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Introduction
Research on naturally occurring gestures during face-to-face
communication has often taken second-seat to the study of
spoken  communication.  This  might  be  due,  in  part,  to
widespread beliefs that gesture is too unconstrained to study
in  a  controlled  way.  Studies  in  the  past  have  often
confounded message selection and gesture/speech form.  For
example, in one often-used paradigm, participants describe a
video they’ve recently watched to a partner.  In these studies
the participants 1) select which episodes they describe,  2)
decide how to describe the episodes (including word choice
and the  choice  to  use gesture),  and  3)  decide  how much
information  is  “enough” to  say  in  order  to  get  the  point
across  to  the  listener.  This  confounding  of  parameters
increases noise and adds to the perception that gesture is too
unconstrained  to  study  in  a  controlled  way.  This  study
demonstrates that gestures can be predicted precisely when
the referential domains are controlled, and it offers a tool for
future studies of gesture production.

Method
Participants  were  11  individuals  from  the  University  of
Rochester community. They received either course credit or
$7.50  in  compensation  for  their  time.  Participants  were
seated at a table, across from a partner with a laptop. The
participant  was shown a card  (figure  1)  and instructed  to
“get their partner to click on the target quadrant by doing
anything [they wanted], short  of getting out of [their] seat
and pointing directly to the target”. There were no further
restrictions  on  communication.  The  partner’s  screen  was
identical to the participant’s card, except that the quadrant
locations  did  not  necessarily  correspond  and  the  target
quadrant was not indicated in any way. The trial continued
until the partner clicked on one of the quadrants.

Figure 1: Target quadrant (top left hand corner) might be
described as “the square and the squiggle” (with gesture)

Critically, for each trial there were 4 quadrants that the
participant could potentially refer to, so the participants had
to consider the contents of these quadrants when deciding

what to  say to  their  partner  (Grice,  1975).  Each quadrant
contained  two  “features”,  which  were  usually  separate
objects.  In  each  quadrant  one  feature  would  be  easy  to
describe  verbally  and  the  other  feature  would  be  more
difficult  to  describe  verbally.  There  were  a  total  of  four
features on each screen – two nameable features that never
occurred  in  the  same  quadrant,  and  two  less  nameable
features that never occurred in the same quadrant. 

Results
We examined the gestures produced by the participants for
each  trial,  focusing  on  the  participants’  first  attempts  to
describe  the  target  quadrant.  Participants  did  produce  co-
occurring  speech  and  gesture  when  describing  the  target
quadrant. They were more likely to gesture for the feature
that was more difficult to describe (83%) than for the feature
that was easy to describe (21%).  This pattern held  for each
individual  subject,  and for  each individual  item. We then
tabulated the types of gestures that were produced in each
case – gestures that were produced while the participant was
describing the easy to describe entity were likely (75%) to
be  beats  (McNeil,  1992)  or  tokens  (Lidell  1994),
specifically  gestures  that  indicated  that  the  co-occurring
speech introduced a new entity to the discourse. They were
less  likely to  be  iconic  gestures  (25%).  This  pattern  was
reversed for the gestures that occurred while the participant
was  describing  the  feature  that  was  more  difficult  to
describe. In this case gestures were more likely (95%) to be
iconic. 
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