh   
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facts are articulated slowly and with accentuation. She then continues with how she does not 

‘receive anything’ from the Social Services but only has income from the Swedish Social 

Insurance Agency (lines 5-9). These references are implicit, self-categorisations with the 

institutional membership category (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 87-128) ‘welfare dependent’. 

However, the references are not solely financially oriented (such as in excerpt one), but are 

inherently intersected (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) with ill health. The housing allowance caller is 

thus orienting to her socio-economic marginalisation as being comprised by an overlapping 

combination of health-related and financial difficulty. Furthermore, by stating how the Social 

Insurance Agency is solely responsible for her income, the caller ascribes responsibility to the 

agency as the only actor within a moral and practical position to help. 

  After the state representative’s aligning ‘mh?’ (cf. Stivers, 2008), the housing 

allowance caller continues with more practically oriented questions about the specifics of the 

form (lines 11-18). However, this practical orientation is suddenly shifted in line 18, wherein 

the caller adds factually irrelevant information at this institutionally oriented juncture in the 

conversation: ‘and I am a single- mother with my three children then.’ (lines 18-20). This 

unexpected, stressed reference to the category membership ‘single-mother’ with the detailed 

number of children is treated by the speaker as important information which legitimises the 

sensitive institutional request at hand. This can be seen in the ‘so’ placed in her subsequent 

account: ‘Eh, so I need an eh- (.) help to calculate eh::: the sum there then e::: on my sickness 

compensation?’ (lines 22-26).   

  As we have seen, the caller’s vulnerable socio-economic position and apparent 

difficulty with a bureaucratic task is legitimised by self-categorisation with the institutional 

membership category (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 87-128) ‘welfare dependent’. However, this 

is not explained by referring to financial factors such as having rent to pay; but is delivered 

from the perspective having a ‘disability’ (and as such is entitled to sickness compensation), 

as well as being a ‘single-mother’ with three children. Consequently, ‘financial difficulty’, ‘ill 

health’ and ‘single-motherhood’ are not treated as fixed, separate boxes. Instead, they are 

depicted as flowing categories with complex interrelationships which intersect (cf. Crenshaw, 

1991) and together reinforce her overall, marginalised socio-economic position and create 

legitimacy for her sensitive institutional request. In addition, these orientations and category-

connections are not questioned or treated as strange in any way by the state representatives, 

but are continually aligned (cf. Stivers, 2008) and treated as normal, common-sense 

information. Thus, this situated understanding of socio-economic marginalisation is being 

intersubjectively upheld as legitimate. The next excerpt displays how a housing allowance, 
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single-mother caller accounts for why she is incapable of repaying a debt to the Social 

Insurance Agency. 

  

Excerpt 8. “I am a single mother and my child has diabetes type one” (ISSICS1622) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To begin, the caller explains how she is not receiving income as usual this moth due to ‘a lot 

of stuff’ that happened (lines 1-2). This financial reference is then intersected with a three-part 

list (cf. Jefferson, 1990) of rather detailed, legitimating factors: An invocation of the category 

‘single-mother’ (line 3); how her child has ‘diabetes type one’ (line 3-4); and how she also 

has bad health as she has ‘ADHD’10 and ‘autistic tendencies’ (lines 6-7). This is followed by 

orientations to financial factors, in which she justifies not being objectively capable of paying 

her debt as well as other expenses due to how her ‘income is not sufficient’ (lines 8-10). 

Similar to excerpt seven then, the caller explicates and legitimises her marginalised position 

and incapability to repay the debt by inherently intersecting financial scarcity, ill health and 

single-motherhood. This is followed by further justifying explanations, which are accounted 

for as originating from how her contact in the diabetes ward at a specific hospital, that is, an 

objective, third party (they) told her that she has the ‘right’ – which is delivered with distinct 

stress on this morally orienting term – to receive housing allowance due to how she has ‘one 

income’ and is on ‘sick leave’ (lines 13-18). These references to financial scarcity and ill 

health are then treated as factors which together explain her sensitive institutional request: 

                                                      
10 ADHD: Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
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C     But anyways. A lot of stuff happened  

      so they can’t pay me one month. And I’m  

      a single-mother and my child has diabetes       

      type one¿ 

CT    [Mm ] 

C     [.hh] And then I have ADHD and autistic   

      tendencies. >(hhh)< 

CT    Mm. 

C     Yes, and so now I actually have- because  

      my income is not sufficient.  

CT    No. 

C     To pay my debt (.)  

      At the same time I contact with XX hospital  

      and everything, eh: from the diabetes ward,          

      and they told me: I can also have the right   

      to get this housing allowance then, ‘cause I  

      only have one income¿ And then I’m also on    

      sick leave. And so I can’t pay my debt. And  

      what’s more, I haven’t gotten care 

      allowance! It’s been almost one, two, three 

      months and I don’t know why either. From  

      the Social Insurance Agency.   
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‘And so I can’t pay my debt’ (line 18). After this, she further adds the complaint that she has 

not been receiving her ‘care allowance’ from the Social Insurance Agency, and that she has 

no idea why (lines 18-21). This complaint places responsibility on the Social Insurance 

Agency, and thus positions them as morally obliged to help her. 

  Hence, the housing allowance caller is creating a credible financial troubles 

account by categorising herself as being in the marginalised, categorical intersection of 

‘welfare dependents’, ‘single-mothers’; and people with ‘ill health’. She further works up the 

legitimacy of the request by invoking a third party (the hospital personnel) as advocate, as 

well as by ascribing blame on the insurance agency themselves for not delivering her care 

allowance as they should. By doing so, the caller shifts the moral responsibility and 

culpability from herself to the agency, accentuating how they are the ones that should be 

helping her in her vulnerable, socio-economic situation but have been found at fault. The final 

excerpt displays how a single-mother is requesting debt deferment and accounts for her 

financial difficulty with similar, inherently treated category-intersections.  

 

Excerpt 9. “The last straw” (ISSICS388) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

CT    Then you’ve got four months-  

      And [then you (inaudible) ]      

C         [Ohh! I don’t know how] I’ll  

      manage then! 

CT    No, but as [I was saying]- 

C                [This is the ]case-  

CT    .shh 

      This is the case that I have to pay (.)  

      seven- >I’m a single-mother<?  

CT    Mm. 

C     And the kid’s dad doesn’t pay for    

      anything. 

CT    °No.° 

C     So I know that I’ll have to <pay for> (.) 

      the train ticket two-thousand-six- 

      hundred-and-ten every month!  

CT    °Mh.° 

C     I get back from the education board one- 

      thousand-four-hundred-seventy-seven. (.hh)  

      And also, I have to buy a eh- <term card>  

      plus term(inaudible)time. 

CT.   °Mh.° 

C     So it’s a great=deal=of=money for me- 

CT    I understand [that]- 

C                  [that] I have to lay out- 

CT    °Mh.° 

C     since I’m on sick leave now?  

CT    °Mh.° 

C     And I know that I- The last straw is that  

      I have to go- (.) eh apply for  

      °income support°. 
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The housing allowance caller beings with an outburst of great concern for her financial 

situation in an overlap (cf. Schegloff, 2000) of the state representative’s turn: Ohh! I don’t 

know how I’ll manage then! (lines 3-4).  Here, she uses dramatic effect by employing affect 

display (cf. Wiggins, 2016: 124), the specific word ‘manage’ with associations to struggle and 

hardship, and an overall exclamation intonation. The state representative shows no particular 

empathy in response to this outburst (cf. Ekström et al, 2013; Flinkfeldt, forthcoming) and 

begins to repeat an explanation (line 5). However, the caller interrupts (cf. Schegloff, 2000) 

once again, and begins the legitimising, objectively oriented account: ‘This is the case’. After 

this, she explains that she is a ‘single-mother’ and solely responsible for the financial care of 

her children, since the father is financially out of the picture (lines 9-12). The everyday, 

financial expenses are further explicated in detail with a lot of emphasis, for instance 

mentioning having to buy a ‘train-ticket’ costing exactly’two-thousand-six-hundred-and-ten 

every month!’; a ‘term-card’ and another, inaudible expense (lines 14-21). All of these 

objective facts, which clearly intersect financial trouble with single-motherhood, are treated as 

justifying explanations which account for her low socio-economic position, for instance: ‘So, 

it’s a great =deal=of=money for me- that I have to lay out’, (lines 22-24).  She then adds 

another intersecting, extenuating factor: being on ‘sick leave’ (line 27). She finalizes the 

depiction of the severity of the situation with a kind of ultimatum, that ‘the last straw’ would 

be that she will be forced to apply to the social services for income support (lines 29-31). 

Throughout the account, the state representative repeatedly aligns (cf. Stivers, 2008) with the 

provided, legitimising information. In this way, the interactants collaboratively orient to and 

reproduce the situated knowledge regarding the operations underlying socio-economic 

marginalisation. In short, this financial troubles-account also makes visible intersections (cf. 

Crenshaw, 1990) of financial difficulty, single-motherhood and ill health in the context of a 

sensitive institutional request (cf. Ekström et al, 2013); which when working together are 

treated as producing a much more marginalised and strained socio-economic situation.  

  

 

5.3 Short Summary of Analysis 
What is common for all the excerpts representative of the analysed conversations in the 

dataset, is how the single-mothers calling the Swedish Social Insurance Agency regarding 

housing allowance express socio-economic marginalisation and dependence on the system in 

order to manage everyday difficulties. Moreover, financial troubles-talk is self-initiated in the 

particular context of probing and legitimising (cf. Edwards, 2005; 2007; Flinkfeldt, 2016) 
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sensitive, institutional requests (cf. Ekström et al, 2013), such as deferment of debt. In these 

accounts, the actors intersectionally (cf. Crenshaw, 1990) orient to financial factors; single-

motherhood; and in some cases, ill health. In other words, these factors are not treated as 

isolated and distinct boxes, but as being in a fluid and multifaceted interrelationship in which 

they operate together in the construction of particular, situated intersections of socio-

economic marginalisation. Lastly, these legitimising intersections are oriented to as common-

sense, intersubjective knowledge by both housing allowance callers and state representatives.  

 

 

6. Concluding Discussion 
The aim of this thesis is as follows: To contribute to a situated understanding of socio-

economic marginalisation in relation to the Swedish housing allowance and welfare system by 

studying the ways in which housing allowance claimants refer to and intersect categories of 

inequality, such as class and gender. The research questions have been inductively derived in 

the early steps of sorting and analysing housing allowance conversations with the Swedish 

Social Insurance Agency. In the following section, they will be answered according to their 

numerical order. This is then followed with a more general empirical and theoretical 

discussion. The research questions are formulated:  

 

 

1. In what interactional and institutional context do accounts socio-economic 

marginalisation occur, and what is their function in this situated context?  

 

2. How is socio-economic marginalisation oriented to in these conversations on the 

whole, and by single-mothers specifically?  

 

3. How do the state representatives respond to these accounts, and what is the 

observable consequence of the interaction?  

 

 

 

6.1 Conclusions   
Firstly, the initial stepwise assorting and analysis of the 366 housing allowance conversations 

showed that there are recurrent accounts wherein socio-economic marginalisation is 

expressed. Theoretically, these take the form of troubles-talk (cf. Jefferson & Lee, 1981; 

Jefferson, 1988; Ekström et al, 2013) with a particular financial orientation. Because of this, 

they have been conceptualised as financial troubles talk. On a more general scale regardless 
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of gender, ethnicity and age, housing allowance callers self-initiate financial troubles-talk as a 

legitimacy managing device (cf. Flinkfeldt, 2016) in the interactional and institutional context 

of making sensitive institutional requests (cf. Ekström et al, 2013), for instance when 

requesting postponement of debt. Also, by self-initiating financial troubles-talk at a juncture 

wherein it is factually irrelevant with regard to the institutional matter at hand, housing 

allowance callers are exhibiting social awareness that their requests are norm-breaching (cf. 

Heritage, 1987; Goodwin & Heritage, 1990). Hence, the accounts of socio-economic 

marginalisation have the particular function of working up legitimacy in this institutional 

context. Nevertheless, the fact that financial troubles talk is self-initiated and often repeated 

within the same conversation without any prompting or request from the state representatives 

not solely displays that callers treat their institutional requests as contextually norm-breaching 

and in need of legitimation (cf. Heritage, 1987; Goodwin & Heritage, 1990). It also indicates 

that they may not be aware of how rigid the rules de facto are and orient to such legitimacy 

devices due to lack of information. A simple solution, would therefore be to examine the way 

in which information is channelled to the public. Yet, many housing allowance callers often 

continue with financial troubles-talk even after state representative inform them of the rules. 

An alternative, or at least supplementary explanation, could therefore be that although callers 

may be ‘factually’ aware of the rigidity of the system, they orient to financial troubles-talk 

nonetheless due to being in such desperate need – which they recurrently and expressively 

communicate throughout the conversations. If so, these examples of financial troubles-talk 

could, in this context, be understood as a collective cry for help to the Social Insurance 

Agency specifically, and the Swedish Welfare State on the whole. 

  Secondly, when managing financial troubles-talk, housing allowance callers in 

general recurrently employ three-part lists (cf. Jefferson, 1990) with references to financially 

oriented institutional membership categories (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 87-128) related to 

being ‘welfare dependent’. Callers also tend to include objectively portrayed and detailed (cf. 

Edwards, 2005; 2006; Flinkfeldt, 2016; Flinkfeldt, forthcoming) category-resonant 

descriptions, predicates and category-based activities (cf. Stokoe, 2012) of everyday financial 

troubles and expenses. For instance, by emphasising not having sufficient means for food and 

rent. By orienting to such dire financial scarcity and categorising themselves as ‘welfare 

dependents’, housing allowance callers are doing identity work by ‘doing being poor’ (cf. 

Flinkfeldt, forthcoming). Simultaneously, callers display a distinct isolation from alternative 

social and financial resources and a vulnerable dependency on the state in order to survive. 

These patterns have been clearly illustrated in excerpt one, wherein the caller accounts for her 
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difficult financial situation by solely referencing to financially oriented categories. 

Accordingly, housing allowance callers on the whole depict themselves on the one hand as 

the morally accountable party in this institutional transaction, for example as ‘debtors’ 

requesting deferment. On the other hand, the accountable institutional identity and norm-

breaching requests are morally balanced and legitimated by orientating to financially-related 

marginalisation membership categories and factors. Thus, housing allowance callers 

emphasise how treating them merely as ‘housing allowance clients’ and ‘debtors’ is 

simplified and reductionistic, as these identities solely constitute small parts of their more 

comprehensive and sympathetic social identity as socio-economically marginalised.   

  Financial troubles-talk delivered by single-mothers contain more complex 

interweavings of membership categories and category-resonant descriptions related to: 

financial difficulty, such as lacking money for food; the membership category single-mother; 

and occasional orientations to ill health. Before we continue, I would like to remind the 

readers of a quantitative side fact, which is that although single-mothers merely constitute 27 

% of the total dataset of 366 callers11, they account for 60 % of all financial troubles-talk. 

Moreover, it is important to note how the housing allowance callers who clearly invoke 

single-mother as a membership category, in contrast to making more indirect references, 

without fault utilise the term single-mother, instead of simply using the more gender neutral 

‘single-parent’. This can be compared with someone identifying themselves as someone’s 

‘wife’ or ‘girlfriend’ rather than ‘partner’. Thus, there is a distinct reference to the female 

gender category, which is intersected (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) with the relational category (see 

Stokoe, 2012) ‘parent’. Subsequently, ‘single-mother’ is in itself a membership category 

which inherently intersects three social identity dimensions which in themselves already are 

structurally marginalising: being single; being a woman; and being a parent, which interact 

and overlap to generate even greater marginalisation.   

  In these accounts then, socio-economic marginalisation is accounted for as an 

even more complex, processual and multidimensional life situation (cf. Escoral et al, 2008) 

which can be worsened or lessened depending on the situated, compound interrelationship 

between financial-, gender-relational-, and health-related categories. For instance, being 

unemployed or solely able to manage part-time, low-income jobs is accounted for by having 

to take care of their children on their own. Being alone, that is socially and financially isolated 

and marginalised, is often expressed with great stress. Also, in some cases, providing a 

                                                      
11 See ’Stepwise Assorting and Analysis of Data’ in the Method section  
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livelihood and taking care of the children becomes even more difficult by simultaneously 

having ill health themselves or children with health problems. Correspondingly, being a single 

female adult, with children, as well as having to pay for hospital bills and medicine while not 

being able to bring in sufficient income creates an even more strained financial situation, in 

which bills like rent or debt repayments to the insurance agency simply do not ‘fit’. In this 

fashion, multiple marginalisation factors reinforce one another in an on-going, negative spiral 

which – if not hindered – continues deteriorating into an ever more excluded position. Put 

differently, the category-references and descriptions related to ‘financial troubles’, ‘single-

motherhood’ and ‘ill health’ are not treated as fixed and distinct variables which simply are 

added next to one another. That is, housing allowance callers do not orient to their 

marginalised situation as being thoroughly and comprehensively understood by solely taking 

‘class-position’, ‘gender’ or ‘health’ related matters into account as separate issues. Neither 

do they treat their exclusion as being predominantly explained by one category over another. 

In contrast, they are treated as intersecting (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) categories with particular, 

situated and fluid functions contingent to the nature of their interrelationships and situated 

context. In summary, when operating in conjunction with one another in a specific structural 

context, these categories are treated as mechanisms which either reinforce or alleviate socio-

economic marginalisation.   

  Thirdly, state representatives show little or no acknowledgment or empathy in 

response to financial troubles-talk. Instead, they orient the conversation back to institutionally 

relevant matters and make references to the housing allowance rules (cf. Rostila, 1997; 

Ekström et al, 2013; 2014; Flinkfeldt, forthcoming). In addition, they often utilise ‘mh’ and 

‘yes’ as turn transition mechanisms (cf. Sacks et al, 1974; Degand & van Bergen, 2018) and 

alignment devices (cf. Stivers, 2008) throughout the financial troubles-talk. Thus, state 

representatives neither question nor treat the intersecting accounts of socio-economic 

marginalisation as strange or unusual in any way, but continually align themselves with the 

accounts. By doing so, collaboratively reproduce these accounts as intersubjective knowledge 

(cf. Heritage, 1987: 224-265, Stokoe, 2012).  

  As to the practical outcome of these sensitive institutional requests, there is no 

empirical indication that financial troubles-talk actually aids in granting the appeals and that 

their financial marginalisation is relieved in any way. This can be related to recent surveys 

from the Swedish National Audit Office, stating that one third of the households, especially 

the most marginalised, become indebted and continue in worsening financial marginalisation 

(RIR 2018: 4). On the one hand this is not surprising, since housing allowance matters are 
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decided by specific and rigid rules. On the other hand, there is no sign that the ‘loophole’ in 

the regulations is applied, wherein cases considered sufficiently difficult are ‘pardoned’ 

(Vägledning 2004: 10, Swedish Social Insurance Agency: 16). In some cases though, the 

matter is forwarded to another agency department that will contact the client. A suggestion for 

further research would therefore be to study these forwarded institutional conversations, in 

order to examine the accomplishment of the final outcomes.  

  Hence, although state representatives display more or less alignment with the 

housing allowance callers’ legitimising accounts of a multi-dimensioned socio-economic 

marginalisation, they express being limited or unable to help because of the restrictive 

regulations which do not take such complex matters into account. For instance, some clients 

(e.g. excerpts three and six) are deemed as entitled to less or no housing allowance due to 

receiving more selective welfare benefits than before, such as sickness compensation or 

income support. This is due to how selective welfare benefits are interpreted as ‘income’ in 

the same way as any work income, resulting in the inference that the client has a higher 

income; is less (financially) marginalised; and is thus in less need of this particular aid. 

Although belonging to the same extensive welfare system, the selective benefits are treated as 

completely separate issues: housing allowance is distinct from sickness compensation; which 

is distinct from maintenance support; and so on. Thus, cases of people within an intersection 

of multiple inequalities are too complex for the system, resulting in less rather than more aid. 

It is important to recall how some cases actually are aptly uncomplicated to fit into the 

system, and thereby are adequately assisted. For example, a couple needing the allowance due 

to one of them being unemployed or having a part-time job, wherein their marginalisation is 

more directly income-related.     

  However, as the financial troubles-talk instances have shown, socio-economic 

marginalisation can be much more intricate, in which one and the same person and household 

can be positioned in a multi-layered intersection of various, intersecting marginalisation 

categories which together result in even worse socio-economic marginalisation on the whole. 

In this fashion, there seems to be a mismatch between the Social Insurance Agency’s 

understanding of socio-economic marginalisation, which has guided how the selective welfare 

policies have been constructed and automatically operate, and the real-life socio-economic 

marginalisation expressed by single-mother callers. This, in turn appears to result in a 

systematic worsening of their socio-economic position. This is an institutionally and socially 

significant finding, as single-mothers probably do not constitute the only group within such 

complex positions of multiple intersecting marginalisation categories. Consider for example, a 
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non-native, recently arrived single-mother who does not know the language or how the 

Swedish society works. Thus, there seems to be a need of further micro-level analysis of the 

practical functions of the welfare system, in order to improve the understanding of its situated 

operations and unexpected – possibly harmful – consequences to people in already 

marginalised situations. Subsequently, these institutional conversations have shed light on a 

possible glitch in the detailed procedures within the Swedish welfare system, specifically 

related to how the different, selective welfare benefits are constituted and operate in relation 

to one another.  

 

 

6.2 Theoretical Deliberation  
The micro-level, situated accounts and processes of socio-economic marginalisation cannot 

be fully understood when treated as disembedded interactions isolated from macro-level 

power structures and their socio-spatial context. In fact, the observed category-intersections 

between ‘financial difficulty’ and ‘single-motherhood’ are directly related to the macro-level 

power structures ‘class’ and ‘gender’, which are socially accomplished and oriented to on the 

micro-level in the observed interactions. Also, the orientations to ‘ill health’ as a contributing 

marginalising factor reveals an ‘explanatory variable’ which often is overlooked in many 

macro-level studies of the underlying causes of socio-economic marginalisation in society. 

Moreover, as we have seen, the actors do not treat these marginalising categories as separate 

and stable factors, or as having a hierarchical relationship in which for instance ‘class’ would 

be more significant than ‘gender’ or ‘ill health’ in occasioning their marginalised situation. In 

contrast, they inherently intersect them and treat them as reciprocally interrelated mechanisms 

which collaboratively account for and sometimes worsen their complex, structural position as 

socio-economically marginalised.  

  Hence, the combination of ethnomethodology (cf. Garfinkel, 1967) with 

intersectionality (cf. Crenshaw, 1991), which I have termed an ethno-intersectional approach, 

contributes with a situated, intersecting and action-oriented understanding of socio-economic 

marginalisation in a way that quantitative analysis or qualitative post-hoc interview accounts 

could not. Using theoretical terminology, the ethnomethodological (cf. Garfinkel, 1967), 

broadly conversation analytic (cf. Sacks et al, 1974) approach to categories as ‘social 

accomplishments’ (cf. Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 17-47; Stokoe, 2000; 2006) on naturally 

occurring data does not merely provide theoretical understanding through the analysis of 

narratives ‘about’ socio-economic marginalisation. In fact, it enables the actual observation of 
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the real-life, on-going, situated reproduction and crystallisation of larger socio-economic 

power structures and processes (cf. Schegloff, 1987; 2007; Hillbert, 1990; Edwards, Ashmore 

& Potter, 1995; Potter, 2003; Benwell & Stokoe, 2006: 48-86). This situated and action-

oriented approach thus reduces the risk of falling into certain analytical pitfalls discussed 

within contemporary intersectional (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) research. In particular, in relation to 

intersectional studies which more or less intentionally employ ‘variable’ or ‘subjective 

identity’ perspectives on social categories, thereby treating them as essentialistic, stable and 

disembedded from the actors’ own category-treatments and situated context (cf. McCall, 

2005; Collins, 2015; Choo and Feree, 2010; Degele & Winker, 2011).  

  In a similar fashion, an intersectional approach (cf. Crenshaw, 1991) to 

categories broadens the analytical scope of the ethnomethodological, situated analysis to not 

overlook orientations to multiple, intersecting categories in the interactions when examining 

functions of unequal power structures in society (see for instance Whitehead, 2013). In this 

instance, it would mean neglecting the inductive intersections of financial difficulty with 

single-motherhood and ill-health and solely focus on either one or the other when analysing 

accounts of socio-economic marginalisation. By doing so, the analysis would obscure the 

interconnected categories which the actors themselves observably treat as meaningful and 

relevant in a certain situated context. The analysis would therefore become more distant and 

detached to the observable categorical meaning constructions in the data, resulting in less 

empirically accurate knowledge about the particular examined incidence. However, this is not 

to be misunderstood with a non-focused analysis which attempts to encompass everything and 

nothing. Rather, it encourages the analyst to be mindful about not leaving out category 

intersections which the actors themselves orient to as relevant in the situated context.  

  In this way, an ethno-intersectional approach combines the prime analytical 

strengths as well as reduces certain weaknesses of two established and successful qualitative 

social scientific approaches. Albeit utilising different terminology, both approaches share the 

overarching purpose of generating contextual and detailed knowledge about the on-going, 

collaborative constructions, reproductions and alterations of social structures without 

neglecting or obscuring the real-life meanings and orientations made observably relevant by 

the actors themselves (cf. Garfinkel, 1967; Crenshaw, 1991). For instance, by examining how 

actors express, account for and accomplish situated, socio-economic marginalisation as well 

as privilege in specific contexts. The theoretical knowledge generated from such detailed 

analysis is therefore never to be understood as universally generalisable or applicable in any 

way. Instead, the ethno-intersectional approach can be seen as a practice of ‘general 
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particularisation’ (see Gaddis, 2002: 52). That is, ethno-intersectional studies solely produce 

situated knowledge claims consistent with the contextually embedded, inductive observable-

and reportable empirical material at hand. These contextually contingent knowledge claims or 

theories are further only connected to other existing theories or empirical cases if there are 

observable empirical and contextual grounds for doing so (cf. Gaddis 2002: 47-109). 

 

 

6.3 Processes of Marginalisation in the Swedish Welfare System   
Furthermore, when the housing allowance conversations and claimants are seen in relation to 

the socio-spatial context of Swedish urban segregation, these micro-level results provide a 

situated understanding of the intricate practices underlying and reinforcing Swedish socio-

economic and residential segregation. That is, the people making the phone calls regarding 

housing allowance are applying for financial aid in order to pay an actual rent, for an actual 

apartment, in a real neighbourhood somewhere in Sweden. Taking certain simple statistical 

and policy-related information into account, the housing allowance callers can be generally 

placed within a certain socio-spatial structural position. Firstly, in 2017, 91 % of housing 

allowance clients resided in rental apartments, whereas the proportion living in co-operative 

flats and villas has decreased noticeably since the beginning of the twenty first century (cf. 

Swedish Social Insurance Agency, statistics 1999-2017). Housing allowance is also a 

selective welfare benefit, requiring clients to score below a certain yearly income which the 

agency has deemed ‘low’ relative to the number of adults and children in the household (cf. 

Socialförsäkringen i siffror 2017: 34-35). Thus, seeing that most low rental apartments in 

Sweden are situated in peripheral urban areas and that the majority of the low-income 

population are concentrated in such areas (e.g. Andersson, Bråmå & Hogdal, 2009; Andersson 

& Kährik, 2015; Andersson & Hedman, 2016), it is not too great a step to construe that many 

housing allowance receivers may reside in such low-priced, rental apartment areas.  

  In addition, as current segregation research has shown, the political and 

ideological fields connected to the Swedish welfare system and housing market have 

undergone a neo-liberal shift. From originating with an emphasis on universal welfare 

regardless of socio-economic category-membership, it is now increasingly influenced by 

individualistic meritocracy, privatisation and market competition (cf. Grundström & Molina, 

2016). This change has contributed to the financial advancement and residential concentration 

of the privileged population on the one hand, and to greater socio-economic residualisation 

for the already marginalised on the other (cf. Andersson & Magnusson Turner, 2014). In 
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relation to the housing allowance conversations, the neo-liberal shift is particularly noticeable 

in how housing allowance claimants are treated as more or less deserving, underserving or 

indebted social insurance ‘clients’ from a reductionistic, meritocratic, financially-oriented and 

mathematically calculative perspective; in contrast to being treated as they portray and 

identify themselves, that is, as comprehensive, multifaceted and responsible albeit presently 

socio-economically, structurally marginalised human beings residing in Sweden in need of 

supplementary financial support to manage their everyday lives. As we have seen, such real-

life and institutional incongruities in the conceptualisation of socio-economic marginalisation 

seem to influence how the Social Insurance Agency treats selective benefits as separate boxes, 

which sometimes results in the reduction or termination of the housing allowance for 

households in a more complex intersecting position of socio-economic marginalisation and 

needing different selective benefits simultaneously. Relatedly, the mere existence of a policy 

maintaining that people in need of selective allowance de facto can become indebted to the 

very system originally created to assist them based on pre-determined figures and calculations 

which mechanically conclude that they have received ‘too much help’, indicates that the neo-

liberal, meritocratic and business-oriented ideals are well-established and operating in a 

taken-for-granted and overlooked fashion. These results can further be connected to the 

Swedish National Audit Office report (RIR 2018: 4) stating that one third of the housing 

allowance households, specifically the most marginalised, become long-term indebted to the 

Social Insurance Agency. The results can also be related to the report (RIR 2017: 9), which 

concludes that the most marginalised households are within a systematic process of worsening 

exclusion and thus, that the housing allowance is not contributing to the reduction of the 

socio-economic and residential gap in Sweden. In sum, the conceptual and practical ‘glitches’ 

within the welfare system observed in this study appear to be related to a neo-liberal – that is, 

meritocratic, individualistic, financially- and business-oriented – ‘client’ perspective of socio-

economically marginalised people, resulting in unexpected negative consequences for those in 

complex intersections of socio-economic exclusion.  

  Consequently, the micro-level results displaying an on-going, negative process 

of socio-economic marginalisation related to financial scarcity (low class), single-motherhood 

(single; female gender; parent), ill-health, and its observed connection to conceptual and 

procedural mismatches within the housing allowance and the Swedish welfare system, can be 

understood as situated ‘snapshots’ of the macro-level, marginalising process understood as 

residualisation (cf. Magnusson & Turner, 2014). In other words, the situated, institutional 

interactions in this study reveal in a very specific and detailed fashion one way in which 
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powerful societal actors, in this case the Swedish welfare state through the housing allowance, 

can contribute to the marginalisation and residualisation of specific, socio-economically and 

spatially marginalised groups in the Swedish society – irrespective of the current national 

economic prosperity.  

  In light of this, I would like to propose that an ethno-intersectional approach is 

particularly useful for future social research interested in examining how actors 

collaboratively orient to, account for, legitimise and intersect multiple categories such as 

class, gender and ethnicity in situated contexts and subsequently, shed light on the micro-level 

productions, reproductions or alterations of particular positions of social marginalisation and 

privilege in society. This study further discloses how it is vital not to overlook the situated, 

implemented practices of powerful actors, including state- as well as non-governmental 

institutions, in order to expose taken-for-granted processes or mismatches which, albeit 

unintentionally, may be contributing factors in the reproduction of structural socio-economic 

inequality. In conclusion, the ethno-intersectional results of this thesis contribute to a situated, 

multifaceted and action-oriented understanding of the multiple, intersecting categorical 

mechanisms related to socio-economic marginalisation in relation to the Swedish housing 

allowance and welfare state. Correspondingly, the results provide situated knowledge related 

to how institutional practices and taken-for-granted procedures can be involved in the 

production and reproduction of Swedish socio-economic and residential segregation.  
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8. Appendix 

 

 8.1. Table of Housing Allowance by type of residence, gender and household composition in 
December, 2017  
 

  

 

  
 

                          

                              

                              

  
Antal hushåll med bostadsbidrag i december 2017 med fördelning efter bostadstyp, kön och 
hushållstyp         

  
Number of households with housing allowance in December 2017, distributed by type of dwelling (flat with right of tenancy, co-operative flat, 
house, agriculture property and other), gender and type of family   

                              

                              

  Bostadstyp Hushållstyp                     

  Type of dwelling Type of family                     

      Hushåll med barn           Hushåll utan barn     Samtliga 

      Households with children         Households without children   Total 

      hemmavarande     enb. umgänges-   samtliga (18-28 år)   

samtli

ga   

      barn                                    rättsbarn                     total (age 18-28)   total   

      children living   shared-custody               

      at home     children only               

      en   två en   två   en   två     

      sökande   sökande sökande   sökande sökande   

söka

nde     

      one   two one   two   one   two     

      appliant   appliants appliant   

appliant

s   appliant   

applia

nts     

      kvinna man   kvinna man     kvinna man       

      woman man   woman man     woman man       

                              

  
Samtliga/ 
total 78 109 8 013 48 885   3 267 5 666 207 144 147 12 804  17 308 649 30 761 174 908 

                              

  
Hyresrätt/flat with 
right of tenancy 68 487 6 760 45 763    .. 5 348  .. 129 648 12 293  16 689 .. 29 597 159 245 
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Bostadsrätt/ 
co-operative flat 4 039  419 880   .. 203   .. 5 690 510  616 ..  .. 6 850 

  

 
Småhus/ 
house 1 869   514 466   .. 107   ..     .. ..   ..    .. 2 993 

  

 
Jordbruksfastighet/ 
agriculture 
property 53   ..        26   ..  ..        116         116 

  

 
Övrigt 
boende/other 3 661   ..     1 750    ..   ..     ..    .. 5 704 

 
(Reference: https://www.forsakringskassan.se/statistik/barn-familj/bostadsbidrag ) 
 
 
 
 
 

8.2 Original Swedish Excerpts in Jefferson Transcription  
 
ISSICS157sv 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
ISSICS2028sv 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

C Ja heter ((namn)) å ja: brukar 

 betala varje månad tre hundra kRO:ner? 

 (.) 

CT Mm¿ 

C Som ja e skyllning för bostadsbidrag. 

 Men de va=e: så=här, de ryms inte 

 pengarna. .hh Att betala den hh var:je månad 

 (.) tre hundra kronor för att ja får 

 pengarna från Soc. Å ja tänkte göra 

 en tillSTÅND. När ska ja jobba? .hhh 

CT M[m¿] 

C  [Ja] ska lämna pengarna tillbaka. Eh de  

 går bra? 

CT Asså du vill (.) begära anstånd, att du 

 vill inte betala längre nu, är=e så? 

C A:::, de är så. För att ja::: får pengarna  

 från Soc. Å då ryms inte,=eh:: #u:j#  

 När ja betalar den (.) räkningen ja har  

 inte tillräckligt ti ma:ten, ti=att klara  

 sej hela månaden. 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

C          JA! Ja har ju nämlien fått ehm (.) 

           att ja ska betala tillbaka till er 

           nu i mars¿ 

CT         Mh¿ 

C          Å ja ha:r sen tidigare en ganska  

           stor skuld >som ligger hos er som ni 

           reglerar< (.) varje månad¿ 

CT         Ja¿ 

C          >Å jag undrar om man kan lägga=in< dehä:r 

           i samma pott¿ 

https://www.forsakringskassan.se/statistik/barn-familj/bostadsbidrag
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ISSICS2416sv 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
ISSICS214sv 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

 

CT         Då↑ ska vi se- ja- ja=kan=ju skriva ner 
           dina önskemål >sen=är=de inte vi på     

           kundcenter som beslutar om det men<- 

C          Mm¿ 

CT         Ee::: förslaget kan vi absolut skriva ner- 

 

C Ja. Problemet är då- [då-] 

CT                              [Mm¿]  

C          att ja har precis börjat ett nytt jo↑bb    

           .hhh 

CT         Mm¿ 

C          å ja är ensamstående mamma=å ja har inte 

           riktit ekonomin↓ .hhh  

CT         Näej.  E[ee::: ] 

C                 >[Så det] skulle va jättebra om 

           de gick å lösa på de< sättet. .hhh 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

C       För att ja har e::: >försörjningsstöd= 

        =ja har pratat me dom< å ja- ja måste 

        söka till för >ja är mammaledig nu å  

        pengarna räcker inte till mat å hyran å 

        sådär< å dom sa till mig att då har rätt    

        att få bostadsbidrag- dom eh- dom kan inte  

        >avbryta din bostadsbidrag<.  

        För att eh- inkomsten räcker inte som du 

        får nu- att man har mat å allting till  

        barnen å ensam mamma¿  

        (1.0) 

        Å ja har två barn me mej. 

        (1.0) 

        >Å mammaledig är bara elvatusen ja 

        får från Försäkringskassa<. Nu. 

CT      Ja, fast du har (.) Vi har ju stoppat- (.) 

        Vi ska kolla. ((Skriver)) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

C Å sen blir de jobbit när man ha b-  

 när man ha=re liksom, (.) barn,  

 Å sen: tänker man >så=här< näe, (0.3)  

 hur ska ja (.) klara re=här¿ 

CT Mm: 

C Ska ja inte ha ett (.) ett enda krona  

 tiss >mhuh< .h huh (.) alla räkningar¿  

C För=de ju räkningarna som slukar upp 

 (0.4) 

CT Mm: [   °Ja förstår de.°   ] 

C     [ pengar som man kanske] skulle ha  

 haft ti mat istället. 

CT A:¿ >Jamen precis.< 
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ISSICS689sv 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
ISSICS1571sv 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
ISSICS1265sv 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

CT De skulle va jättebra. Skicka in de 

 till handläggaren. 

C Ja för att de fattas, asså ja går redan 

 back fy:ra tu:sen, å ja har tre barn 
 å försörja¿ 

CT Ja ja förstår. .h [ Men (om du-)] 

C                   [Ja le:ver på ]     

           varenda:  

 kro:na: [just nu,] 

CT         [   A.:  ] 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

C          A- Asså ja e::: ((suck)) 

CT         Ah ja kan förstå att de känns-  

           men de är ju så som  

           bostads[bidraget fungerar]- 

C                >[JA asså ja sitter] här<  

           <själv>. 

CT                [Jah]- 

C                 [Me] fyra barn. [Å- Å de är]- 

CT                                [Ja förstår ]  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

1 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

C Ja, ja be- >tack vare mitt<       

           <ha:ndikapp> som ja har då för  

           ja har <sjuk (.) ersättning¿  

           ((tydligt artikulerat)) 

           (.hh)  

           Åh ja får ingenting=ja har inget  

           socialstöd eller- allså alla 

 pengar ja får är från er=de är 

 >bostadstillägg=å=barnbidrag å så  

 vidare-  

           .hh 

CT Mm¿ 

C Så >nu när jag ska fylla i-  

           ja är så dåli=på=att=fylla=i den här  

           lappen då står det ju så här< 

 (.) beräknad inkomst i kroner¿(.) 

CT [Mm.] 

C [Ink]omst för hela kalenderåret  

 tvåtusensexton och tvåtusensjutton dåe= 

 Å ja är ensamstående me::: mina 

 tre barn då- 

           (.hhh) 

CT Mm 

C          Eh, och då behöver jag ju en e-(.)  
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ISSICS1622sv  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
ISSICS388sv 

25 

26 

27 

28 

           °behöver hjälp att räkna ut min e:::  
CT [okej] 

C [min] summa där då eh::: på min  

 sjukpension¿ ° 
           .hhh 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

1 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

C          Men i=alla=fall.  

 De hände en massa sa:ker, som  

 dom kan inte betala till mej en 

 månad. Å ja=ä ensa:mstående, å=att mitt 

 barn är diabetes typ ett¿  

CT [Mm ] 

C [.hh] Å sen hhar jah a=de=hå=de å  

 autismdragning. >hhh< 

CT Mm.= 

C =.hh A¿ Å sen nu ja har=eh faktiskt eh 

 för att min inkomst är inte tillräckli. 

CT (°.hnä°)= 

C =Att beta:la min skyldighet.  

 (.) 

C .h Samtidit ja kontaktar me:d Norra     

           sjukhus å allt, eh: >från  

           diabetmottagning< å dom sa till mej  

           .shih ja kan ha rätt (.) också 

 å få den hä:r bostadbidragen då,  

           för att ja har bara en inkomst¿ .h  

           Å sen ja är just nu 

 sjukeskri:v, .h å samtidig ja kan inte  

           betala min skyldighet heller. (.hhh) 

           Å till å me, jag har inte fått  

           vårdbidrag! De är nästan (.) en, två,   

           tre månader, å ja vet inte varför 

 heller (.) från försäkringskassan. 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

1 

16 

17 

CT         Då haru fyra månader på dej- 

           Å sen [så får du (ohörbart)] 

C       [Åh::: Ja vet inte   ] hur jag ska                

           gö:ra då! 

CT Nej. [Men som sagt-] 

C      [De är så hära]-  

CT         .shh 

           De är så här att ja (.) 

 måste lägga ut (.) Sju-  

           >Ja är ensamstående mamma¿< 

CT Mm. 

C Och (.) >barnets pappa lägger inte  

           ut nånting<. 

CT °Näj.° 

C (.hh)Så ja=vet=ju=att ja kommer få  

 <lägga u:t> (.) till tågbiljetten  

 tvåtusensexhundratio <varje> månad! 

CT °Mm° 
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8.3 Transcription Key 

Jeffersonian Transcription Notation is described in G. Jefferson, “Transcription Notation,” in 
J. Atkinson and J. Heritage (eds), Structures of Social Interaction, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984. 
 

Symbol Name Use 

[ text ] Brackets Indicates the start and end points of overlapping speech. 

= Equal Sign Indicates the break and subsequent continuation of a 
single interrupted utterance. 

(# of seconds) Timed Pause A number in parentheses indicates the time, in seconds, of 
a pause in speech. 

(.) Micropause A brief pause, usually less than 0.2 seconds. 

. or  Period or Down 
Arrow 

Indicates falling pitch. 

? or  Question Mark or 
Up Arrow 

Indicates rising pitch. 

, Comma Indicates a temporary rise or fall in intonation. 

- Hyphen Indicates an abrupt halt or interruption in utterance. 

>text< Greater than / 
Less than symbols 

Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered more 
rapidly than usual for the speaker. 

<text> Less than / 
Greater than 
symbols 

Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered more 
slowly than usual for the speaker. 

° Degree symbol Indicates whisper or reduced volume speech. 

ALL CAPS Capitalized text Indicates shouted or increased volume speech. 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

C Ja får tillbaka från utbildningsnämnden 

 ettusenfyrahundrasjuttisju (.hh) 

           Å plus att måste köpa då eh-  

           <terminskort> plus ter(ohörbart)tid.  

CT °Mm° 

C Så de=väldi=mycket pengar för mej- 

CT Ja förstår [det]- 

C            [som] ja måste lägga ut. 

CT °Mm° 

C nu när ja är sjukskri:ven va¿ 

CT °Mm° 

C Å ja vet ju att ja- sista draget ä:r 

 ju att ja måste gå- (.) eh söka  

 °socialbidrag°. 
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underline Underlined text Indicates the speaker is emphasizing or stressing the 
speech. 

::: Colon(s) Indicates prolongation of an utterance. 

(hhh)  Audible exhalation 

? or (.hhh)  High Dot Audible inhalation 

( text ) Parentheses Speech which is unclear or in doubt in the transcript. 

(( italic text )) Double 
Parentheses 

Annotation of non-verbal activity. 

  
 
 
Original Transcription key as published in Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson (1974) 

 


