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Although studies of language in the workplace have received much interest (e.g. Vine 
2004), studies of gesture in the workplace have not. We have learned much of what we 
know about gesture from studying everyday conversations, either naturally occurring or 
elicited in lab settings (Kendon 1980, 2004, McNeill 1992, 2005, Müller 2004). 
However, in a study of communication on the shopfloor of a sawmill in British 
Columbia, Meissner and Philpott (1975a,b) observed that workers had elaborated a 
complex gesture code with approximately 200 signs to facilitate communication. And 
similar codes have since been observed to emerge in other workplaces where speech is 
either forbidden, inappropriate or difficult. These include broadcast studios, race tracks, 
airports, and building sites (Kendon 2004, Morris 1977). Although these environments 
offer crucial insight to a number of semiotic processes, such as conventionalization, sign 
formation, and multimodality, they remain relatively unexplored (see Streeck 2009 for 
several descriptions of gestures at work).

Funded by the Alexander von Humboldt foundation, our project ‘Manufacturing 
Communication’ aims to explore the cognitive-semiotics of gesture codes in industrial 
environments. Focusing on production lines in factories, we are developing an 
empirically grounded theory of industrial gesture systems and applying our theory to 
improving communication in industry. For example, in a salmon factory in France, we 
analyzed the semiotics of communication on the shopfloor and created a gesture code for 
the workers to use instead of shouting (Harrison submitted). This gesture code helped 
workers to increase the efficiency of their production line by reducing response times, 
minimizing machine downtimes, and improving the overall working environment. We are 
essentially applying the principles of Lean manufacturing to communication (Womack et 
al. 2007), working closely with efficiency engineers and production managers, as well as 
with the people who design production lines and fabrication processes. To reinforce the 
benefit of standardizing communication and adopting our approach, we are running a 
series of qualifying experiments in our lab to examine the conditions in which gesture 
codes will function effectively (Harrison in prep. a). For instance, we are using a motion 
capture system to examine the effect of noise levels on gestural communication (Harrison 
& Grandhi in prep.), as well as the effect of distance between workers on gestural 
communication (Harrison in prep. b). These studies also bear on theoretical issues and 
have invited us to bring into question widely held notions, such as the traditional model 
of ‘gesture space’ (McNeill 1992) widely adopted in gesture studies (Mittelberg & 
Harrison in prep.).

In this talk, I will present ‘Manufacturing Communication’ and explain how we are 
taking gesture studies and semiotics onto the shopfloor, developing gestural codes to 
make production along factory lines safer and more efficient.
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