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Jefferson, Sacks & Schegloff  [1] note that “laughter can be an achieved product of 

methodic, co-ordinated processes, with the occasion of laughing together oriented to, 

produced, extended, as an event in itself” (p.159). In this paper, we show how some of the 

phonetic variability that has been observed for laughter (e.g. [2]) can be reframed as 

structured phonetic detail, which participants in conversation use to coordinate and adjust their 

laughter as it unfolds in time.  This paper offers a broadly generalisable framework for 

understanding the internal organisation of laughter in conversation, mirroring some of 

Schegloff’s [3] arguments that turns at talk have recognisable ‘beginnings’, ‘middles’, and 

‘ends’ that contribute to the management of turn-taking and the organisation of social actions 

through talk. Building on [4] we show how laughter bouts have an internal structure organised 

into four consecutive components:  

Initiating pulse Exhalation sequence (Glottal reset) Inhalation 

Voiced or voiceless 
Usually single loud pulse 
Typically glottal, may 
have oral initiation 
Explosive onset with 
turbulent airflow 

Voiced or voiceless 
Usually multiple pulses 
Oral, nasal, or oronasal airflow 
Variable loudness 
Variations in jaw opening 
Melodic and rhythmical structure 

Phonation reset 

Glottal clicks or 

“afterpulses” and 

other transitory 

sounds  

Mostly voiceless; 
sometimes voiced 
 
Glottal friction; 
sometimes oral (e.g.: .s, 
.ɱ̊, .ɬ…) 

 

Using the qualitative methods of Interactional Linguistics and a parametric phonetic analysis 

combining auditory and acoustic techniques, we examine the phonetic details of song-like 

laughter in four corpora of natural conversation in English (CallFriend), Spanish (CallHome 

Spanish), German (Lindenstrasse), and Finnish (PECII). We show how participants use these 

details to manage its unfolding in real time, projecting its ending and the transition back to talk 

in a coordinated manner (in the case of Ex. 1, with a roughly simultaneous return to talk at 2.5 

seconds), and reflect on the affordances of each phase for local management, including 

rhythm, pitch, and loudness — prosodic features also present in speech.  
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