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Abstract
Minimal expressions are at the heart of interaction: Interjections 
like “Huh?” and “Mhm” keep conversations flowing by establishing 
and reinforcing intersubjectivity among interlocutors. Crosslinguistic 
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research has identified that similar interactional pressures can yield 
structurally similar words (e.g., to initiate repair across languages). 
While crosslinguistic comparisons that include signed languages re-
main uncommon, recent work has revealed similarities in discourse 
management strategies among signers and speakers that share much 
of their cultural background. This study contributes a crossmodal 
comparison of repair initiators and continuers in speakers of English 
and signers of British Sign Language (BSL). We combine qualita-
tive and quantitative analyses of data from sixteen English speakers 
and sixteen BSL signers, resulting in the following: First, the inter-
actional infrastructure drawn upon by speakers and signers over-
whelmingly relies on behaviors of the head, face, and body; these 
are used alone or sometimes in combination with verbal elements 
(i.e., spoken words or manual signs), while verbal strategies alone 
are rare. Second, discourse management strategies are remarkably 
similar in form across the two languages: A held eye gaze or freeze-
look is the predominant repair initiator and head nodding the main 
continuer. These results suggest a modality-agnostic preference for 
visual strategies that do not occupy the primary articulators, one that 
we propose is founded in recipiency; people maintain the flow of 
communication following principles of minimal effort and minimal 
interruption. 

Introduction

Minimal expressions are at the heart of conversation: Interjections like 
“Huh?” and “Mhm” keep conversations flowing by establishing and 
reinforcing intersubjectivity among interactants (Dingemanse 2024). 
These expressions have gained recent prominence in the study of 
spoken languages. For example, crosslinguistic research has shown 
that similar interactional environments can yield structurally similar 
words across unrelated languages (Dingemanse, Torreira, and Enfield 
2013). In research on signed languages, too, there is growing interest 
in interactional phenomena such as backchanneling (e.g., Fenlon, 
Schembri, and Sutton-Spence 2013; Mesch 2016) and repair initia-
tion (e.g., Byun et al. 2017; Manrique 2016; Skedsmo 2020a; Safar 
and de Vos 2022; Omardeen 2023).

While there has been increasing descriptive work on individual 
signed languages, crosslinguistic comparisons that include signed lan-
guages on par with spoken languages remain uncommon (Okrent 
2002; Taub, Galvan, and Piñar 2009, Enfield et al. 2013, Floyd et al. 
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2016). Nevertheless, a handful of recent studies have examined dis-
course management strategies among signers and speakers from the 
same culture, revealing striking similarities (Lepeut and Shaw 2022). 
For example, French Belgian Sign Language (LSFB) signers and Bel-
gian French speakers use manual holds in similar ways to manage 
turn-taking (Lepeut 2020). Studies like this highlight the fundamen-
tal role of crossmodal comparisons in understanding universalities in 
the interactional infrastructure and unraveling shared and modality-
specific elements of discourse management.

In this study, we contribute one such crossmodal comparison using 
data from speakers of British English and signers of British Sign Lan-
guage (BSL). We investigate minimal expressions (or interjections) in 
two environments that are fundamental to communication: continu-
ers and repair initiators. Continuers are displays of understanding that 
invite the other to go on, encouraging progressivity in conversation, 
while repair initiators work to flag trouble, halting progressivity until 
some trouble is resolved. While this interactional work can be accom-
plished in many different ways, here, we zero in on the most minimal 
forms that these interactional resources take in each of the languages. 
Using conversational data from both languages, we explore similari-
ties and differences in form in two well-defined sequential contexts.

The article is structured as follows: We first provide an overview of 
the two interactional resources studied in this article, continuers and 
repair initiators, and discuss relevant literature, focusing on minimal 
expressions. We then turn to the current study, explaining the meth-
odology, including data, data annotation, and analyses, followed by 
presenting the results in terms of descriptive statistics and qualitative 
discussion of the form of continuers and repair initiators. We end 
the article with a discussion of our results as they relate to aspects of 
universality and efficiency and discuss limitations and future work.

Continuers and Repair Initiators
Continuers

Continuers are highly frequent words or short utterances that display 
an understanding that some unit has been received and that more 
is to come (Goodwin 1986). There is considerable diversity in ter-
minology when it comes to continuers; they have also been called 
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backchannel responses (Yngve 1970), listener responses (McCarthy et al. 
2002), response tokens (Gardner 2001), minimal responses (Fellegy 1995) 
and reactive tokens (Young and Lee 2004) among other labels. For the 
purpose of this study, we refer to them as continuers (Goodwin 1986). 
Despite the terminological variety, researchers agree that engaged 
recipiency is a key element of everyday social interaction, and con-
tinuers are a key way in which recipients participate and collaborate 
in conversation.

Continuers typically provide feedback without requesting the 
conversational floor (O’Keeffe and Adolphs 2008). This can be ob-
served in the sequential positioning of continuers, as illustrated in 
figure 1, where participant A begins a telling by producing a turn-
constructional unit with an upwardly intoned final element (repre-
sented in the transcript by “?,”), projecting there is more to come. 
After a brief silence, story recipient B offers a vocal continuer “mm 
hm,” aligning with the telling activity, after which A provides a con-
tinuation (Stivers 2008). Continuers often appear at points where a 
turn has reached possible completion yet where more by the same 
speaker is projected. Some such points coincide with places where 
floor transition could be relevant; others fall within the ongoing turn 
(Kjellmer 2009; Lambertz 2011; Howes and Eshghi 2021).

In spoken languages, continuers can take on a range of forms, 
from minimal vocalizations like “Mhm” to fuller lexical and phrasal 
forms like “Yeah,” “Good,” or “That’s right,” the latter often associ-
ated with doing additional interactional work such as mirroring stance 
(O’Keeffe and Adolphs 2008). In this article, we focus on the most 
minimal form made available in the respective languages and do not 
investigate phrasal continuers. A recent crosslinguistic study provides 

Figure 1.  A common sequential context for continuers, illustrated using an excerpt 
adapted from Stivers (2008, 41).
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the following modality-agnostic description of the form of continuers: 
“Optimal continuers are (1) easy to plan and produce, (2) unobtrusive, 
and (3) sufficiently distinct from regular words to be seen as ceding the 
conversational floor” (Dingemanse, Liesenfeld, and Woensdregt 2022). 
That work finds great similarity in the form of these expressions across 
a sample of thirty-two spoken languages. Reports of visual elements 
associated with the continuer function in spoken languages are com-
mon; specifically, blinks, head nodding, smiling, and shifting eye gaze 
have been reported as continuers in some spoken languages (e.g., 
Kendon 1967; Stivers 2008; Knight 2009; Knutson 2009; Hömke, 
Holler, and Levinson 2017).

Continuers have also been studied in some signed languages. 
Mesch (2016) analyzed continuers (backchannels) in approximately 
thirty-five minutes of conversational data of sixteen signers of Swed-
ish Sign Language (SSL). This study showed that most continuers (80 
percent) are realized nonmanually through “nodding, head-shaking, 
smiling, change of body posture, nose wrinkles and widened eyes” 
(Mesch 2016, 40), with only 20 percent involving manual signs. Simi-
larly, a study on BSL investigated the effect of sociolinguistic variation 
on continuers, coding manual and nonmanual continuers, with the 
latter category only head nods (Fenlon, Schembri, and Sutton-Spence 
2013). They found that age affects the use of manual continuers, a 
finding also corroborated by the SSL study: Younger signers produce 
fewer manual continuers than older signers (Mesch 2016; Fenlon, 
Schembri, and Sutton-Spence 2013). While an early BSL study by 
Sutton Spence (2000; cf. Fenlon, Schembri, and Sutton-Spence 2013) 
suggested an effect of gender on backchanneling (male BSL signers 
backchannel less than female BSL signers), this was not supported 
in Fenlon and colleagues’ (2013) more recent study. Lastly, Mesch 
(2016) identified in SSL another possibly modality-specific form of 
continuers, termed weak manual activity (see figure 2). Weak manual 
activity refers to small movements of the hand or fingers of a signer, 
in the low or even outside of the signing space, often produced in 
the lap; this activity is not generally classified as lexical sign due to 
the divergence from the language-specific phonological standards, and 
Mesch (2016, 41) proposes parallels to interjections such as “Uh-huh” 
in spoken languages.
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Repair Initiators 

Other-initiated repair refers to the system of interactional resources 
people use to address trouble in producing, perceiving, or interpret-
ing conversational exchanges. They typically feature a “question-like 
action” (Floyd et al. 2016, 178) that singles out a prior turn as trou-
blesome and in need of repair. Repair sequences halt productivity, 
requiring both parties to cooperate to signal the trouble and provide 
a resolution before the conversation can go forward. Prototypically, 
repair sequences are composed of the following structure (figure 3): A 
repair-initiating turn by participant B (here, “Huh?”) retrospectively 

Figure 2.  Example of weak manual activity as a continuer is produced with minimal 
effort in the signer’s lap in SSL. Image from Mesch (2016, 35). Reproduced with 
permission from Johanna Mesch.

Figure 3.  The sequential structure of other-initiated repair, illustrated using an excerpt 
adapted from Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks (1977, 367).
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designates a prior turn by the other as troublesome, and invites a re-
pair solution in next position. Often, a single repetition or elaboration 
is sufficient to restore the conversation, as here, though sometimes 
reaching closure requires several attempts (Skedsmo 2020b). Here, we 
are concerned only with the repair-initiating turn. 

Repair initiation generally comes in three basic formats: restricted 
request, restricted offer, and open request (Dingemanse and Enfield 
2015). Restricted repair formats use question words or partial repeti-
tion to single out a particular element of the prior turn as troublesome 
and lie beyond the scope of this article. Open repair formats do not 
specify the problem source and target the entire previous turn. They 
come in a range of formats, from interjections (“Huh?”) to formulaic 
expressions like “Sorry?” or fuller questions like “What did you say?” 
(Clift 2016). For the purposes of this article, we focus on minimal 
expressions of the open repair type only, excluding any phrasal or 
formulaic expressions.

Minimal expressions in open repair sequences are mostly inter-
jections like “Huh?” and have been found to be strikingly similar 
across unrelated spoken languages, possibly due to convergent cul-
tural evolution (Dingemanse, Torreira, and Enfield 2013). Further, 
some studies have shown the relevance of manual gestures in repair 
sequences (e.g., Rasenberg et al. 2022; Mortensen 2016; Sikveland, 
Ove, and Ogden 2012; Jokipohja and Lilja 2022), and others men-
tion co-occurring facial and bodily behavior (e.g., Floyd et al. 2016; 
Goodwin 2000; Seo and Koshik 2010), such as eyebrow activity, shifts 
in eye gaze, and head and body movements (Clift 2016; Enfield et 
al. 2013). Nevertheless, few studies to date have investigated verbal 
and nonverbal behaviors in conjunction, and evidence for nonverbal 
elements remains limited to isolated reports such as in examples from 
Yélî Dnye, a Papuan language used on Rossel Island, where recipients 
may initiate repair solely through “an intense gaze and a freezing of 
response” (Levinson 2015, 404 and see Manrique and Enfield 2015).

In recent years, the body of work on other-initiated repair in 
signed languages has been growing. The literature includes studies on 
Argentine Sign Language (LSA; Manrique 2016), Norwegian Sign 
Language (NTS; Skedsmo 2020a), Providence Island Sign Language 
(PISL; Omardeen 2023), cross-signing (situations in which two deaf 
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people who do not share a language meet; Byun et al. 2017), and 
Balinese homesign (Safar and de Vos 2022). In these languages, signers 
have been documented using several means of open repair initiation, 
including question signs, mouthing of question words, and various 
nonmanual behaviors. These nonmanuals include movements of the 
eyebrows (e.g., raising, lowering), the torso (e.g., leaning forward or 
backward), the head (e.g., tilting forward, backward), the mouth (e.g., 
pouching lips), and the eyes (e.g., squinting). Moreover, in several 
languages, signers have been noted to use freeze-looks to initiate repair; 
a freezing of the face and body while maintaining eye contact with 
the active signer (Manrique and Enfield 2015). Overall, nonmanual 
behaviors in signed languages have been compared to spoken interjec-
tions, operating on the same level of “minimal effort and questioning 
prosody” (Manrique 2016, 5–6).

This Study

Continuers and repair initiators are fundamental to communicative 
interactions. It appears that all languages have interactional resources 
devoted to these functions, and moreover that the resources they 
recruit show similarities in form and function (Dingemanse 2024). 
With the growing availability of multimodal corpora of everyday 
interactions in spoken and signed languages, there is now an oppor-
tunity to address two challenges: (1) exploring the role of visual cues 
comprehensively, including manual gestures and other visual behavior, 
and (2) carrying out a crossmodal comparison by including data from 
both signed and spoken languages.

The present study contributes a crossmodal comparison of con-
tinuers and repair initiators in two populations who share many aspects 
of their cultural background: hearing speakers of English (most of 
whom are British) and deaf signers of BSL. Specifically, we ask, “What 
forms do repair initiators and continuers take in each language?” and 
“Do forms overlap?” In asking these questions, we set out to investi-
gate universality in interactional infrastructure by drawing on evidence 
from both speakers and signers. Focusing on nonphrasal continuers 
and repair initiators only, we combine qualitative and quantitative 
analyses of sixty-four minutes of signed and spoken conversations, 
cross-sampling eight minutes from dyadic conversations of each of the 
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sixteen speakers of (British) English from the Rossi Corpus of Con-
versational English (Rossi and Kendrick 2013) plus two newly col-
lected dyads and sixteen BSL signers from the BSL Corpus (Schembri 
et al. 2017). We identified instances of continuers and repair initiators 
in both datasets based on function and analyzed their form. Our par-
allel study applies the same method and the same close coding with 
the same criteria to two different datasets. As such, it complements 
recent crossmodal comparisons (Lepeut 2020; Lepeut and Shaw 2022; 
Shaw 2019) by demonstrating similarities in the minimal features of 
discourse management in interaction across modalities.

Methods

In this study, we combine quantitative and qualitative data analysis of 
sixty-four minutes of signed and spoken conversations. Specifically, 
we focus on minimal formats of continuers and repair initiators (open 
requests), excluding any phrasal expressions and including all minimal 
behaviors articulated by the voice, hands, face, head, and body. In the 
following, we first describe the two datasets we base our study on and 
our coding criteria and then give an overview of the quantitative and 
qualitative analyses.

Data

The data used in this study stem from two different sources: the BSL 
Corpus (Schembri et al. 2017) and the Rossi Corpus of Conversa-
tional English (Rossi and Kendrick 2013) plus two newly collected 
dyadic conversations (see appendix A for details).

Signed dataset. The BSL Corpus contains data of 249 deaf BSL  
signers, recorded at eight different locations across the United King-
dom between 2008 and 2011 and includes a variety of different 
(semi-)spontaneous tasks (Schembri et al. 2017). For the purpose of 
this study, we randomly selected eight conversations from the BSL 
Corpus, focusing on dyadic, conversational data between two deaf 
signers. Each session lasts around thirty minutes.

Spoken dataset. The Rossi Corpus of Conversational English 
comprises fifteen video recordings with a total duration of 411 minutes 
(Rossi and Kendrick 2013). Participants are native speakers of English, 
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predominantly British English, who were videotaped in the United 
Kingdom in informal settings such as at the participants’ homes, uni-
versity facilities, cafés, etc. Each session lasts between seven-and-a-half 
to forty minutes and varies as to the number of interlocutors. For this 
study, we included only dyadic conversations (N = 6) to match the 
conversational setting available in the BSL Corpus. Given this crite-
rion, we recorded two additional dyadic conversations among native 
speakers of British English in Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

From each dataset, we selected eight dyadic conversations. For 
practical reasons, segments of eight minutes per conversation were 
annotated and analyzed, totaling 64 minutes of data per language.

Data Coding

Data was coded using ELAN (Crasborn and Sloetjes 2008; ELAN 
2020). BSL data was coded by HL and English data was coded by 
LdW. To ensure a valid comparison and avoid circularity, we identify 
forms in clearly defined sequential environments using the sequential 
control method (Floyd 2021). For continuers and repair initiators, we 
kept track of several structural dimensions and formal characteristics, 
coding the sequence, target, content, and the existence and form of 
the different relevant communicative behaviors in separate tiers.

For continuers, we coded all recipient behavior that was not im-
mediately followed by a floor transition or attempted floor transition. 
For repair initiators, we identified sequences of other-initiated repair 
and included only open repair formats, those that request repair with-
out specifying what or where the trouble is. For both categories, we 
included only minimal instances, excluding any phrasal expressions. 
For both continuers and repair initiations, we classified instances by 
their form into three categories: verbal only, visual only, or combined. 
For the purposes of this study, we use verbal to refer to vocalizations 
or standalone mouthings and manual articulations. Most commonly, 
this would be spoken words for English speakers and manual signs for 
BSL signers. We use visual to refer to all other visible communicative 
actions, including movements of the hands (for English speakers only), 
head, face, mouth, and body (i.e., all visual behavior that does not 
occupy the primary articulators). For English speakers, these behaviors 
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have been referred to as co-speech gesture and nonverbal behavior in prior 
literature. In BSL, these behaviors have been referred to as nonmanual 
behavior.

A note on the coding of mouthing by BSL signers: For the 
purpose of this study, we consider all mouthing (Boyes-Braem and 
Sutton-Spence 2001; Bank, Crasborn, and van Hout 2011; Crasborn 
et al. 2008) as part of the verbal category. Mouthing is often re-
dundant, in which case the meaning of the mouthed word matches 
exactly the meaning of the manual sign; these cases were not coded. 
Nonredundant mouthing is also possible, where the mouthing does 
not match the manual sign but adds information; these were coded 
in the verbal category. Finally, mouthing can occur on its own with 
no accompanied manual sign; these are also included in the verbal 
category, as we feel they align both in form and meaning more with 
spoken words and manual signs than they do with visual behaviors. 
Nonredundant mouthings were always coded independently of other 
co-occurring nonmanual elements.

Coding proceeded in three rounds; initially, we identified all 
candidates of continuers and repair initiators. We then added the 
linguistic coding and double-checked all instances, and finally, HL 
and LdW reviewed all instances together and discussed unclear cases 
in the data. We used the export-function embedded in ELAN to 
extract data and conducted all analyses in R (R Core Team 2019).

Analysis

We investigate the research questions: What forms do repair initiators 
and continuers take in each language, and do forms overlap? Based 
on prior work showing great crosslinguistic similarity in the form of 
verbal continuers and repair initiators, we predict to find forms and 
expressions that resemble what has previously been described for dif-
ferent languages. Moreover, we expect some cross-language similari-
ties across our two datasets, especially in visual forms, given the shared 
cultural background and interactional environments. To answer these 
questions and test these predictions, we conducted quantitative and 
qualitative analyses for each dataset, all of which are descriptive in 
nature. First, we analyzed the frequency of different patterns (visual 
only, verbal only, combined). Then, we investigated the data more 
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qualitatively, analyzing the exact forms within each of the attested cat-
egories. We conducted each of these analyses separately per language 
first and then highlighted similarities and differences.

Results

Overview Descriptive Results

The data yielded 970 instances of continuers and 100 instances of 
repair initiators across both datasets; we identified 520 instances of 
continuers in BSL and 450 in English, and forty-four instances of 
repair initiators in BSL and fifty-six in English (see table 1). In the 
following sections, we focus first on continuers and then on repair 
initiators, report results for both languages individually, and then draw 
a comparison. For both, we present an overview of the quantitative 
results, providing raw numbers and frequencies in percentages, and 
then we discuss the data more qualitatively by elaborating on ex-
amples. Although raw frequencies are hardly informative (Schegloff 
1993), it may be useful to note that continuers appear to be about 
ten times as frequent as repair initiators, with about seven to eight 
occurrences per minute in the datasets considered here.

Continuers

Quantitative Results: Frequencies of Patterns.  The following section 
provides an overview of quantitative results. The findings from our 
two datasets are summarized in table 2. Continuers could (but did 
not always) take the form of visual and/or verbal elements in both 
languages.

Continuers in BSL were most commonly only visual elements 
(68.5 percent; N = 356/520) and never occurred as only a manual 
sign. Indeed, combining visual and verbal cues was a less common 
strategy for continuers in BSL (31.5 percent; N = 164/520).

Table 1.  Summary of descriptive results
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In English, all three forms were attested. Most frequently, English 
speakers produced visual continuers (44 percent; N = 198/450). Also 
common was the combination of visual and verbal elements for con-
tinuers (33.8 percent; N = 152/450) and continuers that were only a 
word (i.e., verbal-only continuers) were used less often (22 percent; 
N = 100/450).

Across both datasets, continuers almost always included visual el-
ements. They were most commonly only visual in both BSL and 
English or they combined visual and verbal elements. Interestingly, 
continuers that took only a visual form were more frequent in BSL 
than in English, while combinations of visual and verbal elements 
were slightly more frequent in English than in BSL. Purely verbal 
forms were attested exclusively in English; continuers that are manual 
signs only were unattested in BSL.

Qualitative Results: Examples of Different Forms.  In the following sec-
tion, we present qualitative insights into all attested forms in BSL 
and English. 

In our BSL dataset, we found two forms of continuers: purely 
visual ones and the ones combining visual and verbal elements (see 
figure 4). Purely visual continuers most often consisted of a single 
visual element (57 percent; N = 203/356) and less frequently, they 
combined multiple visual elements (42.9 percent; N = 153/356). 

Table 2.  Overview of continuers in BSL and English
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Combined visual and verbal continuers, on the other hand, more of-
ten consisted of multiple visual elements (58.5 percent; N = 96/164) 
than a single visual element (41.5 percent; N = 68/164). By far, the 
most common form of continuer in BSL was a head nod (92.7 per-
cent; N = 482/520), irrespective of whether the visual element co-
occurred with a verbal element. Much less frequent than head nodding 
were raised eyebrows (N = 72) and smiling (N = 59), followed by an 
open mouth (N = 36), tilting the head backward (N = 32), shaking 
the head (N = 24), or tilting the head sideward (N = 20). All other 
nonmanual elements occurred with a frequency lower than twenty 
tokens and might therefore be considered somewhat less systematic. 
An interesting aspect of our results from BSL lies in the continuers 
combining visual and verbal elements. While we found that signers 
often use manual signs such as right (N = 23), good (N = 17), 
and bad (N = 11), we also found that signers often use the mouth 
for what we classified as verbal elements; in roughly half the cases 
in which signers combine visual and verbal elements for continuers, 

Figure 4.  Examples of continuers in BSL: (A) nonverbal continuer head nod (Inter
locutor 1); (B) combined continuer head nod and manual sign good (Interlocutor 1);
(C) nonverbal continuer nonredundant mouthing “Right” (Interlocutor 1).
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the signer produced a nonredundant mouthing (49.2 percent; N = 
32/65). Specifically, these standalone mouthings took the form and 
functions of spoken continuers in our dataset, most commonly the 
mouthings “Ah” (N = 23), “Ya” (N = 17), “Right” (N = 15), “Yes” 
(N = 11), and “Yeah” (N = 10).

In our English dataset, continuers that used only visual elements, 
only verbal elements, or combined verbal and visual elements were 
attested (see figure 5). Out of the 198 instances of visual-only con-
tinuers, the vast majority (78.8 percent; N = 156/198) included a 
single visual element, and only a fifth of the data (20.7 percent; N = 
41/198) featured multiple visual elements. Similarly, thirty-two of 
the instances of continuers that combined visual and verbal elements 
featured multiple visual elements (21.1 percent; N = 32/152), but 
most combined instances included only a single visual element (78.9 
percent; N = 120/152). In both categories, head nods were the most 
frequent (N = 143). Much less frequent than head nodding were 
other head movements (N = 92), laughter (N = 49), and tilting the 
head backward (N = 24). All other visual elements occurred with a 

Figure 5.  Examples of continuers in English: (A) visual-only continuer realized by 
head nod (Interlocutor 2); (B) combined continuer realized by a head nod and “Yes” 
(Interlocutor 1); (C) verbal-only continuer “Yes” (Interlocutor 1).
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frequency lower than twenty tokens and might, therefore, be con-
sidered somewhat less systematic. In terms of combined and purely 
verbal continuers, “Yeah” (N = 81) and “Mm” (N = 70) were the 
most prototypical forms. 

In sum, we found striking similarities across both datasets. First, 
continuers with a visual component most frequently featured a single 
visual element rather than multiple ones. Second, this visual element 
was almost always a head nod. Third, besides a head nod, there were 
two visual elements that occurred frequently among English speakers 
and BSL signers, namely tilting the head backward and smiling in BSL 
and laughing in English. The latter observation is interesting given 
that the coding revealed that smiling is much less common among 
English speakers (N = 9) and laughter much less common among 
BSL signers (N = 6). We believe that this is caused by coding defini-
tions, defining laughter as an expression of happiness with sound and 
smiling as a silent equivalent; it is interesting, however, that this seems 
to reflect the primary mode of articulation of English speakers (i.e., 
auditory-vocal input and output) and BSL signers (i.e., visual-spatial 
input and output), and could be investigated further in the future. 
Fourth, the verbal forms across English speakers and the nonredun-
dant, standalone mouthings were not identical but very similar in that 
they took minimal forms.

Repair Initiators

Quantitative Results: Frequencies of Patterns.  Repair initiators in our 
datasets most commonly included only visual elements; in some in-
stances, BSL signers and English speakers combined visual and verbal 
elements, but instances without visual elements were virtually un
attested. The findings from both datasets are summarized in table 3.

Repair initiators in BSL consisted predominantly of only visual 
elements; in 77.3 percent (N =3 4/44) of the data, only visual ele-
ments were used to initiate repair. In the remaining portion of the 
data, BSL signers combined visual elements with verbal ones (22.7 
percent; N = 10/44). They never used verbal elements alone for this 
function.

In English, all three formal categories were attested, yet our data 
revealed a very strong preference for initiating repair with visual 
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elements only (89.3 percent; N = 50/56). Involving verbal elements 
was considerably less common; while combining visual and verbal 
elements (8.9 percent; N = 5/56) was attested more frequently, using 
exclusively verbal elements for this purpose (1.8 percent; N = 1/56) 
was rare.

Across both datasets, English speakers and BSL signers showed a 
strong preference for visual-only forms of repair initiators. Indeed, this 
tendency was even stronger among the English speakers than among 
the BSL signers. In turn, only in the English dataset did we find one 
instance in which a participant produced a repair initiator exclusively 
verbally and without any visual elements.

Qualitative Patterns per Language: Examples of Different Forms.  In the 
following section, we provide a qualitative discussion of the forms 
found across the data.

In the BSL data, all repair initiators were either purely visual or 
combined visual and verbal elements (see figure 6); no verbal-only 
repair invitations were attested. Most cases included a single non-
manual element; multiple nonmanual elements were coded only in 
15 percent (N = 15/100) of the sample, three instances of combined 
visual and verbal repair initiators, and twelve instances of purely visual 
repair initiators. Across both categories, the most prototypical visual 
element used to initiate repair was clearly the freeze-look (N = 29) 
(Manrique 2016). Three of these include other nonmanuals: In one 
instance, the freeze-look co-occurred with shifting the eye gaze, and 

Table 3.  Overview of repair initiators in BSL and English
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in two other instances, the freeze-look was produced together with 
an open mouth. Besides freeze-looks, two additional nonmanual ele-
ments that occurred much less often were raised eyebrows (N = 7) 
and open mouth (N = 5). All other nonmanual elements that were 
attested occurred with a frequency lower than five tokens. The ten 
instances of combined repair initiators included a range of different 
signs; seven instances were cases of manual holds of a sign, two were 
instances of the lexical sign what, and one instance was a standalone 
nonredundant mouthing (namely the mouthing “What?”). Interest-
ingly, six instances of combined repair initiators involved freeze-looks; 
in all those cases, the verbal component of the repair initiator was 
a hold of a manual sign (e.g., age,  two, pointing sign [pt] , etc). 

In the English dataset, most repair initiators were purely visual, 
but we also found a few combined instances and one purely verbal 
one (see figure 7). Most of the visual-only cases included multiple 
visual elements (69.6 percent; N = 39/56) rather than consisting of 

Figure 6.  Examples of repairs in BSL: (A) visual-only repair initiator realized by a 
freeze-look (Interlocutor 2); (B) combined repair initiator realized standalone mouthing 
“what?” and furrowed eyebrows (Interlocutor 2); (C) combined repair initiator realized 
by held manual pointing sign alongside a freeze-look (Interlocutor 1).
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a single visual element (30.4 percent; N = 17/56). Although the 
overall number was low, when repair initiators combined verbal and 
visual elements, a single visual element was more frequent (60 per-
cent; N = 3/5) than multiple ones (40 percent; N = 2/5). When it 
comes to the form of the visual elements, the pattern is clear: Freeze-
looks were the most common form of repair initiators among English 
speakers (N = 36), followed by furrowed eyebrows (N = 17), and 
further, multiple blinks (N = 6) and an open mouth (N = 6). In this 
dataset, freeze-looks were more often accompanied by other visual 
elements (N = 26/36), particularly blinking, than they occurred by 
themselves (N = 10/36). All other attested visual elements occurred 
in less than five tokens and were therefore regarded as less systematic 
and not reported here. In terms of combined instances, the forms of 
the verbal component include only three types: “What?,” “Huh?,” 
and “Mhm,” all of which are also found in prior crosslinguistic com-
parisons (Dingemanse and Enfield 2015). No systematicity could be 
found across the five instances of combined repair initiators in terms 
of what forms combined; from those five instances, it did not seem 
like particular verbal and visual cues usually go together. The only 
token of a solely verbal repair initiator involved the use of the general 
question word what.

Figure 7.  Examples of repairs in English: (A) combined repair initiator “Huh?” 
alongside furrowed eyebrows (Interlocutor 1); (B) visual-only repair initiator realized 
by a freeze-look (Interlocutor 1).
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Discussion and Conclusion

In this study, we conducted a crossmodal comparison of continuers 
and repair initiators in two populations that share a cultural back-
ground: speakers of (British) English and signers of BSL. Our study 
reveals two main results. First, the The interactional infrastructure 
drawn upon by both speakers and signers overwhelmingly relies on 
visual resources; repair initiations and continuers are rarely exclusively 
verbal (i.e., spoken words or manual signs) and less often combine 
verbal visual elements. Second, discourse management strategies are 
remarkably similar in form across the two languages: Head nodding is 
the main continuer format and a freeze-look is the predominant repair 
initiator format. These results suggest a modality-agnostic preference 
for visual strategies, one that we propose is founded in recipiency; 
speakers and signers maintain the flow of communication following 
the principles of minimal effort and minimal interruption.

Multimodality for Minimizing Joint Effort: Interactional Infrastructure 
Overwhelmingly Relies on Visual Resources

The interactional infrastructure drawn upon by English speakers and 
BSL signers overwhelmingly relies on visual resources, that is, vis-
ible movements of the face, head, and body that do not occupy the 
primary articulators. We have shown that for continuers and repair 
initiation, speakers and signers most commonly recruit visual elements 
alone or in combination with verbal elements; very rarely, signers 
and speakers use exclusively verbal behaviors, that is, spoken words 
or manual signs.

A major contribution of this direct, side-by-side comparison of 
form and frequency is the prevalence across modalities of visual forms. 
When it comes to signed languages, we know that nonmanual ele-
ments are integrated into linguistic structure at varying levels and are 
fundamental to signed language communication. However, this study 
emphasizes the crucial role and high frequency of visual elements in 
spoken language communication. In research on spoken languages, 
visual behaviors (also called co-speech gesture nonverbal behavior) have 
been studied in the realm of continuers and repair initiators, but by 
using parallel datasets and parallel coding and analyses, our results 
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reveal just how similar in frequency and in form these cues are across 
signed and spoken languages. We also found that when verbal forms 
were used, they were overwhelmingly accompanied by visual forms, 
with both signers and speakers exploiting multiple articulators at once 
to give feedback in conversation. This emphasizes the crucial role of 
visual elements that do not occupy the primary articulators in these 
functional niches.

Why are these visual articulations so central to the conversational 
infrastructure? One reason may be that they minimize interruptions 
to the speaker and offer a streamlined way due to their easy percep-
tibility. This may be particularly true when it comes to visual expres-
sions of the face and head, where efficiency is permitted by joint eye 
gaze. In conversation, the active speaker monitors their interlocutor, 
periodically establishing mutual gaze for feedback during their turn 
(Kendon 1967; Goodwin 1984). In signed languages, mutual gaze is 
arguably even more important to feedback and, in fact, despite the 
hands being the “primary” articulators, signers have been shown to 
focus eye gaze on their interlocutor’s face rather than their hands (e.g., 
Bosworth, Stone, and Hwang 2020). Given this attention to the face, 
minimal expressions of the face and head may be a highly efficient 
way to capitalize on that visual attention and signal misunderstand-
ing (in the case of repair) or agreement/interest/encouragement to 
continue (in the case of continuers). Where verbal interjections may 
be perceived as an attempt to take the turn, visual signaling may 
be a more noninvasive feedback mechanism to allow the speaker to 
self-correct or continue their turn. Another reason may be that they 
are easy to produce quickly and with minimal effort. Nods and kin 
cost far less time and effort to produce than manual signs. This is 
particularly true when it comes to facial nonmanuals: The hands are 
relatively large articulators that may take more preparation to move 
with slower reaction time, whereas the mouth, eyebrows, eyes, and 
other facial articulators are all considerably smaller.

Taken together, these may also provide some explanation for the 
use of standalone nonredundant mouthings we have found in our 
dataset for both repairs and continuers (also reported in NTS repair 
sequences in Skedsmo 2020a). By reducing a unit that combines 
manual activity and redundant mouthing to only a mouthing, the 

[1
95

.1
69

.2
21

.8
1]

   
P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
24

-0
5-

30
 0

8:
41

 G
M

T
) 

 R
ad

bo
ud

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity



Interactional Infrastructure across Modalities  |  569

informational load shifts from both the hands and the mouth to only 
the mouth. This reduction alters the productive and perceptive load, 
minimizing the potential for interrupting the conversational flow. 
This makes nonredundant standalone mouthings great candidates for 
efficient continuers and repair initiators.

Our results are in line with research showing that multimodal cues 
are at the heart of communication and are key tools for displaying 
recipiency and calibrating understanding (Holler 2022). Continuers 
and repair initiators both serve to streamline the flow of conversa-
tion, and it makes sense that their forms would be adapted to this 
purpose. We have shown that in both BSL and spoken English, people 
frequently recruit visual and specifically nonmanual elements. These 
visual elements signal understanding or misunderstanding and halt or 
encourage progressivity in conversations. Perhaps there is a special 
benefit in the particular realization of these forms, in line with prior 
work showing that people can communicate more efficiently by ex-
ploiting the simultaneity of multimodal cues (Rasenberg et al. 2022). 
In this way, the forms we have observed may be optimally suited to 
aid communicative efficiency (Levshina and Moran 2021).

In sum, multimodality allows for simultaneity and overlap of com-
municative behaviors, by enabling people to perceive the other’s facial 
expressions while simultaneously talking/signing. These routinized 
practices allow them to easily navigate simultaneity with minimal 
expressions like the ones attested in this study. Our results underscore 
the importance of multimodality in face-to-face conversation (Ham-
ilton and Holler 2023) and the need for a thoroughly multimodal 
perspective on language (e.g., Vigliocco, Perniss, and Vinson 2014; 
Perniss 2018; Holler and Levinson 2019).

Universality: Discourse Management Strategies Are  
Remarkably Similar in Form across Both Languages

The preference for multimodal elements and for recruiting similar 
elements of English speakers and BSL signers suggests that universal 
pressures of face-to-face conversation push languages in different mo-
dalities towards using visible articulators in the same ways in discourse 
management. Furthermore, the strategies are remarkably similar in 
form across both languages: In both British English and BSL, head 
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nodding is the most frequent continuer, and freeze-looks are the most 
common repair initiator. Thus, we suggest that signers and speakers 
draw on the same resources for achieving the fundamentals of inter
action. Regardless of language modality, signers and speakers rely 
on the same set of behaviors of the face, head, and body to manage 
conversation.

Why is it that these elements take the same form? Continuers and 
repair initiators both represent structural sequences and communica-
tive functions that are found across different languages. This means 
that similar pressures are at play across different languages, possibly 
leading to similar forms that emerge and stabilize as a result of con-
vergent cultural evolution. For example, a continuer like “Mhm” is 
frequent across different languages because the same pressures, such 
as ease of production and minimal interruption, exist across differ-
ent languages. Indeed, Dingemanse and colleagues (2022, 166) argue 
that “a combination of effort minimization and a relaxation of the 
pressure for the reuse of phonetic features can push continuer-like 
words to the same low-effort yet distinctive part of the possibility 
space across languages.” When it comes to repair, universal pressures 
may also contribute to the prevalence of freeze-looks across BSL and 
English. As Floyd and colleagues (Floyd 2016) demonstrate, holds 
can play a key part in repair sequences. They examined Northern 
Italian, Cha’palaa, and Argentine Sign Language, finding that across 
languages the timing of holds is remarkably similar with respect to 
the timing of the problem and solution parts of the repair sequence. 
Their conclusion, that similarities in visual bodily practices may also 
emerge from similar conversational pressures (Floyd et al. 2016), aligns 
with our findings of freeze-looks as the most prevalent repair strategy 
among BSL signers and English speakers.

While we would expect that similar expressions are found across 
different languages, given the shared ecological niche, we would also 
expect some crosslinguistic variation, for instance, due to cultural 
differences. Specifically, we predict not only that the distribution of 
expressions would be similar across language pairs, where speakers/
signers share the same cultural background, but also that there is room 
for cultural variations between languages. Our data offers a reason-
ably matched sample, with most (but not all) English speakers being 
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from the United Kingdom and all BSL signers being from the United 
Kingdom: This largely shared overlap in culture may well account for 
the striking similarities in the forms that discourse management strat-
egies take. Indeed, if a third language was added to the comparison 
from a culture where a head nod was used for negation and a head 
shake for affirmation, one would expect differences in the preferred 
continuer form for that language, be it spoken or signed.

Limitations and Future Work

This study complements recent direct crossmodal comparisons 
(Lepeut 2020; Lepeut and Shaw 2022; Shaw 2019) by demonstrating 
similarities in the fundamental features of discourse management in 
interaction across modalities. We demonstrated striking similarities in 
the form of continuers and repair initiators in English speakers and 
BSL signers and there is reason to expect further similarities across 
languages. First, prior work on other-initiated repair finds consider-
able overlap in the form of verbal and visual elements of repair initia-
tors in unrelated languages (Enfield et al. 2013). Second, findings from 
Mesch (2016) on STS suggest considerable form overlap in continuers 
with the current dataset. Both pieces of evidence might further sup-
port the potential for universality discussed here. Having said this, this 
study represents only two points of comparison, and more studies of 
speakers and signers of different languages need to be undertaken to 
test how widely these findings can be generalized.

Our study has revealed strong parallels between the most frequent 
visual elements used as continuers and repair initiators. Our sample 
focused on English speakers and BSL signers where overlap in the 
forms may also be influenced by culture. Nevertheless, it needs to be 
stressed that our sample not only includes mostly speakers of British 
English but also two speakers of American English, and that record-
ings for the data from the Rossi Corpus of Conversational English 
took place in the United Kingdom, while the two newly collected 
conversations were recorded in the Netherlands. While it is possible 
that our results are somewhat influenced by this speaker diversity, we 
have opted for retaining these data, given the clear results from our 
study and that this is the first parallel comparison undertaken. Still, 
future studies could be more rigorous in using only data from speakers 
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and signers who share all aspects of their cultural background to rule 
out any influence of this factor on the results. Furthermore, large-scale 
crosslinguistic studies including (signed and spoken) languages from 
distinct gestural cultures can help us understand potential universal 
trends in the forms of visual behaviors used for discourse manage-
ment, similar to what has been done for verbal behaviors in spoken 
languages (Floyd 2021).

We find that freeze-looks present a number of challenges: (1) dif-
ficulties with identifying and coding freeze-looks as a result of how 
they are defined, (2) the fact that freeze-looks represent a complex 
and varied set of visual elements, and (3) the suggestion that freeze-
looks might be better understood as holds, as suggested by Floyd and 
colleagues (2016). First, freeze-looks are defined as follows: “When 
a person has just been asked a direct question, instead of answering 
the question in the next turn position, the person holds still while 
looking directly at the questioner” (Manrique and Enfield 2015, 1). 
This definition is thus founded on the absence of any expressions, 
and this may create challenges in identifying and coding freeze-looks. 
Specifically, it may be hard to identify a freeze-look as there are 
no clear guidelines for how long such a lack of reaction lasts, what 
should be considered a start or end point, or how it may or may not 
be resolved. Second, freeze-looks are treated as a visual element but 
are defined through a functional sequence in conversation. Unlike 
the name suggests, they are not simply a function of eye gaze and 
often encompass a complex and varied set of held visual elements. 
For example, in a comparative study of holds across one signed and 
two spoken languages, Floyd and colleagues (2016) note that both 
manual elements and visual elements, including head, gaze, and pos-
ture, are all held meaningfully in repair sequences. These reasons may 
make it difficult to compare freeze-looks to the use of other visual 
elements, which are generally discussed as individual behaviors and 
described by their form (e.g., backward lean, smile, squint, all of 
which may be held during a freeze-look). Third, a useful alternative 
to the term freeze-looks can be found in Floyd and colleagues (2016), 
where these behaviors are referred to more generally as holds, that is, 
practices “in which relatively dynamic movements are temporarily and 
meaningfully held static” (Floyd et al. 2016, 176). Although this does 
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not address some of the issues mentioned above, it allows us a more 
holistic view of holds to include both manual and visual behaviors, 
instead of classifying visual holds as freeze-looks and manual holds as 
holds. This, in turn, allows us to explore the function and timing of 
holds more accurately. Nevertheless, despite these technical challenges 
in defining and coding freeze-looks, our results clearly support the 
fundamental importance of holds in repair initiation, as put forth by 
Floyd and colleagues (2016).

All the verbal and visual elements we analyzed are minimal in 
some way. For the purpose of this study, we operationalized minimal 
expressions as below the level of a phrase but we also included in-
stances where speakers/signers recruited multiple visual elements. For 
spoken interjections, scholars have argued for their particular phonol-
ogy to make them stand out; they are short and phonemically distinct; 
for instance, continuers are often vowelless and nasal (Gardner 1997). 
In sign language linguistics, while interjections have been likened to 
certain nonmanual expressions, there is little precise investigation into 
what the range of interjections in signed languages look like for several 
reasons: (1) Interjection-like expressions are not often coded in sign 
language corpora; (2) there is a focus on manual signs and nonmanual 
elements are often regarded as somewhat less important (Puupponen 
2019); and (3) few studies directly test characteristics like the duration 
of signs as is done for spoken interjections (but see Börstell, Hörberg, 
and Östling 2016; Börstell, Crasborn, and Schembri 2019 for data 
on the duration of manual signs). Furthermore, whether nonmanual 
elements should be understood as minimal by default remains to be 
determined. One observation specific to signed languages are the 
standalone mouthings reported in this study and previously for NTS 
(Skedsmo 2020a). We treat these cases as reduced forms, originating 
in a combined expression of manual sign and congruent mouthing 
whereby the manual activity has been dropped and only the mouth-
ing remained. Nevertheless, more research is needed on these forms, 
their relations to other items, and their interactional environments.

Concluding Remarks

We have conducted a direct comparison between minimal expressions 
used as continuers and repair initiators by speakers of English and 
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signers of BSL. We show that visual forms that do not occupy the 
primary articulators are the preference of both speakers and signers, 
and, on top of that, we found striking similarity in form across the 
two languages: The most common continuers are head nods, and the 
most common repair initiators are freeze-looks. Although this study is 
limited in its data and the languages of investigation, we see this study 
as the first step towards more controlled crossmodal comparisons, 
allowing us to further explore the pressures shaping similarities and 
differences across languages. Our study contributes evidence that the 
interactional infrastructure of languages is shared across modalities.

Our results suggest that across languages, minimal expressions, 
both verbal and visual, are present in similar forms, likely due to 
shared crosslinguistic pressures of face-to-face interaction. While our 
study is one of just a handful that have compared interaction in signed 
and spoken languages side by side, it shows the feasibility of cross-
modal typology and hopefully inspires more such work in the future. 
Using sequentially anchored comparisons allows us to reexamine, 
reframe, and refine existing categories used across sign and spoken 
language research traditions, ultimately moving us towards a more 
holistic understanding of the interactional infrastructure of language 
and communication.
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Appendix A:  Details of the Dataset.

Language
Video 

file
Gender 

Interlocutor1
Gender 

Interlocutor2 Dataset

BSL BL05+06c male male BSL Corpus
BL07+08c male female BSL Corpus
BL09+BL10c female female BSL Corpus
BL11+BL12c female male BSL Corpus
BL12+BL14c male female BSL Corpus
BL15+BL16c female female BSL Corpus
L34+35c male male BSL Corpus
M13+14c female female BSL Corpus

English Cigarette female female Rossi Corpus
Two friends female male Rossi Corpus
Americans female female Rossi Corpus
Colleagues female female Rossi Corpus
Bench female female Rossi Corpus
Lake female female Rossi Corpus
Colleagues male male Rossi Corpus
CREA female male newly collected
PCH female female newly collected


