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Abstract
Peanut allergy is in a contested state. Among other food allergies, peanut allergy has been
discussed by both scientists and the media as a new epidemic in the western society.
However, this view is contested by others due to the challenging nature of accurately
assessing the prevalence of food allergies. Furthermore, food allergies in general have
been discussed as emblematic of contemporary life, a ‘modern malady’. This description
can be tied to views that modern illnesses and associated controversies stem from our
modern way of living and thinking. While recent efforts of scientists have increased our
understanding of how food allergic people experience and cope with their health status,
little is known about how they (consciously or not) manage their allergy and associated
consequences in everyday interaction. This thesis aims to addresses this knowledge gap.
A discursive psychological perspective on online forum talks about peanut allergy
allowed for various types of allergy accounts to become revealed. Peanut allergic people
may reveal their health by producing ‘deadly serious accounts’. These accounts are
characterized with extreme case formulations and script formulations, presenting the
deadliness of peanut allergy as ‘facts’. They are often discredited by next speakers, for
three potential reasons: 1) they may be difficult or awkward to respond to and thereby
put a burden on next speakers 2) they may emerge in a questionable context and 3) they
may contain hidden moral accusations. The second type of allergy accounts consists of
self-mocking, ironic and nuancing descriptions, which are generally appreciated and
taken up by next speakers. These descriptions are built as to index the speaker as not
being disposed to ‘care too much’. Third, peanut allergic people emphasize the severity
of their allergy and display sensitiveness to the burden they may put on others. This
happens especially when they depend on others to control for the allergen. Fourth, food
allergic people may ‘gate keep’ the righteousness of other allergy accounts. Their own
health status appears to play a central role in building credibility for such evaluations.
The results indicate that peanut allergic people may be confronted with challenges that
go beyond experience and mitigation of food allergy risks. Food allergy has been observed
to be associated with other controversial modern illnesses and food trends in order to
present food allergic people as being disposed to get things wrong due to personal
characteristics. This thesis argues that such descriptions are (partially) based on
difficulties to comprehend how severe peanut allergy can be. Thereby, communication
strategies should aim at improving the conceivability of the consequences of severe
peanut allergy. Furthermore, it can be argued that food allergic people should be reflexive
on how their allergy accounts may index the next speaker, or potentially put them in a
difficult position to respond.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
This chapter elaborates on the context of peanut allergy that makes this topic and the
focus of this thesis relevant. It briefly introduces peanut allergy and associated
controversies and elaborates on the focus and goals of this thesis.

1.1 Peanut allergy
Peanut allergy exists as one of many food-induced allergies, which all could be
characterized by an adverse response of the immune system to the protein component of
speciﬁc foods (Sicherer & Sampson, 2006; VanderKaay, 2016). These components are
called ‘food allergens’, and peanut is among the most common allergens within our
society. Peanut allergy can cause severe immunological reactions. In severe case of
peanut allergy, even small amounts of peanut (or even traces) can cause an acute and lifethreatening allergic reaction, also referred to as ‘anaphylaxis’ (Cox & Sicherer, 2015).
Peanut allergy has been found to be the most common cause of fatal food-induced
anaphylaxis, accounting for two-thirds of these cases (Kemp, 2005; Pitchforth et al.,
2011). Although the of number fatal cases is low, it is still considered an important health
problem, especially in children (Cox & Sicherer, 2015; Sicherer & Sampson, 2007;
VanderKaay, 2016).

1.2 Living with food allergy can be difficult
So far, most of the research conducted and published on food allergies has been of a
clinical nature, focusing on prevalence, aetiology, management and treatments (Dean,
Fenton, Shannon, Elliott & Clarke, 2016; Gallagher & Sheikh, 2009). However, many
scientists have valued and emphasized the need for a patient perspective in social
research as complementary tool next to clinical research in order to improve allergy
management (Cortes, Castillo & Sciaraffia, 2018; Williams & Calnan, 1996; Bury, 1991;
Radley & Billig, 1996; Lauritzen, 2004), providing a more in-depth focus on how
participants themselves interact with food allergy. This view has been reflected in the
growing literature on the food allergic people’s everyday life experience of food allergies
(Dean et al., 2016).

1.2.1 Challenges and barriers
In the past two decades, a growing number of studies have focused on the lived
experiences of (severe) food allergies among adults and children, including the impact of
food allergies on the quality of life (see VanderKaay, 2016; Gupta et al, 2009; Johnson &
Woodgate, 2017; Cortes et al., 2018) and coping strategies (see Dean et al., 2016). Studies
have often described food allergies as an everyday problem, posing challenges and
barriers for the family as a whole. While allergy management in the home environment
can be difficult and requires knowledge and vigilance, the management of food allergies
becomes nearly impossible outside the relatively controllable home environment. For
someone with a food allergy (especially in severe cases), the outside world is often
uncontrollable and individuals with severe food allergies are considered to be at risk in
public environments, where contact with potential allergens can either directly – or
through cross-contamination – be unpredictable. (Fenton et al., 2011, Stjerna, Vetander,
Wickman & Lauritzen, 2014; Dean et al., 2016). Consequentially, it has been found that
children suffering from such allergies have to anticipate higher levels of risk and fear in
3

everyday life, and they may have to deal with the potential to be socially (or physically)
isolated from peers and family members (Dean et al., 2016). Furthermore, it has also been
found that food allergic children are at higher risk of being bullied (Lieberman, Weiss,
Furlong, Sicherer & Sicherer, 2010; MacKenzie, Roberts, Van Laar, & Dean, 2010).

1.2.2 A daily life challenge for families
Peanut allergy is particularly difficult to manage because the peanut allergen is processed
in many foods and therefore difficult to avoid. In an attempt to cope with food allergy,
affected families may limit their family activities (Sicherer, Noone & Muñoz-Furlong,
2001; Marklund, Ahlstedt & Nordström, 2007; Gupta et al., 2009) by limiting the
children’s’ exposure to environments that are considered to be unsafe (e.g. birthday
parties or airplanes). Furthermore, parents are cautious which food they purchase and
process. They may inspect food labels and ingredient lists for food consumed outside the
home environment, encourage presence of emergency epinephrine injectors and make
sure that common environments of the child (e.g. schools, homes of extended family
members) are allergen-free or allergen controlled (Mandell, Curtis, Gold & Hardie, 2005;
Barnett, Vasileiou, Gowland, Raats & Lucas, 2013; Stjerna et al., 2014; Dean et al., 2016).
It has also been found that, as food allergic children become adolescents, they start to
take over many responsibilities from their caretakers. As teenagers tend to spend more
time outside the home environment, they become increasingly responsible to manage
their allergy by themselves. For instance, they are required to make conscious decisions
regarding which foods they consider to be safe for consumption in order to avoid allergic
reactions. They also carry more responsibility in ensuring presence and proper
application of medicine in case something goes wrong. However, teenagers have also
been found to be less vigilant about maintaining allergen-free environments and report
greater risk-taking behavior (Mandell et al., 2005; Monks et al., 2010; Fenton, Elliott &
Clarke, 2013). For instance, teenagers with food allergy were found to be less likely to ask
about ingredients in restaurants compared to parents (Mandell et al., 2005), and they
have also been found to be less likely to carry medication for it (Lyons & Forde, 2004;
MacKenzie et al., 2010). Although the management of allergies is something young adults
need to learn (MacKenzie et al. 2010), the question why some teens may be more ‘relaxed’
in terms of vigilance still requires further investigation (Lyons & Forde 2004). MacKenzie
et al. (2010; p.600) found that, although some teenagers showed a higher tolerance of
risk, various other factors informed the level of precaution, ‘including their perception of
the severity of their allergy and their knowledge about it, their trust/distrust of information
about ingredients or those catering on their behalf and the accessibility of emergency
treatment’. Overall, studies seem to share consensus that teenagers in particular are
considered to be a high-risk group, especially in the case of nut allergy. Fatal anaphylactic
reactions have been found to be the most prevalent in young adults (15-24 years old),
caused by peanut and tree nut allergy (Pumphrey, 2004).
Studies such as described above highlight allergies such as peanut allergy as a complex
phenomenon which poses everyday life challenges for both food allergic children (or
teens) and their care takers. In other words, food allergy could be described as a ‘family
process of living with food allergy’ (Cortes et al., 2018; p.53).
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1.3 Controversy relating to peanut allergy
1.3.1 A new allergy epidemic?
Food allergy has received increasing media attention in the past decades and it has even
been discussed as emblematic of contemporary life, a ‘modern malady’ (Stjerna et al.,
2014; p.131). A first ‘wave’ of allergic disease appeared roughly six decades ago, when
the prevalence of asthma and allergic rhinitis gained momentum the western world. In
the past two decades or so, food allergy has been identified as a potential ‘second wave’ of
‘allergy epidemic’ (Prescott & Allen, 2011; p.155). The association of peanut allergy as an
epidemic seems to be particularly the case for peanut allergy (Waggoner, 2013). Peanut
allergy is estimated to affect roughly 1-2% of the children in the western world (Venter
et al., 2010; Pitchforth et al., 2011; Sicherer & Sampson, 2007), and various studies
indicated a recent increase in the prevalence of peanut allergy. For instance, a series of
three large scale US survey study on self-reported nut allergy between 1997-2008 have
found a three-fold increase in the prevalence of nut allergies. This was mainly due to a
significant increase of youngsters (younger than 18 years) with peanut or tree nut allergy
(Sicherer, Muñoz-Furlong, Godbold & Sampson, 2010). Similar rates of nut allergy have
also been reported in the United Kingdom (Hourihane et al., 2007; Du Toit et al., 2008)
and Australia (Trakultivakorn et al. 2007).

1.3.2 The challenge of assessing the prevalence of (food) allergy
Yet, the challenging nature of investigating the prevalence of food allergies gives reasons
to be cautious about drawing conclusions regarding the prevalence of food allergies.
According to Prescott and Allen (2011; p.156), ‘the only deﬁnitive way of accurately
assessing the prevalence of clinical IgE-mediated food allergy is by obtaining reliable data
through systematic testing and food challenges in a large unselected community
population’. Double-blind placebo-controlled food challenges are considered to be the
‘gold standard’ for diagnosis (CORDIS, 2018). Yet, this is a very time consuming and
expensive method; it requires access to emergency medical treatment and highly trained
medical personnel (Ostblom & Nillson, 2010), and it can be particularly stressful for the
patient (CORDIS, 2018). While other tests, such as skin prick tests and blood tests are
highly associated with food allergies, they are not sufficiently reliable for a definitive
diagnose of food allergies in all cases (ibid.). For instance, sensitization to food allergens
cannot be used as definitive evidence for food allergy as this is also common among
children who do not have clinical food allergy (Ostblom & Nilsson, 2010). Thus, while the
gold standard for diagnosis offers reliable data, applying this diagnosis method becomes
extremely expensive for studies with larger sample sizes. Thereby, only a limited number
of studies have investigated the prevalence of food allergies on a population level so far
(ibid.). To my knowledge, the only large-scale projects so far are the EuroPrevall project
(2005-2009), the HealthNuts study (2015; see Koplin et al., 2015), and iFAAM (20132017). Ostblom and Nillson (2010) also pointed out that discrepancies between reported
and perceived food allergy, and possibly discrepancies between doctor’s diagnosis of food
allergy and ‘true’ food allergy are additional inconsistencies that could both present
clinical dilemma’s and pose obstacles in research on the prevalence of food allergies.
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1.3.2 The epidemic state of peanut allergy is contested
In the above described context, the epidemic state of peanut allergy does not go
uncontested. On the one hand, medical experts have claimed the incidence of peanut
allergy among children has doubled around the turn of the 21st century (Sicherer,
Muñoz-Furlong & Sampson, 2003; Waggoner, 2013) Additionally, Waggoner (2013; p.54)
illustrated a shift in the perception of peanut allergy from a ‘rare medical malady’ into a
‘contemporary public health problem’. He argued that the perception of the peanut allergy
as an epidemic is a ‘co-constructed’ phenomenon through interactions between various
actors (e.g. experts, publics, biomedical categories and institutions), resulting in
increasing awareness, surveillance and diagnoses of food allergies by the medical
community. For instance, the author illustrated that the media used risk amplification
tactics in order to promote their stories, and medical researchers advanced such
prevailing narratives by using phrases like ‘apparent epidemic’. He concluded that the
peanut epidemic is a constructed phenomenon and thereby in a contested state,
potentially carrying negative social consequences for food allergic children. He described
the peanut epidemic a ‘peanut panic’, resulting from ‘population hysteria’ (ibid.; p.49).

1.3.3 The potential impact of controversy on food allergic people
Although our understanding of the social implications of the health status of people with
food allergy is still relatively unexplored, controversial situations as described above
could have consequences for how the ‘health status’ of people with food allergy is
perceived and treated (Waggoner, 2013; Dean et al., 2016). For instance, Dean et al.,
(2016) suggested that the recent attention for the rise of food allergies may lead to
stigmatization to this newly emerging health risk. Waggoner (2013) argued that the
increased attention for food allergy has resulted in much social activity and controversy
in the past decade, especially in day care and educational settings (Kilanowski, Stalter &
Gottesman, 2006; Waggoner, 2013).
Some controversy revolves around the emergence of school policies designed to keep
food allergic children ‘safe’. Policies can include safety precautions, such as banning of
peanut butter, segregated lunch tables based on the presence of peanuts, peanut free
zones, and evacuation of school areas when peanuts have been found (e.g. in airplanes or
baseball parks) (Waggoner 2013). The school setting is one of the most common settings
where allergic reactions among children may occur. For instance, Nowak-Wegrzyn et al.
(2001) found that approximately 18% of food allergic children experience at least one
allergic reaction at school during a period of two years. Despite the fact that policies (such
as a school-wide peanut ban) are introduced to protect a select number of allergic
children, they often apply to all children in the school. Therefore, it should not be difficult
to imagine that these kind of policy changes do not go unchallenged by some parents.
After all, policies such as the banning of certain allergens in the school may affect all
families, including those who do not have food allergic children. For these families, it is
not enough to just acknowledge that food allergies are serious business; many school
policies require actual concessions on a daily life basis for both the parents and children.
This potential friction is also illustrated in a large-scale US survey on public attitudes
toward ‘food allergy involved policy’ in the USA (Gupta et al., 2009). The authors
identified a discrepancy between public recognition of the need for food allergy policies
6

and the willingness to implement proposed policies. Although the food allergy was
recognized by most participants in the study, many still opposed policies designed to
keep allergic children save, such as the banning of products or special tables for food
allergic children.
Other settings where the controversy about the state or integrity of food allergic people
may occur is the catering industry. Many lifestyles depend on food prepared away from
home (Moneret-Vautrin & Kanny, 2004), and it was found that a vast majority of food
allergy related deaths (76% in the particular study) are caused by consumption of foods
outside the home environment (Pumphrey, 2000). Thereby, members who interact with
food allergic children at public places, such as restaurant, entertainment facilities,
childcare facilities and schools can have a large impact on the health and well-being of
food allergic children (Gupta et al., 2009). In recent years, however, several news articles
have described the struggles of cooks, who have noticed that an increasingly large
number of guests claim to have an allergy (den Hollander, 2018; Munchies, 2016). These
news articles point out that, from at least some cooks’ experience, various ‘eating trends’
have led some guests to make ‘ridiculous’ requests for their meals, and suggested that
‘being allergic’ is just another term for ‘don’t liking’ certain foods. Certainly, such
developments do not reflect well on those who ‘truly’ suffer from food allergy – especially
severe cases.

1.4 The focus of this thesis
As discussed earlier in this chapter, various studies have identified food allergy as an
everyday problem for those who have to deal with food allergy. These studies have
focused on the physical, social and psychological impact of food allergies, as well as on
management (coping) strategies. However, there seems to be less understanding
regarding how food allergic people account for their food allergy and its consequences in
everyday interaction. This becomes particularly relevant in the context of controversy
regarding food allergies as a public versus an individual health problem, specifically
peanut allergy (see section 1.3). For people with severe food allergy, their health status
can become a matter of life and death. Severe food allergies are particularly difficult to
manage in public spaces, and attempts to do so inevitably requires cooperation among all
public actors involved (e.g. Gupta et al., 2009). In this regard, measures to increase safety
in public spaces extend the responsibility for allergy management beyond those who
suffer from it. This can become problematic, especially in cases where people have
relatively little knowledge or experience regarding how severe such an allergy can be.
Peanut allergy can be almost unimaginably severe and is therefore sometimes treated
with disbelief or even skepticism. It should not be difficult to imagine that those who are
affected by (severe) peanut allergies may encounter situations in which peanut allergy is
not accepted as a serious and severe health status. For some, the struggle of food allergic
people may not be treated as ‘that’ serious and thus dismissed as exaggerated. Instead, it
may be dismissed as an outcry (moaning) or attempt to attract attention by what is
perceived as just another ‘snowflake’ 1 . For others, the food allergy itself may be just
This is a rather new term for someone who is considered to be ‘overly sensitive’ and ‘entitled’
(CollinsDictionary, 2019).
1
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another phenomenon that is tied to a list of ‘modern problems’ for which our civilization
is to blame. The latter implies that food allergic people themselves are responsible for
their illness and should therefore be held accountable for its consequences.

1.4.1 Research Question
In the above described context, this thesis specifically focusses on how food allergic
teenagers (and their parents) account for their peanut allergy in everyday online
interaction where their allergic status has somehow become contested. The research
question of this thesis has been formulated as follows: How do food allergic teenagers
account for their peanut allergy in everyday interaction, so as to build credibility for the
allergy itself, or the claimed consequences?

1.4.2 Research Objective
Adopting a discursive psychological (DP) approach, this thesis addresses the way in
which food allergic people manage the above described situations in everyday settings.
Discursive psychology allows for a sequential analysis of ‘real time’ conversation that
occurs within its own, everyday context. Focusing on everyday communication, this
thesis addresses the way in which people who are affected by peanut allergy (consciously
or not) account for their health status in order to manage the credibility of their claims,
especially in cases where their health status is challenged. Thereby, this thesis aims to
gain new insights with regards to the above described debate and its impact on the daily
life of food allergic people, as well the way in which they cope with this in interaction.
More specifically, study results should provide a better understanding of what food
allergic teenagers may be confronted with on a social level in everyday life (e.g. when
their health status is being challenged by others), and how they deal with this in
interaction. In other words, it should become clear what is at stake for food allergic
people, how they manage credibility regarding their health status and its consequences,
and how their accounts affect further conversation as it unfolds. Ultimately, such insights
could be utilized as implications for development of strategies aimed at improving coping
strategies of food allergic people, and their quality of life in general.

1.4.3 Thesis outline
Having introduced the topic and focus of this thesis (chapter 1), the next chapters are
arranged as follows. Chapter 2 is describing the theoretical foundation of this thesis and
focusses on the everyday life experience of food allergic people and concepts in discursive
psychology. Chapter 3 elaborates on the research methodology. Chapter 4 discuss and
illustrate the findings of the discursive psychological analysis. Chapter 5 is the concluding
chapter and further discusses the findings in a broader societal context and the
theoretical and practical implications. Lastly, the chapter also address various limitations
of this study.
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework
This chapter aims to provide an oversight of the conceptual framework on which this
thesis builds. The introduction framed food allergy as an ‘everyday’ business, which is
why the first half of this chapter (section 2.1) consists of an exploration of existing
literature on the lived experience of food allergies. This should help to gain more insight
as to what it means for young individuals and their caretakers to have a peanut allergy.
The second half focuses on the key notions of discursive psychology itself (section 2.2)
and concepts that can be linked to managing the objectivity or subjectivity of claims and,
ultimately, credibility (section 2.3). These last two sections serve as the core conceptual
foundation upon which this thesis builds.

2.1 The lived experience of food allergies
Various studies have focused on the everyday experiences of food allergic people.
Thereby, scientists have focused on the experience of risk, the impact on social activities
and social consequences (e.g. teasing, bullying and discrimination), the impact on identity
and coping strategies.

2.1.1 The experience of risk
Several studies indicate that the experience of food allergy is predominated by feelings of
risk and danger. According to MacKenzie et al., (2010), teenagers with food allergy
reported to fear dying from their food allergy; the danger and vulnerability of anaphylaxis
was characterized as a life or death situation. In this regard, the Epinephrine AutoInjectors (EAI) came to be seen as a lifeline. The constant vigilance and strict avoidance
of allergic substances were found to require much time and effort, and this weighted
heavily on food allergic children (Johnson & Woodgate, 2017). Parents also have been
found to experience worries and anxiety due to the constant vigilance that is required for
the management of their children’s food allergies (Mandell et al., 2005;). In some cases,
such worries only increased the experienced burden of the food allergic children and they
have been found to significantly impact the children’s experience of risk (Johnson &
Woodgate, 2017).
From the parental perspective, caring for children with food allergy has been found to be
tied to feelings of ‘living with risk and fear’ (Gillespie, Woodgate, Chalmers & Watson,
2007; Rouf, White & Evans, 2011; Stjerna et al., 2014, p.131), and the management of food
allergies is a constant struggle of being in charge and thus making the ‘right’ choices. In
their study, Stjerna et al. (2014, p.141) concluded that there are no clear boundaries
between taking risks and avoiding risks, because parental responsibility and risk-taking
behavior can both be part of conventional social norms, or as the authors put, they are
‘two sides of the same coin’. On the one hand, constant vigilance has been found to be a
widespread norm in parental interaction, for which parents with food allergic children
actively account for. On the other hand, the authors have found that parents legitimize
risk taking behavior as ‘calculated’, because taking risks can also be part of ‘being a good
parent'. Thereby, Stjerna et al. (2014) suggested that ‘being vigilant’ and ‘taking risks’
could mean that not only the child’s health is at stake for the parents, but also their own
identity as responsible parents.
9

2.1.2 Limited social activities
As already slightly touched upon in the previous section, parental anxiety may lead to
precautionary measures to ensure the safety of their food allergic child that limits (daily)
social life activities (Bollinger et al., 2006; Klinnert & Robinson, 2008; Stjerna et al. 2014;
Pitchforth et al., 2011; Dean et al., 2016). This was commonly found among parents with
food allergic children who felt that if safety could not be guaranteed during social
activities, such as overnight school trips, their child could not participate (Dean et al.,
2016). Exclusion of social events is thought to put a burden on food allergic children, as
the authors put: ‘such examples predominantly interpreted by youth as unfair, careless and
prioritizing the status quo (e.g. the needs of hungry students) over the well-being of those
with life-threatening food allergies’ (ibid.; p.48).
Even as the child grows older, handing over responsibilities of allergy management to the
teenager may be a difficult process for parents (Akeson et al., 2007; Stjerna et al., 2014).
As discussed earlier, parents may take ‘calculated risks’ to reduce the restrictions that
food allergy puts on the social life (Fleischer et al., 2012; Stjerna et al., 2014), for instance
by sending them to social events anyway in cases where social benefits were perceived
to outweigh the risks of exposure to allergens. While social events are considered to be
risky, they could also be beneficial for the development and the social life of the child
(Dean et al., 2016). Thereby, limitation of social activities could be seen as a major social
consequence of food allergy.

2.1.3 Teasing, bullying and discrimination
Other social consequences relate to negative behavior from people in the direct
environment of those who have (to manage) food allergies. Various studies have
indicated that, especially in school settings, food allergic children’s health status may
invoke negative behavior from peers, such as teasing, bullying, discrimination, and
physical threats and harm (Pitchforth et al., 201;1 Lieberman et al. 2010; Dean et al.,
2016; MacKenzie et al., 2010; Johnson & Woodgate, 2017). Food allergic children have
reported to encounter various difficulties relating to this topic. They often reported that
they felt as though their difficulties were not understood and that people were ignorant
about their needs to remain safe. The health status often resulted in unwanted attention,
being treated differently (Johnson & Woodgate, 2017), and feelings of disregard,
isolation, and socially exclusion. For instance, some food allergic children shared stories
of being threatened with food allergic substances as a means of exclusion (Dean et al.,
2016). It should not be difficult to imagine that such events may increase such insecurities
among food allergic children.

2.1.4 Impact on identity
Studies suggested that food allergies may have a major impact on the identity of the
family, including the parents. In their study, Pitchforth et al. (2011) found that all
participants (food allergic children and their parents) experienced a ‘less desirable
identity’ after diagnosis of food allergy. Some parents felt shame about delayed diagnosis
and others reported to have experienced negative comments or jokes as a result of the
allergy. For instance, parents reported to be treated as ‘faddy, demanding and neurotic’,
and that their children suffered from teasing and exclusion (Pitchforth et al., 2011; p.255).
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Similarly, Lieberman et al. (2010) found that nearly a quarter of the parents reported that
their food allergic child has been bullied due to the allergy.
Especially for teenagers, being ‘part’ of the social environment may be important. Dean
et al. (2016) found that allergic children (especially at higher age) did not want their
health status to limit their participation in social activities, or make them look different
from their peer group in general. Daily practices to keep them safe, such as washing hands
in order to avoid cross-contamination were experienced as a reminder of their difference.
Furthermore, indirect or subtle forms of discrimination were particularly often reported
as troublesome (ibid.). For instance, in an effort to separate allergic children from
potential allergic substances, the children with food allergy were separated (e.g. eating in
separate rooms, leaving the classroom) from non-allergic children. Furthermore, some
children shared contrasting stories about how they had to leave class because someone
else was consuming the allergen in the classroom, and sometimes they had to do so
against the wishes of the teacher. Such events were experienced as unfair and careless.

2.1.4 A new way of life
While many studies investigated how families with food allergies cope with this health
status (e.g. Mandell et al., 2005, Akeson et al., 2007, Nettleton et al., 2009, Pitchforth et al.,
2011, Fenton et al., 2013), it seems that a central theme is how children generally go
through a process that is referred to as ‘redefining normal’ (Johnson & Woodgate, 2017;
p.2540) or ‘normalization’ (Dean et al., 2016; p.48). This has been summarized by Johnson
and Woodgate (2017; p.2540) as follows: ‘This is a process wherein teens come to see their
diagnosis with food induced allergy and their own particular differences as a part of their
life and identity overall’.
Especially food allergic teenagers are required to come to terms with aspects of their lives
that are associated with food allergy as part of everyday business (Fenton et al., 2011)
and their identity (DunnGalvin et al., 2009; Marklund et al., 2007; Johnson & Woodgate,
2017). In this regard, the food allergy is internalized as ‘a way of life’ (MacKenzie et al.,
2010; p.596).

2.2 Discursive psychology
As illustrated in the previous section (section 2.1), a growing body of literature has
described the lived experience of food allergic people. These studies have provided
valuable insights on various topics, such as the experience of risks, the burdens of food
allergy in everyday life and coping strategies. Most importantly in the context of this
thesis, it has also been illustrated that, although food allergy can be very serious with a
major impact on the family as a whole, this is not necessarily recognized by people in
their social environment. It could be argued that the topic of ‘being taken seriously’ is
made relevant by these studies, but only slightly touched upon. Studies have illustrated
situations in which food allergic teenagers and their caretakers may be required to
account for the food allergy and its consequences (e.g. Stjerna et al., 2014; Lauritzen,
2004). Yet, little attention is given as to how they do so.
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This could be investigated by adopting a discursive psychological approach. Discursive
psychologists have focused on the daily life interaction in the context of various health
related themes, such as celiac disease (Veen, te Molder, Gremmen & van Woerkum, 2010;
Veen, te Molder, Gremmen & van Woerkum, 2012), ADHD, diabetes and ALS (Versteeg &
te Molder 2018). However, the food allergy appears to be an unexplored phenomenon.
A discursive psychological approach could provide complementary insights into the
everyday experiences of food allergic children, with special attention how they manage
this in interaction. Discursive psychology allows to study everyday interaction as a means
of performing actions. A key benefit of the discursive psychological approach (that is in
strong contrast with other research methodologies, such as interviews) is that actions
performed in interactions can be studied regardless of whether they are produced
consciously or unconsciously. Thereby, it can study complex and underlying implications
of actions that may be overlooked otherwise.

2.2.1 Key notions of discursive psychology
Discursive psychology is based on at least three key assumptions, which are further
discussed in this section. The discursive psychological approach can be characterized as
follows: ‘Discursive psychology (DP) is the study of psychological issues from a participant’s
perspective. It investigates how people practically manage psychological themes and
concepts such as emotion, intent, or agency within talk and text, and to what ends’ (te
Molder, 2015; p.1).
The first key notion is that language is a tool to get something done, or as Potter (2011;
p.106) put it, ‘DP starts with a focus on discourse as a central resource for performing
action’. Thus, DP does not just study what people say, but rather what it does.
A second key notion is that discursive psychologists regards conversation as both
constructed and constructive. It is constructed in the sense that language consist of a wide
range of resources - building blocks (e.g. words, categories, repertoires or grammatical
structures). They allow for the construction of particular versions of the world (Potter,
2011). It is constructive in the sense that potential alternative versions of descriptions
are always available – which requires the speaker to make choices (Potter & te Molder,
2005). The speaker may also construct versions of descriptions that have not been
present prior to the conversation (Potter, 2011; Wiggins & Potter, 2007).
A third key notion is that conversations always occur in (but is also shaped by) its
situational context. More specifically, talk is situated institutionally, sequentially and
rhetorically (Potter, 2011). Since this thesis focusses on sequential and rhetorical
analysis (see section 3.3), these will be briefly elaborated on. Talk is situated sequentially
because talk occurs in a specific timeframe, order and context, or as put by others, it
unfolds in the ‘here and now’ (ibid.; p.107) and ‘turn by turn’ (Potter 2012; p.123). People
make sense of conversation based on contextual features of the conversation; each
conversational ‘turn’, utterance or action shapes an environment for the next (Versteeg
& te Molder 2018). Conversation is situated rhetorically, which means that people use
language to convince or persuade. For instance, it has been found that even in the absence
of conflict, utterances are constructed in such a way as to resist actual or potential
alternatives (Potter, 2011) or attempts to undermine them (Versteeg & te Molder 2018).
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2.3 Managing credibility: the objective and the subjective side
Subject-object relations, also referred to as ‘mind-world’ relations, are considered to be a
main concern of discursive psychology (Edwards, 1997; Edwards, 2007). In short, these
relations refer to whether or not claims exist in the world (objective) or in the mind
(subjective). As explained in this chapter, the objectivity and subjectivity of claims are
generally managed by the speakers as means to build or undermine credibility. Building
credibility is an essential part of showing that you are not disposed to get things wrong.
This section focusses on how both objectivity and subjectivity may be linked to building
or contesting credibility, and which interactional devices may play a role in this practice.

2.3.1 The objective side
One way in which speakers may build credibility in their descriptions is by constructing
them as factual. While discursive psychologists do not evaluate the factuality of
descriptions, the analytical interest is how they are presented as factual. This action also
referred to as ‘objectification’, the ‘object side’ of building credibility (Edwards, 2005).
As put by Edwards (2007; p.31), objectification refers to ‘how, in producing versions of
things and events, speakers (or writers of text) build the factual status or objectivity of what
they are saying’.
Generally speaking, facts resemble things that are thought to be consistent with ‘objective
reality’ and thus widely accepted as ‘true’. Of course, this does not mean that
objectivization of claims always leads to acceptance, for instance if next speakers
challenge the factuality of such claims. The point here is that, by claiming objectivity, the
speaker builds the description as credible. In other words, presenting descriptions as
factual allows the speaker to build credibility for the particular claim. In order to do so,
speakers may use various interactional devices, which will be discussed in section 2.4.

2.3.2 The subjective side
The management of speakers’ objectivity inevitably goes arguably hand in hand with the
management of subjectivity. For instance, speakers may undermine objectivity of other
peoples’ account by working up the subjective status of their account. On the contrary,
speakers may enhance the objectivity of their claims by producing descriptions that
distance the speaker from subjective traits.
The subjectivity of accounts reflects the speaker’s stake and interest regarding a topic
(Edwards, 2007; Edwards & Potter 1992). Edwards (2007) noted that, in order to
produce factual descriptions, the speaker may need to control for stake. As an illustration,
consider the following fragment taken from Edwards & Potter (1992; p.117):
Councel:

Are you aware that Lord Astor denies any
impropriety in his relationship with you?
(0.8)
Rice-Davies: Well he would wouldn’t he
Jury, etc.:
( (prolonged laughter) )

The infamous utterance by Rice-Davies has often been used as a classical illustration of
how a speaker can work up the subjective side of other speakers’ utterances (Edwards
2007). The conversation in the above-mentioned extract was held during a crossexamination about Rice-Davies’ sexual relationship with British government ministers,
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including Lord Astor. With her statement well he would wouldn’t he, she referred to Lord
Astor’s obvious motives to lie. By working up the subjectivity (particularly the stake) of
Lord Astor, she practically rendered Lord Astor’s statement incredible. As Edwards
(2007; p.32) called it, she ‘subjectivized’ Lord Astor’s testimony, rendering it as a
reflection of him (his interests, tendencies, or motives) rather than of the truth.
In addition to stake and interest, Edwards (2007; p.33) described various other
investments that may index the ‘objectivity’ of the speaker, and thus require interactional
management: ‘there is a range of common-sense kinds of tendencies or dispositions to act
or talk in particular ways, where dispositions can be emotional, cognitive, epistemic, moral,
situational, or character-based’. In this regard, the next two paragraphs briefly address
two dispositions that may play a role in the management of the speakers’ subjectivity:
1) disposed to make too much of things and 2) disposition to be negative.
Disposition to make too much of things refers to the (potential) personal characteristic
to tell ‘tall stories’ or seeing ordinary things as extraordinary. In the light of these possible
accusations, speakers may produce descriptions that present themselves as people who
are not disposed to make too much of things (e.g. disposed to exaggerate), or, in other
words they show that they are not making more out of it than it is. Various studies have
identified that people use similar looking devices that are sensitive to ‘normal, rational
accountability’ in order to manage this (Edwards, 2007; p.3), for instance using the
phrase to be honest (cf. Edwards & Fasulo, 2006) or descriptions that structurally
resemble I was doing X and then Y happened (cf. Jefferson, 2004; Wooffitt, 1991).
Disposition to be negative refers to making negative inferences as a personal trait. In
other words, disposition to be negative implies that the speakers’ claims are based on, as
Edwards (2007, p.4) put it, ‘prejudice rather than observation of sound judgement’. The
author argued that factual descriptions could play a role to counter potential accusations
(also referred to as ‘stake inoculation’; cf. Potter, 1996) of believing what you want to
believe, or believing before looking. In this regard, factual descriptions can be constructed
as ‘counter-dispositional’; they protect against the accusation that the speaker is disposed
to be negative (Edwards, 2007; p.5).

2.3.3 The subjective side of complaining
Provided the ‘seriousness’ of peanut allergy and/or its consequences is indeed in a
contested state during everyday conversations, it is expectable for complaints to occur
and – especially those who have to deal with peanut allergy – may manage the subjectivity
of their complaints. To my knowledge, this area is fairly (if not entirely) unexplored in the
context of peanut allergy and could provide interesting insights. This section addresses
the question how speakers may manage the subjectivity of their complaints in order to
build credibility in their descriptions. The subjective side of complaining refers to the way
in which a complaint may index the complainer him- or herself, such as the speakers’
motive or subjective investment (See Sacks, 1992; Edwards, 2005).
Since complaints generally involve some degree of grievance or transgression, the very
nature of complaints tends to make the complaint’s potential motivated or dispositional
basis relevant (Edwards, 2007). A complaint can be refuted if it is challenged as
unjustifiable, ungrounded or for based on the wrong reasons. Speakers who produce a
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complaint may be at risk of being seen as disposed to complain, in which case the basis of
the complaint is attributed to the complainer’s personal characteristics, such as being
over-sensitive, biased, paranoid, invested, et cetera. Needleless to say, this would also
discredit any factual claims of the complaint. The complainer is then at risk of being
perceived as someone who complains easily or for the ‘wrong’ reasons (an indexical
category of ‘dispositional moaner’; see Edwards, 2005; p.24). Essentially, this scenario
could inherently render the complaint itself as incredible and unjustified, decreasing the
chance of it being treated as serious or credible by the next speaker.
In this regard, a complaint may be constructed as to refute any (potential) accusations
that the complaint itself is based on the speakers’ own disposition to complain or moan.
Displaying a factual basis for the complaint may be one way. As pointed out by Edwards
(2005; p.6), various studies have identified various ways in which speakers ‘objectify’
complains in order to make them ‘legitimate complainable’. Moreover, the act of
‘complaining’ might be something to avoid being characterized as doing in the first place
(ibid.). However, Edwards (2005) also emphasized that subjectivity is not necessarily a
threat to the complaint being taken as serious or factual. Moreover, subjectivity can, in
some cases, also enhance the seriousness or factuality of a complaint, for instance ‘if
complainers signal how aggrieved, long-suffering or non-disposed to complaining the
complainer may be’ (Edwards, 2000; p.6). Furthermore, the sense of grievance in
emotional responses can also allow speakers to express the offence they take in the other
speakers’ behaviour (Drew 1998).
In short, Edwards (2005; p.9) identified four ways in which speakers recurrently and
systematically managed the subjectivity of complaints:
•

•
•
•

Announcements. Before elaborating a complaint, speakers may formulate how
they are affected, or their stance/subjectivity/attitude towards it, which also
provides for how the complaint recipient might appropriately respond to it.
Laughter. Laughter may display ‘attitude’ and provides for receipt.
Displacement. Complaints may be directed at a common-sensically lesser or less
obvious object, sometimes comical in its choice and description.
Lexical descriptions. Words alternative to complain, such as moan or whinge,
characterize a complaint’s subjective basis, and may be used to counter and
undermine its factual grounds or seriousness.

2.4 Interactional devices
As illustrated in this chapter, subjectivity and objectivity can both play a role in building
credibility, but how they do so is context dependent. It has been shown that both
subjectivity and objectivity can be used to build or refute credibility. This section focusses
on interactional devices that may be used as tools to manage objectivity and subjectivity
in conversation.

2.4.1 Objective assessments
One interactional device that could be used to manage the credibility of claims are
objective and subjective assessments. Objective assessments are evaluative utterances
which are designed to present the evaluation as a factual feature of the accessed object
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or event (Edwards & Potter 2017). Consider the following example of an objective
assessment: ‘Having a peanut allergy is bad luck.’ By using the word is, the speaker
presents bad luck as a factual feature of the phenomenon peanut allergy. In this way, the
speaker can build credibility by presenting utterances as a fact, rather than a subjective
assessment.

2.4.2 Subjective assessments
Subjective assessments are the opposite to objective assessments. These descriptions put
emphasis on the personal aspect of the evaluation, which means that the utterance is
constructed as a personal judgement (Edwards & Potter, 2017). The utterance ‘I feel so
unlucky for having a peanut allergy’ consists of a description that merely refer to the
personal stance on peanut allergy. Thereby, this evaluation puts more emphasis on the
personal features of the evaluation, which means that the speaker can only be held
accountable for his or her own personal experience. Subjective assessments are credible
in that their ‘truth’ is particularly difficult to challenge: next speakers would have to claim
epistemic rights on how the first speaker feels (e.g. ‘you do not feel unlucky’2).

2.4.3 Script and breach formulations
The use of script and breach formulations is another interactional tool to manage the
objectivity of claims (Edwards, 2005). Script formulations are descriptions of events that
are presented as ‘more or less routine and expectable’ (Edwards, 1994; p.211), or as
Edwards (2005; p.6) puts it, ‘specific events are offered as instances of generalized,
recurrent patterns’. Thus, such scripts can be produced to make utterances sound logical
or obvious and, ultimately, credible. For instance, scrips may contain structures such as
‘when I do X, then Y happens’.
In the context of this thesis, script formulations could play various roles in the way food
allergic children or their parents account for the allergy or its consequences. Script
formulations could be used to justify or normalize particular (and potentially questioned)
behavior patterns that are associated with peanut allergy. For instance, speakers could
also use scripts to present the act of requesting a peanut-free menu at a restaurant as
behavior that is commonsensically expectable behavior that is nothing out of the
ordinary. Breach formulations are quite the opposite: they are designed to present
phenomenon as expectable or out of the ordinary.

2.4.3 Extreme case formulations
Another method to manage the objectivity or subjectivity of claims is the use of extreme
case formulations (ECFs) (Edwards 2000; Pomerantz 1986; Edwards 2005). As the name
of this interactional device suggests, ECFs are utterances which contain ‘extreme’ words
(Pomerantz, 1986; Edwards, 2000), such as all, never, everything, always, everywhere, et
cetera. Edwards (2007) identified three different uses of ECFs in the context of managing
subjectivity in talk, as will be briefly elaborated on in the rest of this section.
ECF as expressions - Although extreme case formulations seem to have a wide variety of
uses, in general they appear to be used to insist on a specific point by highlighting or
A process that is referred to as claiming epistemic primacy and has been observed to be done by parents
during meal times: telling children what they do and don’t like (Wiggins, 2014).
2
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emphasizing it. Thereby, ECFs may also be a way of ‘signalizing a speaker’s investment’ in
making that particular point (Edwards 2000; p.364). Since an ECF may be used as an
expression, it may not be taken up as a purely descriptive, literal or straightforward
description or assessment of the relevant object. Instead, the formulation could be taken
up as the speaker’s investment to make a point; it may be understood by the next speaker
as the first speaker’s stance or attitude (Edwards, 2000; Edwards, 2005).
Consider the following example: the utterance ‘I never heard anything from him’ contains
two ECFs (see the words in italic). Although the word never technically refers to any point
in time, this ECF may actually refer to a specific period (e.g. in the past hours, days, weeks
et cetera.). Likewise, the ECF anything does not actually refer to anything, but rather (lack
of) specific interactions. For instance, the speaker could have been expecting a call from
that person.
Other examples of ECFs as expressions can be found in discursive psychological studies.
For instance, ECFs have been found to be used by next speakers to ‘upgrade’ existing
evaluations in order to express agreement in an independent way (e.g. I totally agree)
(Sneijder & te Molder 2006). Similarly, Edwards (2000) has shown how ECF’s can be used
to build consensus in interaction. Both studies illustrate how ECF allows the speakers to
‘invest’ in showing their agreement and building consensus. In these cases, ECF are used
as expressions of subjective investments. Instead of undermining truth or objectivity,
however, they may display things such as sincerity, genuineness or affiliation (Edwards,
2007).
Refutation & softeners - Although the ECFs allows to for descriptions to become strong in
terms of investment, ECF also tend to be prone to refutation. As Edwards (2000; p.352)
pointed out, ECFs can be ‘factually brittle’, because the extreme and (sometimes)
universalizing character of ECFs (e.g. ‘everyone does that’) is prone to refutation by single
exceptions. The author found that, although more nuanced (softened) versions of ECFs
(e.g. most people instead of everyone) produce ‘weaker’ claims, they can (especially in the
case of challenge) be factually and rhetorically be more robust, because they are less
easily refuted with single counter examples (ibid.). Especially if ECFs occur in some kind
of challenge, speakers may protect their description by using ‘softeners’ or downgraded
versions of ECFs (e.g. always → mostly) (ibid.).
Ironic and ‘nonliteral’ uses of ECFs - In some cases, may be used to produce humoristic,
ironic descriptions. The ‘extreme’ nature of ECFs makes this device a particularly suitable
‘resource’ to describe ironical descriptions. ECFs that are used to produce irony are often
not meant literally, and they tend to be accompanied with laughter, rather than
refutation. This illustrates use of ECFs as another way to manage subjectivity in talk (cf.
Edwards 200; p.366).
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Chapter 3. Methodology
This chapter addresses the methodology of this thesis. First, this chapter elaborates on
the selected data collection method, (section 4.1) the data selection process (section 4.2)
and, finally the data analysis (section 4.3).

3.1 Data Collection
One inherent value of discursive psychology is that studied conversations consists of
everyday talk that is as ‘naturalistic’ as possible. They should be as ‘free’ from the
researcher’s influence as possible. In other words, conversations that occur in ‘truly
natural’ settings should also have occurred in the absence of the researcher (Potter,
2011). In this regard, online discussion forums could be regarded as transparent and
‘untouched’ resources. Therefore, they can be regarded as particularly useful data
sources. It should be noted that online forum talk is different from face-to-face
communication in various ways which should be taken into account (see chapter 5).
Although the rhythm of turn-taking is difficult to analyze in online interaction (Schönfeldt
& Golato, 2003), the functional properties of language can still be studied with rhetorical
and sequential analysis (Sneijder & te Molder, 2005), as will be discussed in section 3.3.
Although discursive psychologists have been wary of analyzing online talk, this has
recently changed as conversation-analytic studies have illustrated that people tend to
copy practices from face-to-face communication in online interaction (Versteeg & te
Molder 2018). In this regard, this thesis draws on the views of Lamerichs & te Molder
(2003) on online interaction as everyday talk in its own right.
Thereby, the Dutch online discussion forum FOK has been chosen through purposive
sampling on the basis of high public access, response rate and popularity among
teenagers (and to some extent, parents). Youngsters under the age of 16 are prohibited
to sign up on the forum.

3.2 Data Selection
This thesis primarily aims to explore a wide variety of conversations that have one thing
in common: peanut allergy and its consequences is accounted for, challenged, or both.
Such situations can emerge in conversations that have a wide range of potential starting
points, ranging from asking advice to discussing peanut allergy related topics. Thereby,
the search term has been kept as broad as possible. Using the search term ‘pinda allergie’
[peanut allergy], the FOK forum has provided a large and varied corpus of 529 threads in
total, which contained 10 to 300 posts.
Since the data corpus resulting from this search is way too extensive for the in-depth and
detailed analysis of discursive psychology, selections needed to be made. It should be
noted that the data selection is arguably also part of data analysis, since the researcher is
already interpreting which data may be the most fruitful for the in-depth analysis.
Since most threads in the data corpus consisted of the maximum amount of 300
comments, each thread was scanned using the browser search function (search terms:
peanut, allergy) in order to identify where in the thread peanut allergy was mentioned.
To determine the analytical relevance of each thread, the following question was asked
for each thread: to what extent is the topic of the conversation about peanut allergy?
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Threads that consist of controversial were considered to be particularly interesting for
analysis. Controversial conversations are likely to occur at which the identity of the food
allergic person, or the integrity of peanut allergy itself, is at stake. Therefore, threads
which consist of utterances with rhetoric constructions (designed to defend against
potential accusations) are particularly interesting. Threads in the data corpus were
divided into four categories:
A = peanut allergy is challenged and accounted for;
B = peanut allergy is accounted for;
C = peanut allergy challenged;
D = peanut allergy is not challenged nor accounted for.
Since threads in category A mostly consist of controversial conversations, this category
became the primary focus of analysis. Threads in category B and C are also interesting
because it allows for a comparison to address the question why certain accounts are
challenged, and others are not. Category D mainly consists of threads where peanut
allergy is briefly mentioned, but not further discussed in the conversation. Thereby, the
592 threads in this category were excluded from further analysis. Together, category A,
B and C resulted in a selection of 92 threads, which was further analyzed.

3.3 Data analysis
The analytical interest of this thesis is to identify recurrent patterns regarding the way in
which peanut allergic teenagers disclose and account for their allergy. These patterns are
illustrated in chapter 4. In order to provide forum users with some degree of anonymity,
any profile characteristics have been left out or changed. For instance, profile
descriptions are not displayed and profile names have been changed to ‘random’ male
names3. Furthermore, some parts of the conversation may have been omitted if they did
not seem to add any illustrative value to the analysis.
As briefly mentioned in section 3.1, conversation may be situated sequentially and
rhetorically. This following two paragraphs will elaborate on the analytical approach:
sequential and rhetorical analysis.

3.3.1 Rhetorical analysis
Rhetorical analysis focuses on potential ‘alternative versions’ to what is being said in
conversation. The key notion here is that language is always persuasive; utterances can
be designed as to resist potential alternatives, even in the absence of conflict. By
considering potential alternative descriptions to what people say, the researcher helps
the researcher to gain insights as to what action is undertaken with particular utterances.
Central to this procedure is the question why a speaker chooses to use particular phrasing
at a particular moment instead of another, and what the speaker achieves by this (Potter,
1996a; te Molder, 2018a; van Berkel, 2016).

3

It should be noted that this means that gender is not being taken into account in the analysis.
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3.3.2 Sequential analysis
Sequential analysis focuses on how a speakers’ utterance is taken up by its recipients.
Although forum conversations do not take place in ‘real time’, they do take still take place
on a ‘turn-by-turn’ basis. In particular, the quoting option helps forum users (and the
researcher) to identify the (intended) structure of conversations as it indicates in which
order posts ‘take turns’ in a reply to each other. As explained in the previous chapter, each
turn, action or utterance shapes an environment that provides a context for the next.
Looking at how a post is taken up by other recipients is important in order to see how an
action is being understood and interpreted by them. Thus, rather than drawing
conclusions about the intentions or truthfulness of utterances that occur in interaction,
sequential analysis focuses on what happens next in order to determine out how next
speakers themselves make sense of what is happening. This type of evidence is also
referred to as ‘next turn proof procedure’ (Versteeg & te Molder 2018; p.29) and can give
insights as to what actions are performed through interaction.
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Chapter 4. Results
Already introduced in chapter 1, the research question that this thesis aims to address is
formulated as follows: how do food allergic teenagers account for their peanut allergy in
everyday interaction, so as to build credibility for the allergy itself, or the claimed
consequences?
This chapter outlines four ways in which food allergic people (presumably teenagers)
may disclose their health status: deadly serious accounts (section 4.1), positively charged
allergy accounts (section 4.2), accounts that are sensitive to ‘being a burden to others’
(section 4.3) and ‘gate keeping’ accounts that manage the righteousness of other peoples’
claims (section 4.4). The central focus of this chapter is how and in which context these
accounts are constructed, but also how they are treated by next speakers and for what
potential reasons.

4.1 Building & discrediting factual, fatal allergy descriptions
Deadly serious allergy accounts could be defined as utterances that consist of ‘extreme’,
factual descriptions (often involving scripts) with strong emphasis on the seriousness of
peanut allergy and its consequences (emphasized with ECFs) 4. A typical example of a
deadly serious allergy account is the following utterance: ‘If I eat peanuts, I die’.
Recurrent features of deadly serious allergy accounts are the combined use of ECFs, script
formulations and descriptions formulated in the present tense. Together, these devices
seem to play a central role in building credibility for deadly serious accounts as urgent,
fatal and factual descriptions. In other studies, factual descriptions have shown to be used
to make objects ‘legitimate complainable’ (Pomerantz, 1986; Edwards 2005), and play a
central role in building credibility. As Edwards (2005) put it: ‘the more a complaint can
be built as a factual description of its object, the less available it is to be heard as stemming
from the speaker’s disposition to see, feel, or interpret things negatively’. In other words, a
speaker who is heard as being disposed to say things is more prone to being discredited,
because then the utterance is heard as based on the speakers’ personal characteristics,
rather than on facts (see section 2.3). In this regard, factual descriptions play a role in
enhancing the ‘objectivity’ of utterances, and are built to down-play (potential) subjective
associations. Thereby, factual descriptions should be seen as a way of managing the
speakers’ subjective side (Edwards 2005) as means to build credibility.
Another striking consistency found within the data corpus is that that deadly serious
accounts in particular (except in support- and parenting threads) tend to be discredited
by next speakers; they are often treated with refutation or are ignored. The seriousness
or the relevance of these accounts are repeatedly challenged and tend to be dismissed
with similar ‘lexical descriptions’ as identified by Edwards (2005; p.5); words alternative
to complain, such as moaning or winging, that characterize the complaint’s subjective
It is important to note here that although section 4.2 also contains ‘extreme descriptions’, these
descriptions are arguably completely different because they play a central role in display humor and irony.
While humoristic allergy accounts may still play a role in presenting peanut allergy as a serious matter,
deadly serious accounts in section 4.1 do not display any form or humor or irony. They are quite the
opposite in the sense that they seem to have a very ‘serious’ or ‘urgent’ character.
4
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basis and to counter and undermine the factual ground or the seriousness of the account.
Refutation of deadly serious account often puts the person who produced that account in
a defensive position, from which the speaker is required to further justify the account.
Although all of the examples analyzed in this section illustrate how deadly serious
accounts tend to be built and refuted by forum users, the primary focus of this analysis is
on why refutation of these accounts seems to be happening so consistently. In providing
possible explanations, the analysis focusses on recurring elements of deadly serious
accounts and contextual features of these accounts that may make them prone to
refutation. In other words, the central question this section aims to answer is what is it in
deadly serious accounts that make them, in particular, so challengeable?
In this regard, special attention is given to how the deadly serious accounts are treated
by next speakers. Recurring features of their refuting descriptions may hold clues as to
why deadly serious accounts may be refuted in the first place. This section discusses three
potential explanations for the consistent discrediting of deadly serious accounts, as
summarized below5:
•

•

•

The serious and extreme nature of deadly serious allergy accounts may create an
awkward situation in which the next speaker is left with a difficult task of figuring
out how to respond. This is evidenced by literature in other studies and potentially
in the very short (and in some cases, lack of) replies by next speakers (section
4.1.1).
Deadly serious allergy accounts may be discredited on the basis of their relevance,
especially when they occur in a context that did not necessarily demand for such
an account (section 4.1.2).
Next speakers respond negatively to moral accusations that may be hidden within
deadly serious allergy accounts (section 4.1.3).

4.1.1 Displaying skepticism in short/non- replies to deadly serious accounts
A recurring pattern found in the response to deadly serious accounts is that they tend to
be refuted with very little effort or, in some cases, ignored. In order to demonstrate these
‘short/non- replies’ in this section, two illustrative fragments are analyzed.
The fragment below is taken from a conversation about the use of the food product
disclaimer ‘manufactured in a facility which also processes peanuts’. While some explain
that these disclaimers are put on certain food products due to people with (severe)
peanut allergy, others question why it has to be on every product. The discussion shifts
towards the question whether or not peanut allergy occurs frequently enough to make
these claims worthwhile. One forum user evidenced the severity of peanut allergy with
an anecdote, which raised disbelief. Fragment 1 displays the conversation of interest.
It should be noted that, although the list of explanations provided above are divided into three different
sections, this division only serves to provide an overview of the analytical focus when discussing the
illustrative fragments. It is not the intention to suggest that these reasons may not occur simultaneously or
in fragments outside that section. Indeed, multiple of the above-mentioned explanations are often
applicable to a single fragment.
5
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Fragment 1:

Adrian’s account in line is a typical example of a deadly serious account, consisting of the
ECF dood [die] and script formulation ‘when A happens (I eat peanuts), then absolutely
worse-case scenario B happens (I die)’. Using these devices, Anton presents his claim as
factual and emphasizes severity of his allergy. Also notice the notion of urgency in his
account; the words als ik pinda’s eet ga ik dood [I die] when comparing it to possible
alternative versions, such as als ik pinda’s zou eten, zou/kan ik dood gaan [if I would eat
peanuts, I would/might die].
The analytical interest of this fragment is the very short reply by Boaz (#43), who only
displayed a laughing smiley (line 2). The question why Boaz is responding with such little
effort will be addressed in the end of this section. For now, just notice how the deadly
serious allergy account produced by Adrian is treated with very little effort by Boaz.
Boaz’ utterance may be a display of skepticism, which is also how Adrian takes it up,
judging by his sarcastic, moral accusation (line 3) that his allergy is not something to laugh
about. Disapproval of Boaz’ refutation is evidenced by the words lach maar [go ahead,
laugh at me] and erg leuk [very funny] combined with the serious consequence of not
being able to breathe (line 3). In this regard, Adrian produces a description that contains
a moral accusation that Boaz is laughing about something (peanut allergy) that is the
opposite of funny (very serious).
Low effort of forum users that they may to put into replies to deadly serious accounts is
also found in the next conversation, which consists of a discussion about a forum user
who displayed preference for the taste of peanut butter by stating that he (regrettably)
ran out of peanut butter and asked for advice on what to do about it. After various replies
in which users provided advice and displayed agreement that peanut butter is favorable,
the analytically interesting part of the conversation is displayed in fragment 2.
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Fragment 2:

Again, a forum user (Alex in this case) displays a strong stance against peanut butter6.
Similar to the first speaker fragment 1, the strong negative stance is emphasized with
several ECFs7 and a script formulation (in this case: smelling peanuts results in vomiting).
Notice how, again, the next speakers put little effort in producing a reply. The only reply
Alex received is one word from Bart: interessant [interesting]. This seems to be a sarcastic
evaluation of Alex’ deadly serious account. While Alex does not receive any other replies,
the discussion continues according to the prior existing norms of praising peanut butter.
Alex’ account did not have the intended effect, as he made explicit 30 posts later (line 78). The lack of response to his first post (post #6) does seem to bother him, as evidenced
in this very utterance: het is de bedoeling dat er geklaagd wordt [it is the intention that
people complain].
He makes what appears to be a self-mocking joke that he has no interest in opinions that
deviate from his own: dit topique kan wel dicht [might as well close this topic], combined
with the many exclamation marks in line 8 (combined with occasional ‘1’s and even ‘einz’
– a reference to German word eins [one]) and a repeated sequence of angry smileys.
Indeed, Curtis seems to be taking up this joke by responding in a teasing manner (line 911).

It should also be quickly noted that, by doing so, Alex did not comply with the overall norm in this thread,
where forum users discussed their love for peanut butter. Hence, he brought up his allergy even though it
was not the angle of the discussion. Similar contextual ‘issues’ are saved for the analysis in section 4.1.2.
7 zo ranzig [so rancid], die geur alleen al [the smell alone], echt kotsen [truly vomit].
6
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While one may only guess, Alex’ description of his intentions in line 7-8 might consist of
a stake inoculation that allows him to protect himself from the possible accusations
evoked from his first account (line 1-4); that Alex is disposed to complain, or that he is
disposed to be in need of attention.
Dean’s account (line 12-14) could also be seen as a deadly serious account; a factual
description emphasizes by a script formulation and ECFs 8 . Urgency of the account is
emphasizing even more when considering that he did not even mentioning the need to
consume peanuts first. Here, the pattern repeats itself once again. This time, the deadly
serious account receives no replies at all. The analytical interest here is why that might
be the case.
Having discussed the first two fragments, the question arises: why are these deadly serious
accounts treated with so little attention and effort? It seems sensible to assume that next
speakers are meant to do something with these accounts. The answer might be that it is
just very difficult to produce a reply to these accounts. The serious nature of deadly
serious accounts may place next speakers into what Edwards (2005; p.16) called an
‘awkward position of hearing an earful of trouble, or perhaps even being expected to offer
advice or help’. Although some forms of subjectivity management may avoid of such a
situation (e.g. announcement of complaints, laughter, and displacement; cf. Edwards
2005 and section 2.3), none of these actions seem to take place in deadly serious allergy
accounts.
Another feature of talk that might make responding to deadly serious accounts difficult
has been identified by Sneijder and te Molder (2006). The authors investigated evaluative
food talk by so called food lovers. Consider the following illustration of evaluative talk:
First speaker:
Second speaker:

Peanuts are really tasty.
Yes, they are amazing!

Whenever a first speaker produces an evaluative description of food, (e.g. I like peanuts),
the second speaker produces his evaluation from a second assessment position. This
means that he is the second person to produce an evaluation. In case of agreement, it
common-sensically would not be sufficient to just repeat the exact same evaluation.
Instead, the next speaker is required to construct a similar but different evaluation but in
a different way in order to show that the second evaluation is not just subtracted from
the first, but conceived independently. One consistent way in which speakers in a second
assessment position manage this, is by constructing an ‘upgraded’ version of the first
agreement (Sneijder & te Molder, 2006), as illustrated in the example above: from liking
peanuts to loving peanuts. This interactional norm may extend beyond food talks, for
instance when displaying upgraded agreements to complaints. What makes this
interactional pathway relevant to deadly serious accounts is that these accounts often are
so strong (consisting heavy and/or numerous ECFs) that producing any form of upgraded
version of agreement is difficult or even nearly impossible. In this way, displaying
agreement or empathy (in the sense of producing ‘upgraded’ evaluative descriptions)
may become problematic for next speakers.
8

dood [dead] and retesmerig [very rancid].
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Since forum interactions (unlike face-to-face communication) require no immediate
response, it is challenging to prove the above described point. After all, forum users’
potential uncertainty on how to respond is less visible in online talk due to the fact that
they do have time to think about a reply. However, next speakers often seem to not even
bother about producing a ‘proper’ response, as illustrated by the skeptical one-line
replies or the lack of any replies. This hints towards the possibility that deadly serious
allergy accounts do put a burden on next speakers in the sense that the serious nature of
the deadly serious accounts leave little room for the next speaker to produce a sensible
reply. Thereby, next speakers may not just refute a deadly serious allergy account on the
basis of its truth, it may reject the burden of finding a ‘sensible’ way to respond in the first
place.

4.1.2 Challenging the relevance of deadly serious accounts
This section focusses on (prescribed) contextual features of deadly food allergy accounts
that may make it prone to refutation. It considers the contextual ‘necessity’ of deadly
serious allergy accounts. We have already seen this issue in fragment 2, where Alex did
not conform to the overall norm of the thread (praising the taste of peanut allergy), which
may have contributed to the little effort other forum users put into replying to the deadly
serious accounts (see footnote 6 in section 4.1.1).
The notion of producing deadly serious allergies in ‘unfitting’ contexts is tied to
accusations such as ‘you really did not have to bring this up again’. Such accusations
directly seem to correspond to lexical descriptions of complaining (e.g. being a moaner).
After all, disposition to moan refers to a personal tendency to regard unproblematic things
as problematic, in other words making a fuss unnecessarily. Thus, refutation of deadly
serious allergy accounts on the basis of relevance implies that the first speaker tried to
bring up the severity of food allergy in a context that did not require it, which essentially
indexes the other as a dispositional moaner.
Consider the following fragment as an illustration. Fragment 3 is subtracted from a
discussion about the ‘worst’ food the forum users had ever experienced. A large number
of users stated different foods, and eventually part of the conversation unfolded as
displayed on the next page.
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Fragment 3:

Andrew mentioned Pindakaas!!! [peanut butter!!!] as the worst food he has ever eaten,
emphasizing his aversion towards it with exclamation marks and a vomiting smiley (line
1). His stance is also emphasized with a the ECF zowat dodelijk [nearly deadly], and also
presented this feature (it being deadly) as something expectable using the words:
allergie enzo [allergies and such].
By stating dit topic is er al 200x ofzo [this topic already exists 200 times], Borat displays
weariness of others (including Andrew) for bringing up the danger of peanut allergy over
and over again (and perhaps also: whenever they can). By asking whether Andrew thinks
or knows that taste is bad (line 6), Borat further questions whether or not Andrew even
knows what he is talking about – basing his account on a hunch rather than actual
experience. This reinforces Boaz’ implications that Andrews’ account may not be relevant
to the topic of the discussion (that is; mentioning foods that taste badly), which ultimately
indexes him a dispositional moaner.
Notice how Borat’s point is taken up by Carl (line 8) by producing a breach formulation:
a deadly peanut allergy does not necessarily have to result in not liking the taste of
peanuts. Carl further indexes Andrew’s account as irrelevant by stating the word on topic
before as an announcement of his reply to the topic of the thread (not liking garden beans).
More specifically, using the announcement on-topic implies that everything said before
that (including Andrews’ account) is off-topic.
Notice the defensive position Andrew takes in line 11-13, in which he makes efforts to
counter previous descriptions. Andrew accounts for his own experience by making clear
that he does have personal experience (3x) that allows him to judge about the taste of
peanut allergy. He presents this justification as obvious by means of a script formulation:
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considering his horrible experiences, he naturally finds peanut butter nasty. He also
upgrades his initial account (#88) using multiple ECFs (#100)9.
The response of Borat and Carl are particularly interesting because both speakers
produce descriptions that challenge the relevance of Andrew’s account, which would
essentially index Andrew as a positional moaner. Thereby, the context in which deadly
serious accounts occur may be a contributing factor to refutation by next speakers.

4.1.3 Responding to moral accusations in deadly serious accounts
Often, the serious nature of deadly serious accounts already consists of a moral
accusation in the sense that the producer of such accounts assumes that the others may
underestimate or do not take seriously the (potentially) fatal consequences of peanut
allergy. This may offer a feasible explanation as to why so many deadly serious allergy
accounts tend to be refuted. Especially in cases where nobody in the thread posed any
prior challenge to the integrity of peanut allergy, such accounts could be taken up as
‘unjust’ and evoke strong negative responses. Consider the following illustration. The
thread from which fragment 4 is subtracted, encouraged to discuss forbidden things one
should have done in life.
Fragment 4:

zowat op sterven [almost died], verschrikkelijke [terrible], zo vies [so bad], niet te eten [nasty], dodelijk
[deadly].
9
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Anton stated three different things that are forbidden but definitely should be done in life,
and his last suggestion in line 5 (secretly feeding a peanut allergic person peanuts)
evoked strong responses from Bob and Connor.
It is important to state that, while Bob and Connor both disapprove Anton’s last
suggestion, they do so in different ways.
Bob shows approval for the first two suggestions (line 7 &10), which may also be taken
as evidence that he is not disposed to complain about everything. He disclosed his own
peanut allergy as a basis for his disapproval in line 14: dat moet je bij mij niet flikken [you
must not try that with me].
Connor also displays disapproval, but he does this in a much stronger description
compared to Bob. His utterance consists of a strong moral accusation: dat kan gelijk staan
aan moord, debiel [That may be murder, you idiot] (line 17). With this description, Connor
emphasizes the severe consequences of peanut allergy by indexing Anton’s proposal is as
highly inappropriate and immoral. Notice how the words moord [murder] and debiel
[idiot] put additional blame on Anton, compared to an altered version he could die from
that. Both words reinforce blame in at least two possible ways: either that Anton may be
capable of doing a highly immoral thing (murder is generally carried out with
premeditation), or at least responsible for it if Anton is ignorant about the potentially fatal
effects of peanut allergy.
Notice how the conversation derails into offensive statements after Connor’s moral
accusation (line 17). The responses of Anton and Daryl reflect the firmness of Connor’s
stance: and moet je maar niet allergisch zijn voor zoiets debiels als pinda’s [then just don’t
be allergic for something as stupid as peanuts]. Both statements defend Anton and reject
Connor’s accusation by justifying Anton’s initial proposal.
The analytical interest of fragment 4 is that it shows how the strongest and most accusing
utterances in particular evoke the strongest negative responses. This is why it is
interesting to note how quickly the conversation derailed after Connor’s description, and
also the choice of Anton and Daryl to reply to Connor, instead of Bob.
The moral accusation in the following conversation is somewhat more subtle. It was
subtracted from a forum thread in which forum users discuss their preference of different
kinds of peanut butter (corny versus smooth). Several people discussed their preferences
for either kind of peanut butter, and eventually fragment 5 occurs as part of the
conversation (see next page).
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Fragment 5:

In line 1-3, Aaron emphasizes his aversion to peanut butter10. His account is reinforced
by the use of vomiting smileys (line 1 and 3) and ECFs serieus al bijna over mijn nek [I
seriously nearly vomit] in line 2. While this statement represents his distaste for peanut
butter, Aaron adds that this has also to do with his peanut allergy (line 3) as a contributing
factor to his aversion to peanut butter.
Notice how line 2 may be taken up as a moral accusation in the context of the topic of the
thread. Other forum users participating in the thread were discussing their preference
for certain types of peanut butter, which implies that they do eat it on a regular basis.
Aaron’s statement that he almost has to vomit when other people eat peanut butter (line
2) indirectly renders such behavior as a cause of his discomfort, implying that other
forum users may be to blame for it. Although fragment 5 shows no conclusive proof that
this moral accusation was intentional, nor that it was taken up as such by next speakers,
similar risks have been identified by Edwards (2005), who focused on indirect
It should be noted, once again, that Aaron also does not comply with the norm of the thread (praising
certain types of peanut butter). Thereby, fragment 5 could also be regarded as deadly serious account that
may be refuted due to the potentially problematic context in which it was constructed (see section 4.2).
10
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complaints. He explained that speakers must manage the way in which they construct
indirect complains in order to prevent their recipients from taking the complaint
personal: ‘indirect complaints, being delivered to an uninvolved complainee11, require some
kind of management of their current interactional relevance – indeed, of the complainee’s
uninvolvement. Various risks may arise of not forestalled, such as [...] the complaint as
somewhat ‘direct’ or implicative of them’ (Edwards, 2005; p.16)
Barry challenges Aaron’s account by taking up his exact words serieus al bijna over mijn
nek and placing them in a context that makes the account sound unreasonable (or even
impossible). After all, the description als ik dan in 1 ruimte met de zon zit [if I sit in the
same room with the sun] is common-sensically not a feasible thing to say, (considering it
is practically impossible to sit in one room with our sun). Thus, Barry’s action of taking
up Aaron’s exact words and putting them in a context that does not make any sense
indexes Aaron and his account as nonsense. Needless to say, this also means that Barry’s
utterance challenges Aaron’s credibility.
Aaron’s response (line 9) could be regarded as a counter-offensive to Barry’s challenge:
it is produced as an insult and describes Barry as too dumb to understand Aaron’s initial
account (in line 1-3). Here, his words Is dat nou lastig [is that difficult] in line 9 seems
consist of ambiguity; on the one hand it may refer to is it really that difficult to understand,
on the other hand could also be interpreted as is it difficult for you to be so short sighted?
Either way, Aaron produces a description in which not the truth of his own account is at
stake. Instead, Barry’s capabilities to understand it becomes at stake.
In support, Carl produces an upgraded agreement to of Aaron’s offensive: the ECF (jij snap
het) serieus niet he [you really don’t get it, do you?] and zowaar (medelijden) [I even pity
you] put an even stronger emphasis on Barry’s ignorance. Essentially, both descriptions
counter Barry’s refutation by providing an additional explanation for the Barry’s display
of confusion: both descriptions suggest that the reason for Barry’s confusion is his own
ignorance, rather than the features of Aarons account.
Barry deflects this description by suggesting that both Aaron and Barry were not capable
of interpreting his first post (line 4-7) as a joke, or perhaps better said a language based
‘trap’. Barry’s words Hap-hap [chomp chomp] in line 13 refers to a popular ‘internet’
saying don’t feed the troll. A troll is an (internet) term for someone who acts in a certain
way to intentionally provoke a negative reaction from other people. In this context, don’t
feed the troll essentially means don’t enable this provocation. Thus, by saying hap hap 2x
[chomp chomp 2x], Barry states that both Aaron and Carl fed the troll and thereby ‘fell’
for his provocation by lashing out on him. The key point here is that Barry displays his
utterance in line 5-7 as intentionally provoking, rather than a product of ignorance. Line
13-14 further deflects Aaron’s and Carl’s accusations by suggesting they (and not him)
are dumb, because they fell for his ‘trap’.
In line 15 and 17, Carl refutes Barry’s claims that he intentionally provoked Aaron and
Carl with sarcasm. By displaying sarcasm in line 15 and 17, Carl presents Barry’s
utterance in line 5-7 as not funny enough to be considered a joke. Instead, he suggests that
11

‘Complainee’ refers to the person hearing or receiving the complaint.

31

this utterance was produced out of ignorance rather than an attempt of provocation. In
line 21-22, Carl produces another accusation that Barry does not even have the courage to
own up to his mistakes. In this way, Carl refutes Barry’s claims that he intentionally
provoked Aaron and himself.
Interesting about fragment 5 is how quickly it derailed into the exchange of insults.
Barry’s description indexes Aaron as not making any sense, essentially implying his
account should not be taken seriously. Aaron’s and Carl’s both choose the counteroffensive and their descriptions shifts the stakes: Aaron’s account itself is no longer at
stake, but instead the capability of comprehending each other’s utterance in the first
place. This shift does not seem to commonly occur in defensive responses, where
justification for the account continues to be questioned or refuted. However, this also may
come at a price: as the conversation unfolds, it also appears to devolve into a chaos of
insults and accusations.
Thus, refutation may be based on moral accusations that may be embedded in deadly
serious accounts. It seems sensible to assume that deadly serious accounts in general
seem consist of hidden moral accusations as they imply that others may underestimate
the seriousness of peanut allergy and its consequences. What seems to support this
assumption is illustrated in fragment 4 and 5: moral accusations in particular seem to
evoke strong (negative) responses by next speakers.

4.2 Building & taking up self-mocking, ironic, nuanced descriptions
This section discusses more positively charged accounts and their responses. Recurrent
features of these accounts are display of exaggeration as a feature of irony and/or selfmocking or consistent down playing of the burden of peanut allergy. Unlike deadly
serious accounts (section 4.1), these accounts seem to display much more concern for the
management of the speakers’ subjective side. These also attend to the next speakers’ task
of how to hear and respond to the accounts. This may play a major role in why these
accounts tend to be taken up much positively by speakers, another recurrent feature.
A distinction is made between humoristic accounts that contain self-mocking, displaced
complaints (section 4.2.1), irony (section 4.2.2) and downplaying the burden of peanut
allergy (section 4.2.3).

4.2.1 Taking up displaced, self-mocking accounts
Some of the humoristic accounts displayed displaced and self-mocking complaints.
Disclosing the speakers’ health status (peanut allergy) plays a crucial role in building
these humoristic descriptions as it provides the substantial grounds for the complaint.
Like deadly serious accounts (section 4.2.1), the accounts discussed in this section often
involve ECFs that allows for display of investment. However, a major difference is that
the investment of these displaced, self-mocking accounts seems to play a functional role
that goes beyond mere display of emphasis or investment. Rather, the investment itself
plays a crucial role in building a humoristic, self-mocking description, as the speaker
jokingly indexes himself as someone who exaggerates or complains easily.
Consider the following example. The thread from which fragment 6 was subtracted was
rather chaotic. The context should become clear in the fragment itself.
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Fragment 6:

Andy posted a picture that presumably displayed cocktail nuts (line 1). Why is somewhat
unclear, but interesting is Cass’ reply to that picture. As shown in line 5-6, Cass disclosed
his peanut allergy and threatens to take action against it by stating ik ga even een TR doen
[I’ll just make a topic report], calling it a verkapte doodsverwensing [camouflaged death
wish].
Common sense tells us that this is an ironic description. After all, Cass only disclosed his
health status after the picture was posted, which makes malicious intentions from Andy
unlikely. Also notice how the threat is constructed casually, using the word even [just].
The irony here is that he presents the action of reporting the threat as if it this is an obvious
thing to do, even though it really is not. This casualty, combined with the common
sensically exaggerated and unjustified accusation (that Andy secretly wished him dead)
gives away clues that Andy was not being serious. In that regard, Cass has produced a
displaced complaint, which is typically directed at an object that is common-sensically
less obvious and comical in its choice and description.
While Andy takes up the irony in Cass’ complaint by displaying laughter with smileys (line
9), Dar takes up the joke in line 7 by saying inb4 tr [in before topic report]. Inb4 stands
for in before, an internet term that refers to the practice of guessing what is going to
happen next. Often, in before is used to predict something funny or unlikely (for instance,
‘I bought a lottery ticket” → ’inb4 millionaire’). Thus, Dar describes a funny scenario in
which Cass unexpectedly does reports the topic. In turn, Emil takes up Dar’s joke by saying
inb4 janken op tr [in before moaning about the topic report].
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Let’s consider the next example. The conversation as displayed in fragment 7 was
initiated by the peanut allergic person himself.
Fragment 7:

The narrative features of Alvin’s description in line 1-4 works up cocktail nuts as
irresistibly tasty, emphasized by the ECF line 6 zoo hemels lekker [so heavenly tasty]. What
follows next in line 6, Alvin’s disclosure of having a peanut allergy (and thus not being
able to eat them), is what makes Alvin’s account a breached formulation: something
expectable (eating the irresistible nuts) does not happen (due to an allergy). In a sense,
this could be considered a punch line of a humoristic complaint: despite the irresistible
taste of cocktail nuts, eating them is not an option. Although constructed in a comical way,
the complaint also expresses sadness and frustration; see the crying smileys, exclamation
marks and swearing (verdomme [damn it]) in line 6.
Alvin’s narrative is taken up as a joke by the two next speakers: the displayed laughter by
Bran in line 7 and teasing by both Bran (line 8-12) and Chris (line 15). Notice how Alvin
takes up the tease of Bran with geen medelijden [no pity] in line 7 by stating (maar) ik wil
medelijden!! [(but) I want pity!!].
Both fragment 6 and 7 illustrate how peanut allergic people may produce humoristic
complaints that touch upon the very accusations people with peanut allergy may have to
endure; being disposed to complain easily (box 7) and being disposed to require (too)
much attention (box 8). Despite this, however, in neither case these (potential)
accusations are actually being displayed by next speakers. Instead, the accounts shown
in both fragments are taken up positively; either as an opportunity to joke and tease or
to show gratitude that they themselves do not have an allergy.
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4.2.2 Picking up on self-mocking with irony
The use of irony in the disclosure of peanut allergy was also frequently found among
peanut allergic forum users. These ironic accounts are somewhat similar to the accounts
discussed in the previous section in that they consist of humor and self-mocking, but they
tend not to consist of complaints. Rather, such accounts display contextual contradictions
of situations in a humoristic way. Disclosing the speakers’ health status (peanut allergy)
is crucial in these descriptions, as it is essentially presented as its ‘punch line’; having
peanut allergy is part of the presented contextual contradiction.
Consider the following example. Again, the conversation from which this next fragment
was subtracted was rather chaotic and switched between various topics. To provide some
context, Aaron and Ben were discussing the taste of different things. Ben argued against
the stance that some things taste like nothing (for instance, water just tastes like water).
When Ben jokingly calls Aarons a pinda [peanut], fragment 8 occurs.
Fragment 8:

Aarons uses the situation in which he is called a pinda [peanut] as an opportunity to
jokingly disclose his peanut allergy (line 2). Notice how phrasing this disclosure as a
question (wist je dat [did you know]) rather than a statement adds casualty to his account,
further enforced by using the word trouwens [by the way]. This casualty adds to the irony
that he (someone allergic to peanut) is being called a peanut. Ben takes up this irony in
line 4. Aaron then confirms this joke (I know, line 6) as if to confirm the silliness of the
ironic description provided by Ben in line 4.
This ironic peanut with peanut allergy description has emerged in various other
conversations, with similar effects of displayed hilarity. In none of these cases, the
severity of peanut allergy itself has become the topic of discussion. On the contrary; such
irony may not just lead to display of hilarity, but also to acceptance of peanut allergy as a
serious phenomenon, as shown in the following illustration (see next page).
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Fragment 9 is subtracted from a conversation about fruit allergies, as displayed below:
Fragment 9:

Line 1-8 are displayed in order to illustrate the context in which Chad produces his
description (line 9-14). Notice how Chad produces a serious note to his description
(consider the use of the present tense of the ECF dood gaan [dying] in line 9 and
reproduced again in line 10-11), while at the same time applying self-mockery by
acknowledging this ‘sad’ irony of being a peanut who dies to peanuts in line 14. Thus, while
Chad’s description shows sadness, it also shows humor and irony.
The responses to Chads descriptions vary but cannot be considered as challenging to his
account. While Don takes up the humoristic side of Chads account (line 16), Edgar and
Alfred both acknowledge the severity of the allergy by expressing gratitude for not having
it themselves (Edgar by using word gelukkig in line 17 and Alfred by using an exclamation
mark, combined with a cheering smiley in line 18).
Both fragment 8 and 9 illustrate how these humoristic accounts are taken up by the next
speakers, rather than neglected or refuted. This is in line with the finding by Edwards
36

(2005), that, without contrasting or suggesting that the complaint is weak or unfounded,
humor is produced as part of the act of complaining. Moreover, the observation that
Chad’s complaint is clearly being treated as serious by Edgar and Alfred illustrates how
irony and humor can even play a role in getting a complaint taken seriously.

4.2.3 Taking up nuancing and down-playing allergy accounts
This section addresses ways in which food allergic forum users nuance and downplay
their own peanut allergy and its consequences. Recurrent features of these descriptions
are is that they are positively charged. They commonly work to nuance the consequences
and burden of the allergy by displaying ordinariness, routine and control (e.g. the use of
the word gewoon [just]. Furthermore, they often emphasize the bright side of things, often
containing happy smileys. This is illustrated with two fragments.
Fragment 10 was subtracted from a thread that encouraged users to disclose their
illnesses (mentally or physically). When one user discloses his peanut allergy, part of the
conversation unfolds as displayed on the next page.
Fragment 10:
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Striking about fragment 10 is the way in which various forum users repeatedly downplay
the consequences of their own peanut allergy while also displaying worry or
acknowledgement for the other person’s allergy. Notice the display of casualty in line 1,
by the use of the words gelukkig alleen… (een allergie) [luckily just an allergy]. Even when
Bill suggests that nut allergy is kut [sucks] in line 3, pointing towards certain burdens of
the allergy (line 3-6), Cody produces a downgraded agreement best jammer [quite sad].
Interestingly, Bill does not point to the physical consequences, but rather psychological
burden of not knowing the taste of certain foods (line 14-15). In this regard, this account
is much less negatively charged compared to the accounts as discussed in section 4.1.
Next, Cody displays a description of what he can eat and what not. Notice how he also
nuanced the consequences of his allergy three times in a row. First, he explains what
foods he really does avoid (line 17), but relativizes this by stating that it looks gross
anyway (line 17-18). In line 22-23, Cody discusses his tolerance to the food products
mentioned by Angus (line 14-15) and also nuanced these restrictions by saying ik heb er
eigenlijk ook geen behoefte aan [I don’t really have a need for it anyways]. Finally, Cody
relativized the situation by stating that things could always be worse, providing an
anecdote as example (line 25-26). The use of past tense of the verb was (line 25) suggests
that Cody is no longer experiencing the consequences mentioned in this anecdote.
While Angus and Cody appear to not have severe peanut allergy (their body still tolerates
peanuts to some degree), similar practices of downplaying peanut allergy may occur
among people who claim to have a more severe peanut allergy. The forum users in the
next fragment exchanged personal experiences regarding fruit allergy. Eventually, part of
the conversation unfolds as displayed below.
Fragment 11:
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Bram mentions that, in comparison to fruit allergy, he has similar struggles with peanuts.
Notice how this disclosure is at the bottom post, casually announced by the words nog
iets [and also] as if to present a side note. On the one hand, he presents his allergy as
severe, producing several ECFs (linea recta [straight away] and zeeeeer [very] in line 10).
On the other hand, after Bram’s display of sympathy for Ash’s struggles (line 6), Ash
himself downplays these consequences in several ways. First off, he relativizes Bram’s
concerns: valt wel mee [it is not that bad] and beetje oppassen [being a little wary].
Interesting here is also that Ash mentions specific places where he needs to be careful
(line 7), instead of the outside environment as a whole. Although he adds another
situation (dining with other people), he casually uses the word owja [oh and] to announce
his next point, as if he almost forgot to mention it. Similar to the first speaker fragment 10,
Ash also produces an anecdote to illustrate struggles that now lie in the past, something
to joke about (see line 10: of zou dat een hint geweest zijn?? [Or would that have been a
hint?]).
Perhaps the most explicit illustration of downplaying food allergy and its consequences
can be found below. The forum users were discussing their favorite food products sold in
IKEA’s catering, which is when part of the conversation unfolded as displayed in fragment
12 (see the next page).
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Fragment 12:

Notice the many positive ways in which both Craig and Brant account for their peanut
allergy: Craig jokingly emphasizes the benefits of having a food allergy (line 11-12),
pointing out that it prevents temptation to eat unhealthily. This joke is taken up by Brant
(line 14-15); notice how he also uses happy and laughing smileys after disclosure of his
own food allergies.
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Although Craig takes up Brant’s account as serious with the expression oh nee [oh no] in
line 17, he discloses that even traces of peanuts could be problematic for him. Yet, once
again he immediately relativizes this consequence: neuh dan liever geen koekje [naaw,
then just rather no cookie]. Through the choice of the word expression neuh [naaw], Craig
displays indifference for this consequence.
Notice how Brant seems to take up Craig’s account by producing his account in an almost
identical structure. Now it is Brant’s turn to takes up Craig’s account as serious while
relativizing his own allergy at the same time: zo erg is het bij mij niet [my allergy is not as
bad] and niets waar ik niet mee om kan gaan [not something I cannot handle]. By saying
zo erg [as bad], he acknowledges Craig’s allergy as erg [bad], while it also allows him to
relativize his own allergy in comparison.
Once again, Craig’s final account (line 26-29) is constructed in such a way as to show
indifference towards his allergy. Notice how he uses the words van die epipennen [one of
those epipens], rather than just epipennen, and how he uses hysterische shock [hysterical
shock] instead of anaphylactic shock, even suggesting that he cannot even recall the
correct term: anafynogwattes [anafysomething].
The fragments in this section illustrate how the speakers may orient to a norm in which
food allergic people focus on the positive side of things; they show that they are not too
invested and that they are able to relativize their struggles, taking their food allergy (and
thereby, themselves) not too seriously. In other words, speakers show that they are not
disposed to care too much.

4.3 Displaying sensitiveness to ‘being a burden to others’
One thing people with peanut allergy repeatedly seem to account for is being a burden.
Individuals who have severe peanut allergy are particularly at risk outside the home
environment (see chapter 1), which is difficult co control for the allergic Since the outside
environment mostly can’t be controlled by the peanut allergic person, the allergic person
does not only depend on himself to ensure his safety, but also others in the environment,
such as schools, at work, birthday parties etc.
Since the food allergic person does require others to ‘cooperate’ (by controlling for the
food allergen), that person does, in a way, put a burden on others. Speakers have
repeatedly constructed descriptions that display awareness of this situation. Often, these
accounts are built to show that they are reluctant to being disposed to ask too much. Since
such accusations are not yet produced, these accounts are essentially stake inoculations.
This means that the speaker protects himself from potential accusations.
Two ways are identified in which speakers protect against the (potential) accusation of
asking too much, while also requesting others to take their allergy into account:
•
•
•

Emphasis on the risk involved (in order to warrant potential requests)
Announcements prior to the request (e.g. vraagje… [question…])
Display of hesitancy (e.g. euhm)

Consider the following example. A group of forum users are preparing for a meetup.
Several users are going to bring foods and drinks. Archie, who has a severe peanut allergy,
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is dependent on the others to ensure his own safety. However, this would put a burden
on the others. The analytical interest in fragment 13 is how Archie manages this situation.
Fragment 13:
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Notice the hesitant and indirect way in which Archie starts his account, bringing up
allergies in general and displaying hesitation with the utterance Euhmmmm and
suggesting that allergy may not be the only thing that would need to be accounted for,
using the words bijvoorbeeld allergiën enzo [for example allergies and stuff].
Archie reveals that his peanut allergy is the motive behind this request in line 3-4 (using
the word namelijk [because]). Notice how Archie emphasizes the severity twice:
verschrikkelijke [horrible] in line 3 and flinke gevolgen [significant consequences]. The
severity of his allergy plays an important role in justifying the act of bringing it up (despite
hesitation). Furthermore, he emphasizes that he always (ECF) carries EpiPen’s with him,
which evidences the severity of the allergy, but it also shows that he tends to take
responsibility for his health status.
Next (line 6-7), Archie produces a stake inoculation that is constructed as to counter the
potential accusation of him being egocentric or demanding. Notice how he announces his
account with another sign of hesitation Mareuh [but ehm]. Striking about the description
of his request is also that he downgrades his request in post #73. Notice how he initially
displays an indirect request of rekening houden [taking allergies into account] in line 1,
but later displays the request as merely preventing confusion about which foods contain
peanuts (line 7). Thereby, post #73 consists of a request that constantly seems to display
consideration for asking not too much.
Brandon and Colin respond positively to the Archie’s request. Notice how Archie again
states that he is not trying to restrict anyone; oh mag heus hoor! [oh, but I’m okay with it],
and displaying consideration for the potential needs of the others: want mensen zijn er
dol op [because people love it]. Again, he repeats the downgraded version12 of his initial
request: geen onduidelijkheid [no confusion] (line 14), and displays consideration for the
need of others (line 16), showing that he would not want to restrict it.
In the next post (#89), Brandon responds to Archie’s concerns, showing that his plans did
not change due to Archie (and thus has not put a burden on him). Interesting is the way
in which Archie formulates his next request (line 21-24). Notice how indirect this request
is constructed, and from the perspective of potential other people (sommige mensen
[other people]). Also notice the care in which Archie formulates potential mistakes as niet
handig [not handy], which only after Brandon’s acknowledgement (post #92) receives an
‘upgrade’ to dat gaat geheid mis [that definitely would go wrong]. Despite all the positive
and cooperative reactions from Brandon and Colin, Archie keeps displaying remorse for
having to put a burden on others, eventually explicitly displayed in line 36.
The next fragment is a second illustration of how peanut allergic people manage the risk
of being perceived as a burden. Again, the conversation revolves around plans to have a
meet-up with forum users, but unfolds differently (see next page).

12

Downgraded from: rekening houden met allergieen [taking allergies into account].
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Fragment 14:

Cen discloses his peanut allergy among other allergies in post #168. Before going into
detail about this post, it is important to state that Cen’s post #168 should be interpreted
as a request – after all, why else would he disclose his health status? Presumably
something has to be done with that information. Thereby, Cen is considered to be in a
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similar position as Archie in the previous fragment (fragment 13), in which he requires
cooperation from other forum users to ensure his own safety.
Notice how Cen relativizes every allergy he mentions (line 12-14), while (albeit jokingly)
emphasizing the severity of his peanut allergy. Arguably, the relativization of the other
allergies may function to not only put extra emphasis on severity of the peanut allergy, it
may also contain a stake inoculation to protect against the possible accusation that Cen is
disposed to make a problem of everything. His utterance dat was het wel… [that’s all]
announces the end of his list, but what could also be happening here is that Cen displays
consciousness for the burden he may put on others, similar to what Archie did more
explicitly in fragment 13.
This time, however, the request seems to be challenged. Daan’s utterance Nog andere
wensen? (line 18) may be taken up sarcastically, containing the accusation that Cen is
being demanding. Cen taking this up as a joke (#179) does evoke hilarity from Ernst
(#181), but Daan continues to accuse Cen of being a burden: tering, jij ben lastig [damn,
you are difficult] (line 30). Cen redirects Ernst accusation by stating that he was difficult
when he was younger (and thus not anymore).
The fragments in this section illustrate that these positively charged accounts tend to be
taken up and accepted by next speakers. Despite self-mocking jokes and the nuancing of
peanut allergy, the description of peanut allergy as a serious phenomenon never seems to
be questioned.
This is in strong contrast with the deadly serious accounts, and could be explained in
various ways. First off, positively charged accounts may put much less of a burden on next
speakers compared to deadly serious accounts. Although positively charged accounts
may consist of complaints, there is no doubt about the potential involvement of the next
speaker in that complaint. This also leaves little room for doubt on how to interpret and
respond to these accounts; displaying empathy after positively charged account would
feel much more like a choice of the speaker. This choice may be restricted in deadly
serious accounts, as it may feel as an attempt to force empathy.
Furthermore, it could be argued that nuanced and humoristic accounts are much more
difficult to refute and challenge compared to deadly serious accounts. It is very easy to
discredit someone for being disposed to moan when someone accounts for his allergy in
an offensive or defensive manner. Moreover, serious account may be interpreted as an
indirect accusation that the others do not take them seriously. Especially in cases where
nobody posed any challenge to peanut allergy, this could be taken up as ‘unjust’ and evoke
strong negative responses. Humoristic and nuanced accounts, on the other hand, are
‘stronger’ in that regard; if someone would be to refute those, the challenger himself
would be at risk of being heard as a dispositional moaner.
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4.4 Gatekeeping the ‘righteousness’ of other allergy accounts
Another interesting finding is that food allergic forum users appear to evaluate accounts,
complains or acts of other food allergic people. Threads in the data corpus suggest that
such practices especially occur in conversations where food allergy and associated
practices are already being questioned. A recurrent pattern here is that forum users
disclose their own health status as means to justify their evaluation of other food allergic
people in terms of righteousness. The fragments in this section are subtracted from a
single forum thread but provide various illustrations.
In the next two fragments, forum users respond to a news article about a flight passenger
who locked himself up in the bathroom of the plane and refuted to step out. The passenger
did this because the flight crew handed out food products that contained the peanut
allergen. In response, the airplane company created peanut free zones in the airplane.
Various speakers in the comment box present the people mentioned in the news article
as paranoid, demanding and unreasonable. The selected fragments focus on conversation
among food allergic participants themselves.
Fragment 15:

Notice the way in which Austin and Brock both disclose their own allergy (line 2 and 7)
as means to claim entitlement to evaluate the flight passenger’s behavior as abnormal.
This disclosure plays a key role in the accounts of Austin and Brock.
Austin formulates the comparison between the flight passengers’ behavior and his own
behavior (not suing the grocery man) as a breach formulation. In other words, he presents
both the act of the flight passenger and the act of suing the grocery man (line 3) as
behavior that is out of the ordinary. Crucial to his account is his own allergy account (line
2), evidencing that the flight passenger’s behavior is not something typical for someone
with food allergy. This allows Austin to distance himself (and other allergic people) from
the flight passenger’s behavior.
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Brock takes up Austin’s point in post #24. He produces an upgraded agreement;
inderdaad erg raar [indeed very strange] (line 6). Interestingly, he also takes up the
structure of Austin’s account: it consists of a disclosure of his own health status (line 7),
followed by a breached formulation (line 8). Essentially, Brock performs the same
gatekeeping action as Austin: despite his own (hazelnut) allergy, he never [ECF; line 8]
had any issues. Brock’s account reinforces Austin’s description that discredits the flight
passengers’ behavior as aanstellerij [moaning] (line 9). Similar to Austin’s account, key to
Brock’s account is his own identity as food allergic person; allergy-by-proxy (line 9).
Thus, both Austin and Brock refer to their own experience as allergy sufferers they both
made an effort to render the act of ‘complaining’ as an out of the ordinary act, using their
own identity to build credibility for their claims. Thereby, this fragment illustrates how
people with a different allergy than peanut allergy ‘take distance’ from what the majority
sees as exaggerated, paranoid behavior. While they do this by presenting the flight
passengers’ complaints as unjustified and abnormal behavior, the interesting part is that
their own identity as ‘allergic person’ seems to play a central role in their description.
Essentially, this act could be seen as a form of gatekeeping what should be considered
expectable behavior from an allergic person; it consists of a stake inoculation that could
‘protect’ against the potential views that the behavior of the flight passengers is common
behavior among allergy sufferers. Austin and Brock constructed a description that
suggests that peanut allergy is not severe enough to justify the behavior of the flight
passenger as normal.
This is challenged by Callum (#26). He first denies Brock’s description with is geen
aanstellerij [it is not meaning], stating that physical contact with the allergen is not
needed for it to have an effect (line 11). Being able to be affected by the smell of peanuts
is exactly what many forum users previously refuted. This makes line 11 te main
argument of Callum, for which credibility needs to be built. Again, his own identity is
functional in his accounts. It helps Callum to present himself as a credible speaker; being
a parent of a severely allergic child he knows what he is talking about.
The severity of his son’s allergy is emphasized with the ECF zwaarste (line 12). Here,
Callum may be doing several things. While his description further emphasizes the
severity of his son’s allergy (potentially increasing his own expertise in managing it), it
may also illustrate that his statements are real in the sense that it is an officially
recognized phenomenon in the clinical world.
Not until the severity of his son’s allergy has been established, he provided the script
formulation as ‘conclusive’ proof for his initial claims in line 11 (smell can affect peanut
allergic people); his son is affected by the smell of peanuts (line 14).
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Several posts later in the same thread, a similar situation occurred once again, as
displayed below.
Fragment 15:

Ari displays strong agreement with peanut free zones (see line 1 and 5). Emphasis of his
stance can be found in various displayed investments in the form of ECFs and script
formulations13. Ari displays his own health status as the core justification of his stance.
He emphasizes the severity of his own allergy with the ECF zwaar allergisch [heavily
allergic] in line 2 and further emphasizes this with script formulations in line 3-4.
The next turn is particularly interesting for this section. Once again, Bach’s account (#61)
consist of a disclosure of his ‘allergy’ as means to ‘subjectivize’ Ari’s his stance as
exaggeration. In order to do so, Back takes up Ari’s ECF zwaar allergisch [heavily allergic]
in line 7. Notice how Back, once again, makes a comparison: he implies that Ari and
himself have a comparable health problem, yet Ari is describing it as a problem while
Back describes it as an avoidable problem (line 10). Thus, once again, Bach uses his own
identity as food allergic person to evaluate Ari’s account as moaning.
Fragments 15 and 16 illustrate how speakers disclose their own health status to build
credibility for their own claims, and to produce comparisons that essentially discredit the
actions of other food allergic people. These could be seen as gatekeeping practices. They
gatekeep when a food allergy is legitimately complainable and justifiable. Their own
identity (having or managing severe allergy) is at the very core of this evaluation, as it is
functional in providing evidence but also claiming entitlement of having the right to judge.
Refuting the actions or accounts of the other food allergic people may gate keep what
should be seen as typical or acceptable behavior for someone with food allergy. Thereby,
it may protect against the potential view that the individual, or perhaps food allergic
people in general, are disposed to moan of exaggerate.

ECFs: volledig (mee eens) [fully agree] in line 1, followed by a thumbs-up-smiley, and the description of
peanuts as rommel [mess] (line 2 and 4) and troep [garbage] (line 5). Line 3 and 4 also consist of script
formulations.
13
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Chapter 5. Conclusion and discussion
This chapter starts by summarizing the research findings in the conclusion (section 5.1)
and discusses these results in relation to a broader societal context, including recent
events and scientific literature (section 5.2). The chapter also discusses various
theoretical implications (section 5.3), followed by recommendations for communication
strategies and future research (section 5.4). Finally, this chapter acknowledges various
research limitations (section 5.5).

5.1 Conclusion
Prior to the discussion in section 5.2, this section provides an overview of the conclusions
in the context of the research question: how do food allergic teenagers account for their
peanut allergy in everyday interaction, so as to build credibility for the allergy itself, or the
claimed consequences?
In short, a discursive psychological perspective on online forum talks about peanut
allergy allowed for four types of allergy accounts to become revealed:
1. Deadly serious accounts are extreme, factual descriptions with strong emphasis on
the severity of (mostly the speakers) peanut allergy and associated consequences,
often using ECFs and script formulations. Three potential features of these accounts
may facilitate challenge and refutation. Deadly serious accounts may 1) be difficult or
awkward to respond to; 2) emerge in a questionable context and 3) contain hidden
moral accusations.
2. Self-mocking, ironic and nuancing accounts are ‘positive’ descriptions that may be
built as to prevent the speaker from being heard as disposed to care too much.
Exaggeration is a recurrent functional feature, often involving dispositional
complaints and irony. Nuancing accounts consistently down-play the burden of food
allergy, while emphasizing the positive side of things. Overall, these accounts seem to
be taken up positively by next speakers, as they may be less prone to challenge but
also attend to the next speakers’ task of how to hear and respond to these accounts.
3. Accounts sensitive towards being a burden to others seemed to occur when food
allergic people were dependent on other forum users to control for the allergen.
Associated requests often precede announcements and display of hesitancy and
reluctance. Speakers display awareness for the others’ needs and the burden they may
put on others, while also emphasizing the severity of their allergy as means of
justification. Overall, these descriptions are counter-dispositional as they protect
against (potential) accusation of being disposed to demand too much.
.

4. Gate keeping accounts that evaluate other allergy accounts seem to occur in
particular when food allergy is already challenged in conversation. A recurrent
feature is the evaluation of other food allergic people’s utterances or actions,
combined with identity claims as a food allergic person (or manager) and thus being
entitled to speak. These accounts perform a gate keeping role with regards to what
should be considered typical behavior for a food allergic person, and they may be
counter-dispositions to prevent being heard as disposed to moan or exaggerate.
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5.2 Discussion
This section starts off by describing peanut allergy as a controversial and contested
phenomenon in the context of recent events and findings in the data corpus, as this will
help to further discuss the findings as summarized in section 5.1.

5.2.1 Debates relating to ‘the rise of generation snowflake’
There is no doubt that food allergy is a debated phenomenon in society. Various debates
about peanut allergy exist (next to already described debates14). These debates concern
themselves with how serious food allergies and associated consequences should be taken,
but they often consist of discussion how sensitive people should be in regards to this topic.
One recent example is the public uproar around a scene in the movie Peter Rabbit that
has prompted people on social media to encourage a boycott of this animated children’s
film, under the hashtag #boycottpeterrabbit (Howard 2018; Herald 2018). The movie
features two opposing main characters; human character Tom McGregor versus
animated rabbit Peter and his four companions. The international outrage stemmed from
a particular scene in the movie15. Knowing about McGregor’s food allergy, Peter and his
companions shot a blackberry into his mouth with a slingshot. They cheered as the man
made some choking gestures, injected himself with an EpiPen and collapsed for a
moment. In response to this scene, the ‘Kids With Food Allergies Foundation’ issued a
heads-up alert about this scene on Facebook, which immediately went viral, with 12.000
shares and 4.900 comments 16 . Concerned parents and others joined in the calls for a
boycott (Cambridge & Leo, 2018). The AAFA17 also made efforts to send a collective, open
letter to the movie makers, pointing out severe potential risks for food allergic people of
not being taken seriously:
‘Making light of this condition hurts our members because it encourages the public not to
take the risk of allergic reactions seriously, and this cavalier attitude may make them act in
ways that could put an allergic person in danger’ (Mendez, 2018).
Although the Sony Pictures and the movie makers of Peter Rabbit issued an apologizing
statement in response to the controversy, many others oppose the public outrage. They
argue that ‘it is just a movie’ or disagree that ‘a cartoon rabbit shooting a berry at an adult’
should be considered to be bullying at all (Cambridge & Leo, 2018). A label that defenders
of the scene often used to refer to the opposing side is ‘snowflake’ (e.g. Herald, 2018;
Cassidy, 2018). The word snowflake is a neologistic popular label and is used to describe
people as ‘self-obsessed and fragile, easily offended or unable to deal with opposing
opinions’ (Harrison 2019). A variation of this label, ‘generation snowflake’, is often used
to criticize young adults (the millennial generation; people born between 1980 and 2000)

This refers to debates about prevalence and diagnosis of food allergy, see chapter 1.
The Peter Rabbit movie scene can be found here: youtube.com/watch?v=9VwWPnHZMrs .
16 The Facebook post can be found here:
facebook.com/kidswithfoodallergies/photos/a.220623595960/10156713093435961/?type=3&theater .
17 AAFA stands for ‘Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America’. The Kids With Food Allergies Foundation
is a subdivision of the AAFA.
14
15
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for being ‘being less resilient and more prone to taking offence than previous generations’
(Collins Dictionary, 2019).
The term snowflake has not been be found in the data corpus used in this thesis, which
can probably be explained by the fact that most threads in the data corpus are at five to
ten years old (and thus existed prior to the establishment of the snowflake label). Yet, the
data corpus does include debates that reflect similar descriptions. Various posts describe
our society as a state of the world where everyone is disposed to complain about
everything. Such descriptions may be closely tied to individualism within our society,
where people embrace their freedom to be ‘different’, combined with expectations for
others to respect and take their needs into account. For instance, various descriptions
suggest that people are increasingly inclined to take themselves (too) seriously, claiming
entitlement and expecting others to respect their needs and opinions, while at the same
time being sensitive for opinions that diverge from their own.

5.2.2 Peanut allergy is trivialized with other modern illnesses and food trends
Another well-executed and fitting illustration of similar debates can be found in a recent
episode of the Dutch series Luizenmoeder18 . The Series is set in a primary school and
essentially consists of satire, aimed at ridiculing the behavior of parents and school
personnel. The satire often takes place in the context of societally relevant themes. The
topic of the mentioned episode is about preparing a ‘traditional Christmas feast’ at the
school. Main character Hannah is in charge of managing the food for the feast, but
encounters various other parents who reject any proposed dishes due to their children’s
food allergies, food intolerances and food trends (e.g. veganism). They do this in a selfinterested, insisting and demanding manner, while also making incorrect claims
regarding their children’s health status, for instance by confusing food intolerances with
food allergies 19 . Eventually, Hannah desperately tells the school teacher that she has
given up on managing the dinner; every parent will be responsible for the needs of his or
her own child by letting them bring their own food. In response, the teacher essentially
summarizes the main theme of that storyline: ‘Nou, dat past perfect in deze tijd, ieder voor
zich’ [Well, that’s typical for our time, everyone for themselves]. What is particularly
interesting about this example is that the series essentially paints food allergies,
intolerances and food trends (in particular veganism) with the same brush; they are
presented as ‘emblematic’ of modern society; people are being difficult and insist that
others fulfil their dietary needs.
The data corpus consists of strikingly similar descriptions, were peanut allergy is
trivialized with the rise of other so called ‘modern illnesses’ and food trends. For instance,
challengers of food allergy have repeatedly trivialized this illness by associating it with
the controversial mental disease ADHD20. By painting food allergy and ADHD with the
same brush, the speakers imply that both illnesses can be prescribed to ‘psychological
The episode can be found here (most relevant timestamp: 15.30-16.40): https://www.npo3.nl/dit-zijnde-meest-hilarische-berichten-over-de-luizenmoeder-afl-4 .
19 Food allergy and food intolerance may share signs and symptoms, but they are different phenomenon. In
contrast to food intolerance, food allergy results in an adverse response from the immune system, often
even due very limited exposure to the allergen, and can be life threatening.
20 For the controversial state of ADHD, see Horton-Salway (2013) and Versteeg & te Molder, (2018).
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issues’; in other words, things that are in the mind, rather than in the world. In this regard,
peanut allergic people are often subjectivized and indexed as disposed to complain,
exaggerate or attract attention.
It is interesting to note that, although both ADHD patients (Versteeg & te Molder, 2018)
and food allergic people (section 4.4) hold each other accountable for the seriousness of
their health status, they do this on the basis of different evidence. Versteeg and te Molder
(2018) observed that official diagnosis of ADHD is the most important evidence for
patients to prove the ‘realness’ of their health status. While similar gate keeping practices
among food allergic people are described in section 4.4, they rarely seem to discuss
diagnosis. Instead, peanut allergy accounts often involve detailed descriptions of what
the consequences are and when they occur (script formulations; see section 2.4.3 & 4.1),
and how they dealt with situations where thing went wrong. In other words, personal
experience could be considered to be a core element of peanut allergy accounts in general.
A reason for this might be that diagnosis of food allergy itself can be inaccurate. Another
potential reason may be that peanut allergy is just not that contested compared to ADHD;
doubts that peanut allergy itself does not exist seem to be rare.
Furthermore, the data corpus indicates that peanut allergy is also trivialized with food
trends, such as vegetarianism, veganism and other exclusionary diets. For instance, food
allergic people, vegetarians and vegans all have been blamed for restaurant personnel’s
frustration with an apparent increase in customer requests to adjust dishes to specific,
personal needs (e.g. Krancher, 2016; van Rhee, 2014; WouldBeShef, 2018;
deondernemer, 2016). In this regard, food allergy and food trends are painted with the
same brush once again. Being disposed to be complicating is one thing that may become
at stake here, as vegans have shown to refute images of vegans as complicated eaters
(Sneijder & te Molder, 2009), although this has not been observed among peanut allergic
people. Regardless, this situation can be difficult for people who are (severely) allergic,
because they often have little choice when it comes to taking measures to avoid allergens.

5.2.3 Does controversy stem from reinforced presuppositions?
Especially in the outside environment, controlling for the allergen can be challenging and
often requires cooperation from people in the direct environment. Unfortunately, these
challenges are not always understood by others. For instance, many forum users were
skeptical about claims that peanut allergic people can suffer physical consequences from
the mere ‘smell’ of peanuts21. Thereby, it seems that (insufficient) prior knowledge about
peanut allergy and its severity may play a key large role in the emergence of controversial
conversations. This is also reflected in the data corpus: controversial discussions were
found much less commonly in parenting and advice threads. It is reasonable to assume
that participants in these threads are also more likely to be informed about the
consequences of peanut allergy.
Unfortunately, discussions often seem to polarize quickly, which may make it less likely
that participants are willing to take up any information. As we have seen in the analysis,
To erase any potential doubts; peanut allergic reactions due to inhalation is indeed possible as it has been
reported in various situations, including commercial flights (Sicherer, Furlong, DeSimone & Sampson
1999).
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one strategy peanut allergic people use is producing deadly serious allergy accounts,
which (for some people) may be a ‘last resort’ in the sense that they may be desperate to
try making the other person understand how severe of peanut allergy can be. As indicated
by the analysis, however, deadly serious accounts often just seem to make things worse.
In other words, such accounts do not seem to have an educating effect at all; on the
contrary, it seems to enforce refutation (see section 4.1).
Above described visions relating to the emergence of a ‘snowflake generation’ may
provide additional insights as to why deadly accounts may be refuted so strongly. After
all, views that are reflected by the term ‘snowflake’ may be quickly evoked or even
confirmed by the serious and extreme nature of these accounts. In other words, deadly
serious accounts may reinforce existing presuppositions that are already described in the
first half of this chapter; ‘food allergic people are disposed to complain, exaggerate,
attract attention, or just make things complicated’. Moral implications of such accounts
may also enforce presuppositions as in that food allergic people are offended. Especially
in cases where nobody posed any prior challenge to peanut allergy or its consequences,
this could be taken up as ‘unjust’ and thereby support existing presupposition that the
person producing the account may just be offended very easily (or even without reason).
Similarly, this could also explain why more positively charged descriptions are generally
taken up and accepted by next speakers. It could be argued that nuanced and humoristic
accounts do actually challenge potential presuppositions. As discussed, humoristic and
nuanced accounts are less urgent than deadly serious accounts but stronger in the sense
that they are less easily refuted. After all, a person refuting such accounts would himself
be at risk of being accused to be disposed to take things too seriously.

5.3 Theoretical implications
Although previous studies have already characterized peanut allergy as an everyday
problem in terms of (experience of) risks, coping strategies and social consequences, not
much is known about how food allergic people manage their health status and its
consequences in interaction. This study is a novelty in the sense that it applies discursive
psychology to the domain of food allergies in order to see what food allergic people do in
interaction. This approach has allowed for an in-depth investigation of how food allergic
people disclosure their health status, and with what effects. The results have provided a
different angle on existing literature, and may therefore offer a different perspective on
existing themes that have already been studied. For instance, various studies have
identified a ‘normalization process’ among teenagers, which has been described as
coming to terms with their food allergy (see section 2.1.4). This process has been informed
by interviews where food allergic participants describe food allergy as a more or less
‘normal’ feature of their life (cf. Stjerna, 2014). This thesis has presented findings that
reflect such processes 22 , but most important is that they are studied from a different
angle. While previous studies have focused on normalization as a means of coping with
food allergy, this thesis has illustrated that normalization may also play a role in avoiding
dispositional features of talk. As we have seen, nuancing descriptions (that resemble
practices of normalization) are likely to be taken up positively by next speakers.
22

In particular the nuancing/down-playing accounts in section 4.3.4.
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In other words, normalization may not be limited to coming to terms with food allergy, but
it may also facilitate coming to terms with others. Similarly, while previous studies have
related food allergies to bullying in terms of where and how they bullied, the analysis of
this thesis (in particular section 4.1) primarily focused on how (and why) ‘bullying’23 may
occur interaction, and how the food allergic person himself responds to this in
interaction. As we have seen, deadly serious accounts may evoke refutation not just on
the basis of the truth of what is being said; rather, it may be based on the way things are
said, and in which context. In this regard, this thesis has taken a different analytical
approach to ‘conventional’ allergy studies and thereby studied food allergy and
associated aspects from a different angle.
Furthermore, the findings in this thesis are mostly consistent with other described
discursive psychological studies. For instance, results indicate that scripts are one
recurrent interactional device to objectivize claims and prove causal relationships
between actions (taking up the allergen) and consequences (symptoms), as we have seen
in section 4.1. Furthermore, results are in line with Edward’s (2000) findings that the
factual brittleness of ECFs may evoke refutation; this has also been illustrated to be the
case for deadly serious accounts. Still, ECFs are also present in humoristic accounts
(section 4.2). Although these accounts contain ECFs, they have not been refuted. This is
probably because these ECFs as used in these descriptions are not necessarily used as
literal descriptions. Moreover, in most of the humoristic accounts, the ‘brittleness’ of ECFs
is what makes these accounts humoristic in the first place. Additionally, thesis results
show strong similarities with practices identified in other studies that relate to managing
the subjective side of things (see e.g. Edwards, 2005; Edwards, 2007). The analysis has
indicated that some peanut allergy accounts are constructed as to refute any potential
accusations that the complaint itself is based on the speakers’ disposition to moan
(section 4.4) or ask too much (section 4.3). Furthermore, humoristic and nuanced
descriptions may index the speaker being in control of the allergy without being disposed
to make too much of things or being disposed to be negative (see section 2.3.2 and 4.2.3).
Similar recurrent features of humoristic and positive food allergic accounts are also
identified in face-to-face interaction by Edwards (2005): announcements, laughter
(smileys in the case of this thesis) and displacement.
Overall, this thesis describes peanut allergy as a ‘modern malady’; a complex, modern and
debated phenomenon that seems to be deeply embedded in the current state of our
society. In this regard, this report provides new insights to existing literature as to what
peanut allergic people may face in everyday interaction, and how they may manage this.
Having discussed the theoretical implications of this thesis, the following section focuses
on more practical implications.

While it is debatable to what extend the forum conversations could be regarded as bullying, the point still
stands that this thesis has a different analytical focus compared to previous studies on similar topics.
23
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5.4 Recommendations
Based on the previous sections in this chapter, this section discusses various implications
that may help to address societal controversy revolving around peanut allergy (section
5.4.1). Furthermore, this section will discuss potential future research (section 5.4.2).

5.4.1 Practical implications
It can be arguably difficult to empathize with peanut allergic people without the
possession of (enough) prior knowledge about peanut allergy and in particular the
potential severity of its consequences. The consequences of peanut allergy can be almost
unimaginably severe. As discussed in section 5.2, the fact that even particles in the air can
be enough to cause physical discomfort for severely allergic people may almost sound
like a fairy tale to some.
In this regard, this thesis argues that communication strategies should focus on making
peanut allergy and its potential severity more conceivable for the public. There are
various ways in which this could be achieved.
Schools already undertake educational activities in order to increase awareness on
various themes, including bullying, drugs, STDs, smoking, alcohol and eating healthy.
Schools could play a primary role in educating children about the severity of some
allergies, including peanut allergy.
Another way in which peanut allergy could be addressed on a broader societal level could
be through infotainment, broadcasting of material in the media that is designed to both
entertain and educate its audience. This concept is consistently used in television series,
such as the Dutch series Goede Tijden, Slechte Tijden. Following the lives of individual
characters allows these series to address societal themes, a concept that is also referred
to as infotainment. It does not just convey information about these themes, but it makes
these themes accessible by telling personal stories. For instance, it was the first Dutch TV
show to address homo sexuality and gay marriage, with the aim to promote its acceptance
(Klompenhouwer, 2014). Peanut allergy could be addressed in a similar way by
introducing a character who has to endure severe peanut allergy.
Naturally, the food allergy community itself could also play a major role in strategies to
increase awareness for the severity of (food) allergy and make it more conceivable for
the public. It should be safe to assume that considerable efforts are already being
undertaken by such foundations, as also became apparent with the the Peter Rabbit
example; their efforts on social media created a widespread platform for discussions
among parents and other participants. However, while such discussions may be fruitful
as it may promote discussion among a wide range of people, it is arguably also important
to be reflexive on how the food allergic community itself presents itself in these
discussions. As illustrated in this thesis, managing subjectivity appears to be a fruitful
strategy to avoid challenge, and refutation compared to firm stances and deadly serious
allergy accounts. This suggest that more invested utterances in particular may lead to
challenge and refutation. As we have seen, in particular strong stances (containing ECFs)
are prone to refutation, especially if the food allergic person is heard as disposed to
complain or to be negative, paranoid, demanding, attention seeking, etc.
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Thereby, it could be argued that strong accounts make such dispositions more relevant.
On the contrary, counter-dispositional accounts appear to be fruitful, as we have seen in
humoristic and nuanced accounts (section 4.2), as well as accounts that display
consideration for the perspective of non-allergic people. In other words, accounts that
show more consideration for the management of the speakers’ subjectivity (as discussed
in chapter 3) may be a fruitful way to reduce or even avoid refutation or challenge by the
next speaker. This thesis argues that such insights may be useful for the food allergic
community, as it may change their view on how discussions should be approached in the
future. Leaders of the food allergic community could also play a facilitating role in
promoting reflectivity regarding this topic.

5.4.2 Future research
During the data analysis process, it became striking how quickly some discussions
derailed into a chaos of insults and accusations. Various threads indicated that people
display strong stances regarding food allergies, even if they did not know much about it
(judging by misconceptions about food allergy, e.g. confusing it with food intolerance).
This leaves one to wonder why people who are not directly affected by the food allergy
still display so much investment during discussions. Such conversations seem to have a
tendency to escalate very quickly, as evidenced in the section about deadly serious
accounts (in particular section 4.1.3)24 and the example of Peter Rabbit in section 5.2.1.
The data corpus also indicated that the integrity of peanut allergy can be strongly
challenged even in the absence of deadly serious accounts, or any other allergy accounts.
Even though this has not been further addressed by this thesis (as it primarily focusses
on accounts produced by allergic people), it is still interesting to consider why this might
be the case.
Hence, the question ‘what is the fundamental catalyst of such controversial conversations
and where does it stem from?’ is arguably an interesting topic for future research. Although
this question has already been briefly touched upon in 5.2, it may raise more questions
than answers. The recent increase in popularity of the neologistic meaning of the word
‘snowflake’ 25 seems to mark a time where people are increasingly accused of being
‘overly sensitive’ and ‘entitled’. But what is it that drives these accusations? Somewhat
ironic about this question is that it may lead to a somewhat paradoxical conclusion that
people who respond heavily to ‘sensitive people’ are, in essence showing sensitivity to
sensitive people. Although this may sound like a broad and difficult topic to research,
future discursive psychological research on food allergies could focus on how (and hence,
when and why) those not directly affected by food allergy may challenge the integrity of
these allergies.

25

In fact, the term has been so popular that it was added to Oxford English Dictionary in 2018 (NPR, 2018).
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5.5

Limitations

This thesis acknowledges a number of limitations that should be taken into account when
considering the results as presented in this thesis. To start, online forum conversations
may resemble face-to-face communication to some degree, but there are major
differences. The ‘flow’ of the conversation is different, as it is not really happening in ‘real
time’. This means that forum users have time to think and carefully construct their
message people face-to-face wouldn’t have. Furthermore, since speakers are physically
present in face-to-face communication, this form of communication is more ‘direct’,
which means that speakers are more prone to social consequences of what they say and
do. Forum users are not only physically distant, they may even be anonymous and
therefore are ‘freer’ to say whatever they want without direct consequences.
Second, it could be argued that text analysis may only scratch the surface of what is going
on during the interaction. The researcher remains an ‘outsider’ and may misinterpret
texts differently than the ‘in-group’ of speakers. For instance, it is possible that the
researcher has a different frame of reference; conversations may be embedded in
contextual features to which the researcher has no access (e.g. personal relationships,
prior events, etc.)
Third, Due to limited time and resources, the detailed approach of discursive psychology
(although in-depth) only allows for a micro analysis of a much larger corpus. In this
regard, the results presented in this thesis could be regarded a drop of water in an ocean.
Moreover, unlike some other discursive psychological studies, the data corpus was drawn
from a single forum. Although the data corpus was still extensive, this could lead to onesided results.
Fourth, Dutch to English translation was problematic in some cases. Various Dutch
sayings and expressions are simply not available in the English language, and are
therefore difficult (if not impossible) to translate accurately. In this regard, translation
should be regarded as another form of analysis, as put by Sneijder and te Molder (2004;
p.603): ‘translation is not a technical process but is also a form of analysis. This means that
the translation is necessarily designed to reveal those features of the dialogue that,
consciously or not, are perceived as significant by the researchers and the translators.’
Last but not least, it should be noted that while this thesis aims to address accounts made
by younger allergy sufferers, there will always be uncertainty regarding whether or not
analyzed data was indeed produced by a ‘teenager’. Anonymity prohibits any form of
meaningful data selection within the data corpus. Thereby, it is difficult to tie the
investigated allergy accounts to a specific age or gender. This is also why the term
‘teenager’ (in the research question and throughout the report) has not been further
operationalized in this thesis.
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