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The multimodal nature 
of communicative efficiency 
in social interaction
Marlou Rasenberg 1,2,4*, Wim Pouw 3,4, Asli Özyürek 1,2,3,4 & Mark Dingemanse 1,4

How does communicative efficiency shape language use? We approach this question by studying it 
at the level of the dyad, and in terms of multimodal utterances. We investigate whether and how 
people minimize their joint speech and gesture efforts in face-to-face interactions, using linguistic and 
kinematic analyses. We zoom in on other-initiated repair—a conversational microcosm where people 
coordinate their utterances to solve problems with perceiving or understanding. We find that efforts 
in the spoken and gestural modalities are wielded in parallel across repair turns of different types, 
and that people repair conversational problems in the most cost-efficient way possible, minimizing 
the joint multimodal effort for the dyad as a whole. These results are in line with the principle of least 
collaborative effort in speech and with the reduction of joint costs in non-linguistic joint actions. The 
results extend our understanding of those coefficiency principles by revealing that they pertain to 
multimodal utterance design.

In joint actions, people coordinate their behaviors in order to achieve joint  goals1,2. Whether people are mov-
ing a couch or having a chat, joint action appears to be organized according to a principle of efficiency or effort 
 minimization3–7. Empirical work on joint action shows that this effort minimization appears to target overall joint 
effort (or coefficiency) rather than individual  effort8–10. Work on spoken language likewise suggests that people 
work together to minimize the cost for the dyad as a social unit—known as the principle of least collaborative 
effort11–13. One consequence for the study of efficiency in language is that language use is not about idealized 
speakers producing optimal one-off utterances; instead, we need to consider the work that interacting participants 
jointly undertake to actively construe possible meanings.

The notion of coefficiency is in principle agnostic to the type of behavior involved. That is, joint action 
is recognized to involve a complex interplay of efforts exerted through various types and levels of behavior. 
However, when it comes to language use, efficiency is usually studied in unimodal ways (by focusing on written 
representations of speech), where communicative acts are considered to be linear (one word after the other). 
Complementary or parallel contributions across modalities are overlooked in accounts of efficiency in human 
 languages4,5, despite the communicative capacities of composite utterances as revealed by research on multi-
modal  interaction14–18. So, work on efficiency in coordinated spoken language use has yet to take into account 
how simultaneous articulators are concurrently employed to convey information (for work on sign language, 
 see19). Here we take on the challenge to study how people efficiently coordinate multiple types of communi-
cative behavior, by investigating if and how people minimize joint speech and gesture efforts in a task-based 
conversational setting.

We focus on stretches of conversation where people explicitly coordinate their utterances with the goal 
of jointly solving problems of perceiving or understanding—known as other-initiated  repair20,21. In a typical 
sequence of other-initiated repair, one participant temporarily halts the conversation in order to ask for clarifica-
tion with a repair initiation like “huh?” (open request), “who?” (restricted request), or “like this [gesture]?” 
(restricted offer)22–26, to which their conversational partner responds with a repair solution. After having 
jointly resolved the trouble, the participants end the repair sequence and the main conversation  continues27,28. 
Repair initiations and solutions are defined strictly in terms of sequential positions in conversation, where the 
turns themselves can recruit any combination of communicative  modalities29–45.

Sequences of other-initiated repair have played a key role in the development of the notion of least col-
laborative effort for English task-based and telephone  interactions12,13 and in its generalization to co-present 
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conversational interaction across diverse  languages46. This work revealed that people collaboratively resolve trou-
ble while minimizing their joint efforts in two ways. First, recipients who signal trouble prefer to use restricted 
formats (e.g., ‘Which one?’ or ‘You mean X?’) over open formats (e.g., ‘Huh?’), meaning that they initiate repair 
in the most specific way possible (the specificity principle). Second, the more specific the repair initiation, the 
longer the repair initiation (involving more speech effort), thereby minimizing the efforts needed for the sender 
to resolve the trouble in the repair solution (the division of labor principle). However, this prior work focused 
exclusively on unimodal utterances, either by classifying the referential formats of noun phrases, or by computing 
the orthographic length of turns. Gesture efforts in spoken language have been overlooked, even though prior 
research has shown that manual co-speech gestures can play an important role in repair  initiations38,42,47 and 
repair  solutions31,32,48–50. Since gestural efforts to convey meaning have not been incorporated in the division 
of labor equation, we cannot be sure that the speech-centered findings hold water for interactions in their true 
multimodal form.

Adopting a multimodal perspective is also warranted in light of recent studies showing that various inter-
actional strategies (initially discovered based on speech-centered research) extend to the design of multimodal 
utterances. For example, people modulate both speech and gesture when trying to get a message across in noisy 
environments (multimodal Lombard  effect51); adapt both speech and gestures to the degree of knowledge that 
is shared with a recipient (multimodal audience  design52); and are likely to use cross-speaker repetition of both 
speech and gesture for establishing joint reference to novel objects (multimodal  alignment53). These findings 
reinforce the notion that speech and co-speech gestures operate as part of an integrated  system54–56, with people 
flexibly deploying and coordinating their use of both modalities to engage in joint meaning-making42,53,57–62.

In work on co-speech gesture, the notion of division of labor is sometimes used in reference to how effort 
is divided between the modalities of speech and gesture in one speaker’s  utterances63. Here instead we focus on 
the dyad as a social unit, where our primary interest is how effort is distributed across contributions of different 
speakers, taking into account both speech and gesture.

To investigate the distributions of multimodal effort at the dyad level we focus on sequences of other-initiated 
repair in task-based interaction. Other-initiated repair has several properties that make it an ideal testing ground 
for studying efficiency in social interaction. First, it is a miniature coordination problem solved in real-time 
by two participants, making it a relevant domain for understanding joint actions more  broadly64. Second, its 
sequential structure—an insert sequence composed of an initiation and proposed solution—is cross-linguistically 
well-attested and highly  frequent46,65. Third, it comes in a small number of formats that we can compare in 
terms of multimodal effort and frequency of use. By tracking participants’ speech and gesture efforts in these 
conversational enclosures, we test whether multimodal contributions are optimized for least collaborative effort.

We use a director/matcher task in which people describe and find 3D shapes they have not seen before (Fig. 3). 
The shapes, displayed in a randomized array on two screens, are designed to present participants with coordina-
tion problems to be solved on the fly using multimodal communication. Standing face-to-face and instructed to 
communicate in any way they want, participants recruit multimodal utterances in relatively free-form interac-
tions in order to negotiate mutual understanding and jointly solve the task. Speech and gesture behaviors were 
recorded with head-mounted microphones, cameras and markerless motion tracking devices.

For the spoken modality, we operationalized effort as the number of orthographic characters per repair turn, 
as this allows us to compare our findings to those of previous  work46. Though not a direct measure of talk-in-
interaction, orthographic length may be a reasonable proxy because (i) it is not affected by speech rate (while 
turn duration is) and (ii) it normalizes length across different speakers. In our dataset orthographic length 
strongly correlates with the duration of the repair turn (r = 0.93, p < 0.001), in line with earlier  work46. For the 
gesture modality, we use the number of submovements of manual co-speech gestures. This has been used as a 
kinematic measure of complexity and effort  before51,66,67 and measures akin to it have been shown to correlate 
with the number of information units in gestures as interpreted by human  coders66. While perfect equivalence of 
measures across modalities is impossible, those proposed here are comparable in the sense that (a) both speech 
and co-speech gesture are used to negotiate meaning in other-initiated repair sequences, and (b) orthographic 
characters and submovements can both be used as a quantitative proxy for the amount of information that is 
(verbally or visually) conveyed by a repair turn.

We first investigate speech and gesture efforts separately, where we explore how these efforts are distributed 
across sequential positions (repair initiation and solution) and repair types (open request, restricted request 
and restricted offer). To investigate the division of multimodal effort between people, we compute a measure of 
multimodal effort by summing (standardized) speech and gesture efforts. We hypothesize that the type of repair 
initiation predicts how the joint amount of multimodal effort is divided between people, similarly to what has 
been found for the division of speech  efforts46. That is, we hypothesize that the more specific the repair initiation 
(open request < restricted request < restricted offer), the higher the proportion of the multimodal cost paid in 
the repair initiation relative to the total cost paid in the initiation and solution together. Finally, in line with the 
principle of least collaborative  effort11–13, we predict that people design their utterances so as to minimize the 
total amount of multimodal effort for the dyad as a whole. Specifically, we hypothesize that the repair type which 
yields the smallest amount of joint multimodal effort will be used most frequently.

Results
Overall, 378 repair initiations were found in our dataset of task-based interactions from 20 dyads (comprising 
about 8 h of audio, video and motion tracking recordings in total). We found a mean of 18.9 repair initiations 
per dyad (SD = 9.92, range = 6–45), which amounts to a repair initiation occurring once every 1.5 min on average. 
There were 24 open requests, 39 restricted requests and 315 restricted offers.
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Speech and gesture effort. We start by reporting speech and gesture effort separately to allow for com-
parisons with prior unimodal work on the division of speech efforts in other-initiated  repair46. The effort that 
people invest through the spoken modality to collaboratively resolve interactional trouble is shown in Fig. 1A. In 
repair initiations, speech efforts slightly increase as the type of initiation becomes more specific (open requests: 
M = 20.13, SD = 12.21; restricted requests: M = 27.05, SD = 16.63; restricted offers M = 34.38, SD = 20.18). In repair 
solutions, the opposite pattern emerges: when responding to more specific initiations, speech turns tend to 
become shorter (open requests: M = 116.63, SD = 87.18; restricted requests: M = 63.08, SD = 50.75; restricted 
offers M = 16.70, SD = 27.29). These findings are in line with the unimodal analyses in prior  work46; see further 
notes on the division of verbal effort in Supplementary Information (S2).
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Figure 1.  Boxplots showing the effort invested in the repair initiation (orange) and repair solution (blue), for 
repair formats of increasing specificity (open request < restricted request < restricted offer). The boxes represent 
the interquartile range; the middle line the median; the whiskers the minimum and maximum scores (outliers 
excluded). Every dot represents a repair initiation or solution. Absolute speech effort (A) and absolute gesture 
effort (B) both go up in repair initiations and down in repair solutions as repair formats become more specific. 
Proportional multimodal effort (C) shifts from repair initiation to repair solution as we move towards more 
specific repair formats. The dashed line represents equal division of effort across participants.
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For the gestural modality, there is considerable individual variation, with some people gesturing very rarely 
or not at all. In total, 479 co-speech gestures were produced across all repair initiations and solutions, with 37.2% 
of the turns containing at least one gesture. But the likelihood of encountering a gesture in a turn differs greatly 
across repair types and sequential positions; ranging from 4.2% in repair initiations of the type open request, to 
79.2% in repair solutions in response to open requests. When quantifying gesture effort in terms of submove-
ments, we find a similar pattern as for speech effort (Fig. 1B). As repair initiations become more specific, more 
gesture submovements are used in the initiation (open requests: M = 0.04, SD = 0.20; restricted requests: M = 0.15, 
SD = 0.43; restricted offers M = 1.02, SD = 1.57), and fewer are used in the solution (open requests: M = 3.63, 
SD = 3.84; restricted requests: M = 2.67, SD = 3.15; restricted offers M = 0.53, SD = 1.74).

Division of multimodal effort. In accordance with the inherently multimodal nature of our dataset, we 
analyze how the total amount of multimodal effort is divided across participants (Fig. 1C). Multimodal effort 
is the sum of the effort invested through the two available modalities, so it can be speech-only or speech-plus-
gesture (we found no cases of gesture-only). Adopting a narrow notion of multimodality (focusing on visual 
information in manual co-speech gestures only), we can consider 63% of the repair sequences as being multi-
modal in nature, containing one or more gestures by at least one of the participants.

We find that the proportional cost paid by the person initiating repair versus the person resolving the trou-
ble varies as a function of the repair type, and deviates from a case of equal division (where each person would 
invest 50% of the total effort). The proportion of multimodal effort invested in the repair initiation was higher 
for restricted requests compared to open requests (β = 0.14, SE = 0.06, t = 2.35, p = 0.02), and higher for restricted 
offers compared to restricted requests (β = 0.47, SE = 0.04, t = 11.42, p < 0.001), as revealed by mixed effects models 
(with random intercepts for dyads). Overall, we find a trade-off between the efforts invested by the two members 
of the dyad; the more multimodal effort is invested by the person initiating repair, the less multimodal effort is 
used to respond to it (r = − 0.14, p = 0.007).

Minimization of joint multimodal effort. The total amount of multimodal effort that was invested by 
the dyad to resolve interactional trouble (in the repair initiation and repair solution combined) is shown for 
each repair type in Fig. 2. On average, we find that the joint multimodal effort is smallest when the repair ini-
tiation was a restricted offer. A mixed effect model (with random intercepts and slopes for dyads, and random 
intercepts for target items) revealed that joint effort is less in sequences involving restricted offers (M = 1.37, 
SD = 1.21) compared to restricted requests (M = 2.45, SD = 1.74; β = -1.15, SE = 0.30, t = -3.80, p = 0.006), but that 
joint effort in restricted requests does not differ significantly from open requests (M = 3.51, SD = 2.58; β = -0.86, 
SE = 0.55, t = -1.58, p = 0.137). In terms of how often the different types of repair initiations are used, we found 
that restricted offers are by far the most frequent (83,3%). A mixed effect model (with random intercepts for 
dyads and target items) revealed that restricted offers occur significantly more than restricted requests (10,3%; 
β = 0.91, SE = 0.06, t = 15.89, p < 0.001), while restricted requests do not differ in frequency from open requests 
(6,3%; β = 0.05, SE = 0.06, t = 0.82, p = 0.413). The preference for using restricted offers paired with the finding 

open request
(n = 24)

restricted request
(n = 39)

restricted offer
(n = 315)

0.0

2.5

5.0

7.5

10.0

jo
in

t m
ul

tim
od

al
 e

ffo
rt

Joint multimodal effort

Figure 2.  Boxplots showing the joint amount of multimodal effort invested by both participants to resolve the 
interactional trouble. The boxes represent the interquartile range; the middle line the median; the whiskers the 
minimum and maximum scores (outliers excluded). Every dot represents a repair sequence, i.e., repair initiation 
and repair solution together. As the specificity of repair formats goes up, joint multimodal effort invested goes 
down.
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that these repair types yield the lowest amounts of joint effort thus means that people appear to do repair in the 
most cost-efficient way possible, minimizing the joint multimodal effort for the dyad as a whole.

Discussion
The present study investigated how language use is shaped by communicative efficiency from a multimodal 
and interactional perspective. We focused on short time windows in turn-by-turn interaction where people 
work together to achieve a particular joint goal: repairing a problem with perceiving or understanding talk. We 
analyzed how speech and co-speech gesture efforts are distributed across repair types (open requests, restricted 
requests and restricted offers) and sequential positions (the repair initiation and the repair solution), with the 
aim to test whether the division of multimodal effort is optimized for least collaborative effort.

There are three main findings. First, we find that speech and gesture efforts rise and fall together across repair 
types and sequential positions. This corroborates the view that speech and gesture are integral parts of a single 
multimodal communicative  system54–56,68, and matches speech-gesture parallelism as reported for other inter-
actional phenomena; for example, people increase both speech and gesture efforts in noisy  environments51, and 
people use fewer words and fewer gestures as common ground increases (for a review,  see52).

Second, we show in detail how people orchestrate efforts in speech and gesture to achieve rapid coordination. 
In particular, the type of repair initiation used predicts how people divide their multimodal efforts: the more 
specific the repair initiation, the more multimodal effort is invested by the person initiating repair, leaving less 
work for the sender of the original message to resolve the trouble. This replicates prior unimodal work showing 
systematicity in how verbal effort is distributed across repair initiation and  solution46, and shows that the pattern 
is robust enough to hold in both naturalistic as well as task-based conversations. Our results extend this division 
of labor principle to composite utterances, providing an unprecedented view of multimodal contributions to the 
coordination of joint action.

Third, we find that people overwhelmingly converge on the repair format (i.e., restricted offer) that minimizes 
multimodal effort for the dyad as a social unit. This is a novel, direct attestation of the principle of least col-
laborative  effort11–13 that is made possible by combining quantifications of speech effort with new, reproducible 
methods to measure gestural effort in terms of kinematics.

Taken together, these findings provide a novel unifying perspective on studies of language  use11–13 and non-
linguistic joint  action8–10. The coordination of joint action minimally involves dynamically updated task repre-
sentations, monitoring processes, and adjustable  behaviors69. Although linguistic coordination has sometimes 
been cast as a qualitatively different form of  coordination69, here we have shown that the micro-environment of 
interactive repair—which occurs at frequencies and timescales more commensurate with joint action—provides a 
unique window onto the real-time negotiation of distributed agency. In repair, people provide public evidence of 
representations and monitoring processes, allowing them to rapidly hone in on optimal coordinative  solutions70. 
By zooming in on these miniature coordination problems, we reveal systematicity in how people adjust multiple 
types of communicative behavior to minimize joint efforts, thereby unravelling the multimodal nature of coef-
ficiency in conversational joint action.

Beyond the empirical findings, our study also makes conceptual and methodological contributions. One is 
to extend and enrich standard notions of efficiency in language use. Prior work has usually considered efficiency 
in terms of unimodal message  length4. One limitation of such operationalizations is that they easily lose sight 
of the fact that in conversation, the interactional work of achieving mutual understanding is often distributed 
across turns and  participants71,72. We argue that communicative effort and efficiency are best studied at the level 
of the dyad as a social unit, and we show how interactive repair provides a microcosm that allows us to study 
the public negotiation of mutual understanding over multiple turns.

Another challenge of the most common unimodal operationalizations is that, when applied to co-present 
conversational settings, they are incomplete and reductive, focusing on language as a unimodal discrete symbol 
system while overlooking multimodal, continuous and dynamic properties of language  use66,73. Our contribution 
towards solving this challenge consists of using methods and insights from studies of joint action and behavioral 
 dynamics74–76. Our measures capture how people use both categorical and gradient semiotic resources in mul-
tiple modalities to make meaning together, where we operationalized effort with (a) a linguistically informed 
quantification of speech in terms of orthographic  characters46,77 and (b) a kinematic measure of submovements 
derived from continuous manual  movement66,67,78,79. These measures do not fully capture the multi-semiotic 
dimension of social interaction, as we disregard dynamic properties in the spoken modality (see e.g., research on 
the phonetic characteristics of repair  solutions80) as well as non-manual embodied resources (further discussed 
below). However, we believe the combination of measures for the spoken and gestural modality used in the 
present study are a step in the direction of a truly multimodal linguistics that takes semiotic diversity  seriously54.

Limitations. The nature of our task may have invited more representational gestures than some other con-
versational settings, as the 3D objects lack conventional names and lend themselves well to iconic  depiction81. 
We also found relatively high amounts of restricted offers (83,3%), compared to restricted requests (10,3%) 
and open requests (6,3%; a pattern reported for other task-based datasets as  well82,83). This might partially fol-
low from the lab setting, in which people were unlikely to be troubled by noise interference or other low-level 
perceptual problems (which are associated with open  requests46). Perhaps because of the overall low amounts 
of open and restricted requests, we found no statistical difference in the frequency of these two types. Conse-
quently, our conclusion that people repair trouble in the most cost-efficient way possible is based on the use of 
restricted offers: repair sequences of this type are the most frequent and require the smallest amount of joint 
multimodal effort. Future research could test whether frequency and cost-efficiency patterns together across all 
repair types in more naturalistic settings. Though the lab- and task-based setting can affect the use of gesture and 



6

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |        (2022) 12:19111  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-22883-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

repair types, our findings are largely in line with studies on other-initiated repair in more naturalistic settings, 
where people also prefer to use restricted formats over open  requests46, and take advantage of iconic proper-
ties of gestures for repair initiations and  solutions42,47,49. We therefore believe that the observed distribution of 
multimodal effort across repair types is likely to be robust enough to generalize to everyday language use. That 
is, while we might expect to find fewer manual gestures and more open and restricted requests, we would still 
predict people’s multimodal productions to be more effortful in repair initiations of the type restricted offer 
compared to open and restricted requests (and vice versa for solutions).

We have investigated the cost-efficient use of words and manual co-speech gestures. By foregrounding effi-
ciency in a task-based setting and focusing on speech and gestures, we have of course captured only a partial 
view of what it means for people to coordinate their multimodal utterances to resolve conversational problems. 
Future studies could broaden this view, for example by incorporating eye gaze, eyebrow movements, head move-
ments and forward leans, which are known to play a role in signaling  trouble29,30,33,36,40,41,84. This could be com-
plemented by a consideration of other social or expressive factors which influence communicative behaviors, 
as people can for example opt to use an open request rather than a restricted offer for face-saving  purposes85. 
More empirical and theoretical work is needed to understand how pressures and constraints in human sociality 
interact with principles of efficiency in joint action. We take this to be an important avenue for future research, 
where moving our attention from efforts of the individual to those of the dyad as a cooperative social unit is an 
important first step.

Conclusion. In summary, in this study we investigated communicative efficiency from a multimodal and 
interactional perspective by zooming in on other-initiated repair sequences. As a conversational environment 
in which there is a clear goal, a limited set of turns to reach that goal and a limited inventory of communicative 
resources to use in those turns, other-initiated repair is a natural laboratory for the systematic study of coef-
ficiency in language use. Our findings reveal that people divide the total amount of multimodal effort between 
them in such a way as to minimize the overall amount of speech and gesture efforts for the dyad as a whole. By 
investigating how communicative efficiency is realized in multimodal language use at the level of the dyad as 
social unit, we have shown how minimizing effort in language use is an interactional achievement.

Methods
Participants. Twenty dyads took part in the study (10 mixed-gender, 6 female-only and 4 male-only dyads, 
Mage = 22.3 years, Rangeage = 18–32 years). The unacquainted participants were recruited via the Radboud SONA 
participant pool system. Participants provided informed consent and were paid for participation. The partici-
pants who are visible in the figures provided informed consent to publish the images in an online open access 
publication. The study met the criteria of the blanket ethical approval for standard studies of the Commission for 
Human Research Arnhem-Nijmegen (DCCN CMO 2014/288), and was conducted in accordance with relevant 
guidelines and regulations.

Apparatus and materials. The stimuli were 16 images of novel 3D objects, called ‘Fribbles’ (adapted 
from Barry et al.86), see Fig. 3A. During the interaction, participants were standing face-to-face, where each 
had their own button box and screen (24′ BenQ XL2430T), slightly tilted, and positioned at hip height to ensure 
mutual visibility of upper torso and gesturing area (see Fig. 3B). The Fribbles were presented on these screens on 
a grey background in rows of 5, 6, and 5 figures respectively, in a size of about 4 × 4 cm per figure, with a corre-
sponding label next to it. The order of the Fribbles was random and varied for the participants (but was constant 
across dyads). Audio was recorded with head-mounted microphones (Samson QV) and videos were made with 
three HD cameras (JVC GY-HM100/150). 3D motion tracking data was collected using two Microsoft Kinects 
V2 (for 25 joints, sampled at 30 Hz).

Procedure. Participants were assigned director/matcher roles. In each trial, a red triangle highlighted a sin-
gle target Fribble on the director’s screen. The participants were instructed to communicate in order for the 
matcher to find the target item on their screen. To indicate their selection, the matcher said the corresponding 
label out loud and pressed a button to go to the next trial, where the participants switched director/matcher roles. 
After matching all 16 Fribbles, a new round would start; in total six rounds were completed, yielding a total of 96 
trials. No time constraints were posed and the participants did not receive feedback about accuracy. Participants 
were told that they were ‘free to communicate in any way they want’ (an instruction phrased to be agnostic about 
communicative modality, i.e., speech and/or gesture), and that their performance would be a joint achievement. 
Dyads spent 24.4 min on the task on average (range = 14.2–34.6 min).

Analysis. The audio–video data were annotated in ELAN (version 5.8); data processing and statistical analy-
ses were performed with the R statistical program (version 4.0.2).

Speech was segmented into Turn Constructional Units (TCUs; i.e., potentially complete, meaningful 
 utterances87–89) and orthographically transcribed based on the standard spelling conventions of Dutch. Other-ini-
tiated repair was coded based on a modified version of the coding scheme by Dingemanse et al.90. We annotated 
the trouble source, repair initiation and repair solution, where the boundaries of those annotations corresponded 
to the speech annotations (where a single repair annotation could correspond to a single TCU or span multiple 
TCUs). Subsequently, repair initiations were categorized into three types: open request, restricted request and 
restricted offer. Details on the coding procedure including examples can be found as Supplementary Information 
(S1.1). Inter-rater reliability for repair identification, segmentation and coding was moderate to high (all yielded 
minimally 75% agreement; for details and additional reliability measures, see Supplementary Information; S1.2).
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For co-speech gestures, the stroke phase was annotated for gesture units (i.e., the meaningful part of the 
gestural  movement16,56), for the left and right hand separately. Inter-rater reliability was substantial for gesture 
identification, segmentation and coding (minimally 75% agreement; for details and additional measures, see 
Supplementary Information; S1.3). We considered gestures to be part of a repair turn when the gesture stroke 
completely overlapped with the repair annotation (which was the case for 91.5% of the gestures), but used fine-
grained rules and manual inspection in case of partial or no overlap (see Supplementary Information; S1.4). All 
types of manual co-speech gestures were included in the analysis, but the majority of the gestures in the dataset 
are iconic (89.8%).

Submovements were computed for each gesture stroke, of which the onset and offsets were determined by the 
manual annotations. The calculation was based on the position of the left- and right-hand tips in 3D space. To 
ignore noise-related jitter, we smoothed the position traces, and their derivatives (3D speed) with a third order 
Kolmogorov–Zurbenko (KZ) filter with a span of 2. 3D gesture speed was used to determine submovements, 
which was based on the speed of the left or right hand for one-handed gestures, or the summed speed of both 
hands in the case of two-handed gestures. The number of submovements was then computed by identifying local 
maxima peaks in the 3D speed time  series66,79. To this end, we used R-package pracma and considered a peak 
to be a submovement when it exceeded at least 10 cm/s and only if they had at least 100 ms distance between 
adjacent peaks. The minimum amount of submovements per gesture stroke is 1 (i.e., static strokes are considered 
to consist of 1 submovement). Two examples of gestures along with their submovement profile are presented in 
Fig. 4A (for more examples, see Supplementary Information; S1.5).

In order to analyze the division of multimodal effort, we combined the speech and gesture efforts to yield a 
multimodal effort variable. We first standardized the individual speech and gesture measures (as their distribu-
tions differed greatly, with gesture submovements being zero-inflated, see Fig. 4B), and then summed them. We 
then calculated the proportion of multimodal effort in the repair initiation as compared to the total multimodal 
effort in the repair initiation and repair solution. To subsequently inspect how the total amount of joint effort 
varies across repair types, we summed the multimodal effort in the repair initiation and repair solution for each 
repair sequence. The resulting measures (i.e., the proportion of effort in the repair initiation and total joint effort) 
were used as dependent variables in mixed effects models with random intercepts and slopes for dyads and target 
items (unless reported otherwise, when a maximal model was not possible due to convergence issues) and repair 
initiator type as predictor. We used backward difference contrast coding to compare restricted requests to open 
requests, and restricted offers to restricted requests.

Data availability
All data and analysis scripts used for this study are openly available on the Donders Repository at: https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 34973/ 12dp- 9q56.

A   Stimuli

B   Recording set-up

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

Figure 3.  Panel (A) shows the “Fribbles” that were used as stimuli. Panel (B) shows the set-up by means of 
screenshots from the three cameras.

https://doi.org/10.34973/12dp-9q56
https://doi.org/10.34973/12dp-9q56


8

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |        (2022) 12:19111  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-22883-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Received: 13 March 2022; Accepted: 20 October 2022

References
 1. Clark, H. H. Using Language (Cambridge University Press, 1996).
 2. Sebanz, N., Bekkering, H. & Knoblich, G. Joint action: Bodies and minds moving together. Trends Cogn. Sci. 10, 70–76 (2006).
 3. Engelbrecht, S. E. Minimum principles in motor control. J. Math. Psychol. 45, 497–542 (2001).
 4. Gibson, E. et al. How efficiency shapes human language. Trends Cogn. Sci. 23, 389–407 (2019).
 5. Levshina, N. & Moran, S. Efficiency in human languages: Corpus evidence for universal principles. Linguistics Vanguard 7, 20200081 

(2021).
 6. Ray, M. & Welsh, T. N. Response selection during a joint action task. J. Mot. Behav. 43, 329–332 (2011).
 7. Zipf, G. K. The Psycho-biology of Language: An Introduction to Dynamic Philology (MIT Press, 1935).
 8. Santamaria, J. P. & Rosenbaum, D. A. Etiquette and effort: Holding doors for others. Psychol. Sci. 22, 584–588 (2011).
 9. Török, G., Pomiechowska, B., Csibra, G. & Sebanz, N. Rationality in joint action: Maximizing coefficiency in coordination. Psychol. 

Sci. 30, 930–941 (2019).

A   Operationalization of gesture effort in terms of submovements

0.00

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

0 100 200 300 400
orthographic characters per turn

de
ns

ity

0 10 20 30
gesture submovements per turn

B   Distribution of speech and gesture effort measures

0

30

60

90

44000 44500 45000
time (ms)

sp
ee

d 
ha

nd
(s

)

0

50

100

150

200

959160 959180 959200 959220
time (ms)

sp
ee

d 
ha

nd
(s

)

0

25

50

75

552500 552600 552700
time (ms)

sp
ee

d 
ha

nd
(s

)

Figure 4.  In panel (A), the top row shows a gesture which depicts the subpart on the left side of the Fribble. 
The gesture is produced by a matcher as part of a restricted offer with the following speech: “ah en is zijn arm uh 
rond maar ook een beetje met hoeken?” [literal translation: ah and is his arm round but also a bit with corners?]. 
The right arm is extended to model the ‘arm’, while the left hand is moved around it to depict the angular 
shape (number of submovements: 4). The bottom row shows a gesture which was produced by a director in a 
repair solution in response to a restricted offer. The gesture depicts the rectangular subpart on the front side of 
the Fribble, while saying “ja precies” [yes exactly]. The multimodal utterance thereby confirms the preceding 
restricted offer (which contained an identical gesture). The hands are kept somewhat apart (to depict the width 
of the rectangle), and moved straight downwards (number of submovements: 1). The density plots in panel (B) 
show the distributions for the speech and gesture effort measures (the dots are the median and the lines the 95% 
quantile interval).



9

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |        (2022) 12:19111  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-22883-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 10. Török, G., Stanciu, O., Sebanz, N. & Csibra, G. Computing joint action costs: Co-actors minimize the aggregate individual costs 
in an action sequence. Open Mind 5, 100–112 (2021).

 11. Clark, H. H. & Brennan, S. E. Grounding in communication. In Perspectives on Socially Shared Cognition Vol. 13 (eds Resnick, L. 
B. et al.) 127–149 (American Psychological Association, 1991).

 12. Clark, H. H. & Schaefer, E. F. Collaborating on contributions to conversations. Lang. Cognit. Process. 2, 19–41 (1987).
 13. Clark, H. H. & Wilkes-Gibbs, D. Referring as a collaborative process. Cognition 22, 1–39 (1986).
 14. Goodwin, C. Conversational Organization (Academic Press, 1981).
 15. Enfield, N. J. The Anatomy of Meaning: Speech, Gesture, and Composite Utterances (Cambridge University Press, 2009).
 16. Kendon, A. Gesture: Visible Action as Utterance (Cambridge University Press, 2004).
 17. Goodwin, C. The interactive construction of a sentence in natural conversation. Everyday Lang. Stud. Ethnomethodol. 97, 101–121 

(1979).
 18. Stivers, T. & Sidnell, J. Introduction: Multimodal interaction. 1–20. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1515/ semi. 2005. 2005. 156.1 (2005).
 19. Slonimska, A., Özyürek, A. & Capirci, O. The role of iconicity and simultaneity for efficient communication: The case of Italian 

Sign Language (LIS). Cognition 200, 104246 (2020).
 20. Schegloff, E. A. When ‘others’ initiate repair. Appl. Linguist. 21, 205–243 (2000).
 21. Schegloff, E. A., Jefferson, G. & Sacks, H. The preference for self-correction in the organization of repair in conversation. Language 

53, 361–382 (1977).
 22. Drew, P. ‘Open’ class repair initiators in response to sequential sources of troubles in conversation. J. Pragmat. 28, 69–101 (1997).
 23. Conversational Repair and Human Understanding (Cambridge University Press, 2013).
 24. Dingemanse, M. & Enfield, N. J. Other-initiated repair across languages: Towards a typology of conversational structures. Open 

Linguist. 1, 96–118 (2015).
 25. Kitzinger, C. Repair. In The Handbook of Conversation Analysis (eds Sidnell, J. & Stivers, T.) 229–256 (Wiley, 2013). https:// doi. 

org/ 10. 1002/ 97811 18325 001. ch12.
 26. Robinson, J. D. & Kevoe-Feldman, H. Using full repeats to initiate repair on others’ questions. Res. Lang. Soc. Interact. 43, 232–259 

(2010).
 27. Jefferson, G. Side sequences. In Studies in Social Interaction (ed. Sudnow, D. N.) 294–338 (MacMillan/The Free Press, 1972).
 28. Schegloff, E. A. Repair after next turn: The last structurally provided defense of intersubjectivity in conversation. Am. J. Sociol. 97, 

1295–1345 (1992).
 29. Andrews, D. Gestures as requests for information: Initiating repair operations in German native-speaker conversation. Focus Ger. 

Stud. 21, 76–94 (2014).
 30. Floyd, S., Manrique, E., Rossi, G. & Torreira, F. Timing of visual bodily behavior in repair sequences: Evidence from three languages. 

Discourse Process. 53, 175–204 (2016).
 31. Hoetjes, M., Krahmer, E. & Swerts, M. On what happens in gesture when communication is unsuccessful. Speech Commun. 72, 

160–175 (2015).
 32. Holler, J. & Wilkin, K. An experimental investigation of how addressee feedback affects co-speech gestures accompanying speakers’ 

responses. J. Pragmat. 43, 3522–3536 (2011).
 33. Hömke, P. The Face in Face-to-Face Communication: Signals of Understanding and Non-understanding (Radboud University 

Nijmegen, 2019).
 34. Kendrick, K. H. Other-initiated repair in English. Open Linguist. 1, 164–190 (2015).
 35. Levinson, S. C. Other-initiated repair in Yélî Dnye: Seeing eye-to-eye in the language of Rossel Island. Open Linguist. 1, 386–410 

(2015).
 36. Li, X. Leaning and recipient intervening questions in Mandarin conversation. J. Pragmat. 67, 34–60 (2014).
 37. Manrique, E. Other-initiated repair in argentine sign language. Open Linguist. 2, 1–34 (2016).
 38. Mortensen, K. The body as a resource for other-initiation of repair: Cupping the hand behind the ear. Res. Lang. Soc. Interact. 49, 

34–57 (2016).
 39. Oloff, F. “Sorry?”/“Como?”/“Was?”—Open class and embodied repair initiators in international workplace interactions. J. Pragmat. 

126, 29–51 (2018).
 40. Rasmussen, G. Inclined to better understanding—The coordination of talk and ‘leaning forward’ in doing repair. J. Pragmat. 65, 

30–45 (2014).
 41. Seo, M.-S. & Koshik, I. A conversation analytic study of gestures that engender repair in ESL conversational tutoring. J. Pragmat. 

42, 2219–2239 (2010).
 42. Sikveland, R. O. & Ogden, R. Holding gestures across turns: Moments to generate shared understanding. Gesture 12, 166–199 

(2012).
 43. Skedsmo, K. Other-initiations of repair in Norwegian Sign Language. Soc. Interact. Video-Based Stud. Hum. Sociality. https:// doi. 

org/ 10. 7146/ si. v3i2. 117723 (2020).
 44. Manrique, E. & Enfield, N. J. Suspending the next turn as a form of repair initiation: Evidence from Argentine Sign Language. 

Front. Psychol. 6, 1–21 (2015).
 45. Svensson, H. Establishing Shared Knowledge in Political Meetings: Repairing and Correcting in Public (Routledge, 2020). https:// 

doi. org/ 10. 4324/ 97810 03004 110.
 46. Dingemanse, M. et al. Universal principles in the repair of communication problems. PLoS One 10, e0136100 (2015).
 47. Jokipohja, A.-K. & Lilja, N. Depictive hand gestures as candidate understandings. Research on Language and Social Interaction, 

1–23 (2022).
 48. Alibali, M. W. et al. Teachers’ gestures and speech in mathematics lessons: Forging common ground by resolving trouble spots. 

ZDM Mathematics Education 45, 425–440 (2013).
 49. Olsher, D. Gesturally-enhanced repeats in the repair turn communication strategy or cognitive language-learning tool? In Gesture: 

Second Language Acquisition and Classroom Research (eds McCafferty, S. G. & Stam, G.) 109–130 (Routledge, 2008).
 50. Sidnell, J. Repairing person reference in a small Caribbean community. In Person Reference in Interaction: Linguistic, Cultural and 

Social Perspectives (eds Enfield, N. J. & Stivers, T.) 281–308 (Cambridge University Press, 2007).
 51. Trujillo, J. P., Özyürek, A., Holler, J. & Drijvers, L. Evidence for a Multimodal Lombard Effect: Speakers modulate not only speech 

but also gesture to overcome noise (2020).
 52. Holler, J. & Bavelas, J. Multi-modal communication of common ground: A review of social functions. In Why Gesture? How the 

Hands Function in Speaking, Thinking and Communicating (eds Church, R. B. et al.) 213–240 (Benjamins, 2017).
 53. Rasenberg, M., Özyürek, A., Bögels, S. & Dingemanse, M. The primacy of multimodal alignment in converging on shared symbols 

for novel referents. Discourse Process. 59, 209–236 (2022).
 54. Kendon, A. Semiotic diversity in utterance production and the concept of ‘language’. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 369, 20130293 

(2014).
 55. Kita, S. & Özyürek, A. What does cross-linguistic variation in semantic coordination of speech and gesture reveal?: Evidence for 

an interface representation of spatial thinking and speaking. J. Mem. Lang. 48, 16–32 (2003).
 56. McNeill, D. Hand and Mind: What Gestures Reveal about Thought (University of Chicago Press, 1992).
 57. Chui, K. Mimicked gestures and the joint construction of meaning in conversation. J. Pragmat. 70, 68–85 (2014).

https://doi.org/10.1515/semi.2005.2005.156.1
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118325001.ch12
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118325001.ch12
https://doi.org/10.7146/si.v3i2.117723
https://doi.org/10.7146/si.v3i2.117723
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003004110
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003004110


10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |        (2022) 12:19111  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-22883-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 58. Holler, J. & Wilkin, K. Co-speech gesture mimicry in the process of collaborative referring during face-to-face dialogue. J. Nonverbal 
Behav. 35, 133–153 (2011).

 59. Mondada, L. Understanding as an embodied, situated and sequential achievement in interaction. J. Pragmat. 43, 542–552 (2011).
 60. Goodwin, C. Action and embodiment within situated human interaction. J. Pragmat. 32, 1489–1522 (2000).
 61. Harness Goodwin, M. & Goodwin, C. Gesture and coparticipation in the activity of searching for a word. Semiotica 62, 51–75 

(1986).
 62. de Fornel, M. The return gesture: Some remarks on context, inference, and iconic gesture. In The Contextualization of Language 

(eds Auer, P. & Di Luzio, A.) 159–176 (John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1992).
 63. De Ruiter, J. P., Bangerter, A. & Dings, P. The interplay between gesture and speech in the production of referring expressions: 

Investigating the tradeoff hypothesis. Top. Cogn. Sci. 4, 232–248 (2012).
 64. Albert, S. & De Ruiter, J. P. Repair: The interface between interaction and cognition. Top. Cogn. Sci. 10, 279–313 (2018).
 65. Fox, B., Hayashi, M. & Jasperson, R. Resources and repair: A cross-linguistic study of syntax and repair. Stud. Interact. Sociolinguist. 

13, 185–237 (1996).
 66. Pouw, W., Dingemanse, M., Motamedi, Y. & Özyürek, A. A Systematic investigation of gesture kinematics in evolving manual 

languages in the lab. Cogn. Sci. 45, e13014 (2021).
 67. Vesper, C., Morisseau, T., Knoblich, G. & Sperber, D. When is ostensive communication used for joint action?. Cogn. Semiot. 14, 

101–129 (2021).
 68. Perniss, P. Why we should study multimodal language. Front. Psychol. 9, 1109 (2018).
 69. Vesper, C., Butterfill, S., Knoblich, G. & Sebanz, N. A minimal architecture for joint action. Neural Netw. 23, 998–1003 (2010).
 70. Healey, P. G. T., Swoboda, N., Umata, I. & King, J. Graphical language games: Interactional constraints on representational form. 

Cogn. Sci. 31, 285–309 (2007).
 71. Colman, M. & Healey, P. G. T. The distribution of repair in dialogue. In Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 

Society vol. 33 (2011).
 72. van Arkel, J., Woensdregt, M., Dingemanse, M. & Blokpoel, M. A simple repair mechanism can alleviate computational demands 

of pragmatic reasoning: simulations and complexity analysis. In Proceedings of the 24th Conference on Computational Natural 
Language Learning 177–194 (Association for Computational Linguistics, 2020).

 73. Bolinger, D. Aspects of Language (Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1968).
 74. Meulenbroek, R. G. J., Bosga, J., Hulstijn, M. & Miedl, S. Joint-action coordination in transferring objects. Exp. Brain Res. 180, 

333–343 (2007).
 75. Sacheli, L. M., Tidoni, E., Pavone, E. F., Aglioti, S. M. & Candidi, M. Kinematics fingerprints of leader and follower role-taking 

during cooperative joint actions. Exp. Brain Res. 226, 473–486 (2013).
 76. Vesper, C. & Richardson, M. J. Strategic communication and behavioral coupling in asymmetric joint action. Exp. Brain Res. 232, 

2945–2956 (2014).
 77. Piantadosi, S. T., Tily, H. & Gibson, E. Word lengths are optimized for efficient communication. PNAS 108, 3526–3529 (2011).
 78. Namboodiripad, S., Lenzen, D., Lepic, R. & Verhoef, T. Measuring conventionalization in the manual modality. J. Lang. Evol. 1, 

109–118 (2016).
 79. Trujillo, J. P., Vaitonyte, J., Simanova, I. & Özyürek, A. Toward the markerless and automatic analysis of kinematic features: A 

toolkit for gesture and movement research. Behav. Res. 51, 769–777 (2019).
 80. Curl, T. S. Practices in other-initiated repair resolution: The phonetic differentiation of ‘repetitions’. Discourse Process. 39, 1–43 

(2005).
 81. Masson-Carro, I., Goudbeek, M. & Krahmer, E. Can you handle this? The impact of object affordances on how co-speech gestures 

are produced. Lang. Cogn. Neurosci. 31, 430–440 (2016).
 82. Dideriksen, C., Fusaroli, R., Tylén, K., Dingemanse, M. & Christiansen, M. H. Contextualizing conversational strategies: Backchan-

nel, repair and linguistic alignment in spontaneous and task-oriented conversations. In Proceedings of the 41st Annual Conference 
of the Cognitive Science Society (eds Goel, A. K. et al.) 261–267 (Cognitive Science Society, 2019).

 83. Fusaroli, R. et al. Measures and mechanisms of common ground: Backchannels, conversational repair, and interactive alignment 
in free and task-oriented social interactions. In Proceedings of the 39th Annual Conference of the Cognitive Science Society (eds 
Gunzelmann, G. et al.) 2055–2060 (Cognitive Science Society, 2017).

 84. Egbert, M. M. Context-sensitivity in conversation: Eye gaze and the German repair initiator bitte?. Lang. Soc. 25, 587–612 (1996).
 85. Kim, K. Other-initiated repair sequences in Korean conversations. Discourse Cogn. 6, 141–168 (1999).
 86. Barry, T. J., Griffith, J. W., De Rossi, S. & Hermans, D. Meet the Fribbles: Novel stimuli for use within behavioural research. Front. 

Psychol. 5, 103 (2014).
 87. Clayman, S. E. Turn-constructional units and the transition-relevance place. In The Handbook of Conversation Analysis (eds Sidnell, 

J. & Stivers, T.) 151–166 (Wiley, 2013). https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ 97811 18325 001. ch8.
 88. Couper-Kuhlen, E. & Selting, M. Interactional Linguistics: Studying Language in Social Interaction (Cambridge University Press, 

2017).
 89. Schegloff, E. A. Sequence Organization in Interaction: A Primer in Conversation Analysis Vol. 1 (Cambridge University Press, 2007).
 90. Dingemanse, M., Kendrick, K. H. & Enfield, N. J. A coding scheme for other-initiated repair across languages. Open Linguist. 2, 

35–46 (2016).

Acknowledgements
This study came about in the context of a multidisciplinary research project within the Language in Interaction 
consortium, called Communicative Alignment in Brain and Behaviour (CABB). The work has been shaped by 
contributions of CABB team members, with special thanks to Sara Bögels, Lotte Eijk, Judith Holler and Ivan Toni. 
We would additionally like to thank Emma Berensen and Junfei Hu for their help with annotating the data, and 
James Trujillo and Maarten van den Heuvel for their help with the collection and synchronization of the motion 
tracking data. The authors remain solely responsible for the contents of the paper.

Author contributions
All authors contributed to the conceptualization of the work. M.R. collected the data. M.R. processed and ana-
lyzed the data, with significant contributions from W.P. (for the motion tracking data) and M.D. (for the repair 
coding scheme and inter-rater reliability). M.R. wrote the draft and M.D., W.P. and A.O. substantially contributed 
to refining the writing.

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118325001.ch8


11

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |        (2022) 12:19111  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-22883-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Funding
Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL. This work was supported by the Netherlands 
Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) Gravitation Grant [024.001.006] to the Language in Interaction 
consortium and Vidi Grant [016.vidi.185.205] to M.D.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1038/ s41598- 022- 22883-w.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to M.R.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-22883-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-22883-w
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	The multimodal nature of communicative efficiency in social interaction
	Results
	Speech and gesture effort. 
	Division of multimodal effort. 
	Minimization of joint multimodal effort. 

	Discussion
	Limitations. 
	Conclusion. 

	Methods
	Participants. 
	Apparatus and materials. 
	Procedure. 
	Analysis. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


