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MAQOLA 

MALUMOTI 

ANNOTATSIYA: 

MAQOLA TARIXI: Spontaneous spoken interaction is characterized 

by its dynamic and collaborative nature, largely 

governed by the intricate mechanisms of hesitation 

and turn-taking. While distinct in their primary 

functions, these phenomena are profoundly 

intertwined, shaping the rhythm, coherence, and 

informational flow of conversation. Hesitation, 

manifesting as filled pauses ('um', 'uh'), unfilled 

pauses (silence), repetitions, and false starts, 

primarily reflects cognitive processes of speech 

planning and word retrieval, but also serves crucial 

discourse functions like turn-holding or signaling 

uncertainty. Turn-taking, conversely, refers to the 

systematic organization of speaker alternation, 

governed by a set of context-sensitive rules that 

manage the allocation of the conversational 'floor' at 

Transition Relevance Places (TRPs). This essay 

provides a comprehensive linguistic analysis, 

differentiating the core definitions of hesitation and 

turn-taking, exploring their acoustic and functional 

characteristics, and critically examining their 

synergistic relationship in managing conversational 
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flow. Furthermore, it discusses cross-linguistic and 

cultural variations in their manifestations, 

underscoring their universal yet culturally 

modulated role in facilitating efficient and 

meaningful human communication. 

 

Introduction 

Spoken interaction, the most pervasive form of human communication, appears on the 

surface to flow effortlessly, yet it is an extraordinarily complex and finely tuned 

collaborative accomplishment. Beneath the seemingly seamless exchange of words lie 

sophisticated cognitive and social mechanisms that govern who speaks, when, and how. 

Among these, hesitation phenomena and turn-taking organization are paramount. While 

hesitation refers to momentary breaks or irregularities in fluent speech production, often 

indicative of online cognitive processing, turn-taking describes the sequential management 

of speaker alternation, ensuring an orderly distribution of talk. Although distinct in their 

primary linguistic functions – hesitation largely reflecting internal speech planning and turn-

taking external interactional management – they are inextricably linked. Hesitation can act 

as a strategic signal within the turn-taking system, and the demands of turn-taking can 

influence the occurrence of hesitation. This essay delves into a linguistic analysis of these 

two fundamental components of spontaneous speech, delineating their individual 

characteristics, exploring their complex interplay, and examining their cross-linguistic and 

cultural variations, thereby illuminating their critical role in the dynamic orchestration of 

human dialogue. 

The Nature of Hesitation Phenomena 

Hesitation, often referred to as disfluency, encompasses a range of speech events that 

interrupt the smooth, continuous flow of an utterance. Far from being mere "errors," these 

phenomena are now widely recognized as integral features of spontaneous speech, serving 

both cognitive and communicative functions (Levelt, 1989; Clark, 1996). 

Common types of hesitation phenomena include: 

1. Filled Pauses (FPs): These are vocalizations like "um," "uh" (English), "euh" (French), 

"eto" (Japanese), or "mmm" which fill a pause in speech. Acoustically, they typically have a 

relatively low fundamental frequency and are often perceived as a signal that the speaker is 

still holding the floor but needs more time to plan. 

https://spaceknowladge.com/


OURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH 

Volume 3, Issue 6, November 2025                                           Online ISSN: 3030-3508 

https://spaceknowladge.com                                                    
=============================================================== 

 

=============================================================== 
Volume 3 Issue 6 [November  2025]                                                                            Pages 

| 626 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Unfilled Pauses (UPs): These are silent intervals in speech. Their duration can vary 

from a few milliseconds to several seconds. Short UPs (less than ~200ms) might be 

unnoticed, while longer UPs are perceptually salient and can signal various cognitive or 

discourse states. 

3. Repetitions: The re-articulation of a word or phrase (e.g., "I went to the… to the 

store»). 

4. Prolongations: Stretching out a sound or syllable (e.g., «It was a loooong day»). 

5. False Starts/Revisions: Beginning an utterance, stopping, and then restarting or self-

correcting (e.g., «I want to… I would like to go»). 

Functions of Hesitation: 

The presence of hesitation is multifaceted, serving primarily two broad categories of 

functions: 

•  Cognitive Functions (Speech Production): Hesitations are largely considered overt 

manifestations of real-time speech planning (Levelt, 1989). When speakers encounter 

difficulty in lexical retrieval (finding the right word), syntactic formulation (structuring a 

sentence), or conceptual planning (deciding what to say next), hesitations provide crucial 

processing time. Filled pauses, in particular, are often associated with delays in lexical 

access, signaling that the speaker is actively searching for a word. Unfilled pauses can 

indicate a broader planning stage, such as organizing an entire clause or discourse segment. 

Speakers typically hesitate more when describing complex scenes, when under time 

pressure, or when their vocabulary is limited (Goldman-Eisler, 1968). 

•  Discourse/Interactional Functions: Beyond internal cognitive processing, hesitations 

play a vital role in managing the interaction with listeners (Clark, 1996). 

•  Turn-Holding: FPs and short UPs often signal to the listener that the speaker is not 

finished and intends to continue speaking, thereby discouraging interruption. They 

effectively mark that the current speaker is still 'holding the floor' even though they are 

momentarily silent or disfluent. 

•  Signaling Difficulty/Uncertainty: Hesitations can overtly communicate that the speaker 

is facing a challenge, either in retrieving information or formulating an idea. This can 

prompt listener empathy, assistance, or simply adjust listener expectations. 

•  Emphasis/Focus: Strategic pauses can sometimes be used to emphasize a subsequent 

point or create dramatic effect. 
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•  Mitigation: Hesitations can soften an utterance, making it sound less assertive or direct, 

thereby managing face in social interactions. 

The Dynamics of Turn-Taking 

Turn-taking refers to the system by which participants in a conversation manage who 

speaks, when, and for how long. The seminal work by Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 

(1974) revolutionized the understanding of conversation, positing that turn-taking is not 

chaotic but highly organized and rule-governed, aiming for «one speaker at a time» with 

minimal gap and minimal overlap. 

The core of their model revolves around the concept of Transition Relevance Places 

(TRPs). TRPs are points in an utterance where speaker change could legitimately occur. 

They are typically identified by a confluence of linguistic cues: 

1. Grammatical Completion: The end of a clause, sentence, or phrase. 

2. Intonational Cues: A falling or sustained pitch contour, indicating semantic 

completion. 

3. Pragmatic Completeness: The utterance has delivered a complete thought or action 

(e.g., an answer to a question, an acceptance of an offer). 

At a TRP, a set of ordered rules dictates who gets to speak next: 

1. If the current speaker selects the next speaker (e.g., by asking a question, naming 

them), that person has the right to speak. 

2. If the current speaker does not select the next speaker, any other participant can self-

select. 

3. If no one self-selects, the current speaker may continue. 

Cues for Turn-Taking: 

Beyond the formal TRP, participants utilize a variety of verbal and non-verbal cues to 

manage turns: 

•  Gaze: Establishing or breaking eye contact can signal turn-yielding or turn-holding. 

•  Body Language/Gesture: Shifts in posture or hand gestures can indicate readiness to 

yield or take the floor. 

•  Prosody: Changes in speech rate, loudness, or particular intonational patterns (e.g., a 

sustained low pitch) can signal turn-completion. 

•  Syntactic Completeness: The structural conclusion of a grammatical unit. 
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•  Backchannels: Short vocalizations like «mm-hmm,» «yeah,» «right» from the listener, 

indicating active listening and encouraging the current speaker to continue without taking a 

full turn. 

The turn-taking system is remarkably efficient. While overlaps (multiple speakers talking 

simultaneously) and gaps (silence between turns) do occur, they are generally minimized in 

comparison to what one would expect from random speech (Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 

1974). Overlaps are often brief and quickly resolved, sometimes functioning as enthusiastic 

agreement or rapid completion of the other's thought. Gaps, when prolonged, can indicate 

trouble with understanding, disagreement, or a breakdown in the flow of conversation. 

The Intricate Interplay: Hesitation and Turn-Taking 

The relationship between hesitation and turn-taking is a dynamic and symbiotic one, 

where each influences and is influenced by the other. Hesitation, while primarily reflecting 

cognitive processes, is simultaneously a crucial resource for managing the social demands 

of turn-taking. 

•  Hesitation as a Turn-Holding Device: This is perhaps the most salient interactional 

function of hesitation. When a speaker is in the middle of a turn but requires more time to 

formulate their next thought, a filled pause («um,» «uh») or a short, uncharacteristic 

lengthening of a sound (a prolongation) serves as an explicit signal to potential next 

speakers that the current turn is not complete. This allows the speaker to maintain control of 

the floor and prevent premature interruption at what might otherwise appear to be a TRP. 

For example, «I went to the store, and uhm I bought some milk.» The «uhm» holds the floor 

while the speaker accesses the next piece of information. Similarly, a brief unfilled pause 

can also signal that more is to come, preventing the next speaker from taking over (Duncan 

& Fiske, 1977). 

•  Hesitation as a Turn-Yielding Cue (less direct): While FPs typically hold turns, a 

prolonged unfilled pause at a TRP can subtly invite another participant to take the floor, 

especially if accompanied by other non-verbal cues (e.g., gaze shift). This might indicate the 

speaker has finished their thought but is not actively selecting the next speaker, thus 

opening the floor for self-selection. 

•  Turn-Taking Pressure Influencing Hesitation: The inverse is also true: the pressure of 

the turn-taking system can influence the occurrence and type of hesitation. 

•  Rapid Turn Transfers: In fast-paced conversations, speakers might produce more 

hesitations as they quickly plan their contribution to take a turn at a TRP without a 
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significant gap. The cognitive load of rapid speech planning under social pressure can 

increase disfluencies. 

•  Avoiding Overlap: Speakers might strategically hesitate or slow down their speech to 

ensure they are not interrupting another speaker, leading to momentary pauses or self-

corrections if they misjudged an opening. 

•  «Planning for the Floor»: A speaker anticipating a turn might start planning their 

utterance while another speaker is still talking. If the previous speaker finishes unexpectedly 

quickly, the next speaker might experience hesitation (e.g., «um… okay, so…»). 

The dance between hesitation and turn-taking, therefore, is a continuous negotiation. 

Participants use hesitation to manage their internal cognitive needs while simultaneously 

navigating the social demands of conversational allocation. The system aims for efficiency 

by minimizing both disruptive overlaps (often prevented by turn-holding hesitations) and 

awkward silences (often filled by a rapid turn-take, even if disfluent). 

Cross-Linguistic and Cultural Dimensions 

While the fundamental concepts of managing speech production and speaker alternation 

are universal, the specific ways in which hesitation and turn-taking manifest and are 

interpreted vary significantly across languages and cultures. These variations can lead to 

fascinating differences in converscommunication. 

•   Types and Frequencies of Hesitation: The inventory of filled pauses differs cross-

linguistically (e.g., English «um/uh», French «euh», German «äh», Japanese «ano/eto»). 

The frequency and distribution of FPs and UPs also vary. Some languages might have a 

higher density of filled pauses, while others rely more on silent pauses. The social 

acceptability of different disfluency types can also differ. For instance, in some cultures, too 

many hesitations might be perceived as a sign of uncertainty or lack of preparedness, while 

in others, they might be a polite way to signal thoughtfulness. 

•   Turn-Taking Rhythms and Gap Tolerance: Cultures exhibit distinct norms regarding 

the acceptable length of pauses between turns. Japanese conversations, for instance, are 

often characterized by shorter inter-turn pauses and a lower tolerance for simultaneous 

speech compared to Italian conversations, where overlaps might be more frequent and less 

negatively perceived (Tannen, 1984). In some indigenous cultures, longer silences between 

turns are not seen as awkward but as a sign of respectful contemplation. Finnish 

conversations, for example, tend to have longer inter-turn gaps than English conversations 

(Lehtonen & Sajavaara, 1985). 
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•   Cues for TRPs: While grammatical and intonational completion are common TRP 

markers, the relative weight of these cues and the use of non-verbal signals (like gaze 

direction, head nods, or gestures) can vary culturally. For instance, direct eye contact might 

be a strong turn-yielding cue in some Western cultures, whereas averted gaze might be more 

common in others. 

These cross-cultural differences highlight that the seemingly universal mechanics of turn-

taking and hesitation are deeply embedded in specific social interactional norms, 

influencing how speakers plan, produce, and interpret utterances within their linguistic 

community. 

Conclusion 

Hesitation and turn-taking are not peripheral phenomena in spoken language but rather 

indispensable mechanisms that underpin the very fabric of human conversation. Hesitation, 

as a manifestation of online speech planning, offers a window into the cognitive efforts 

involved in translating thought into articulate speech, while also serving as a potent 

discourse marker for managing the flow of interaction. Turn-taking, on the other hand, 

provides the sequential architecture that transforms individual utterances into coherent 

dialogue, ensuring that speakers coordinate their contributions with remarkable precision. 

The intricate interplay between these two categories reveals a sophisticated system where 

pauses and disfluencies are not simply noise, but strategic tools. Hesitations are frequently 

deployed to negotiate turn boundaries, to signal a speaker's intention to hold the floor, or to 

mitigate the imposition of a rapid response. Conversely, the strictures of the turn-taking 

system can exert pressure on speakers, influencing the very occurrence and nature of their 

hesitations as they strive for fluency and coherence under real-time processing demands. 

Understanding hesitation and turn-taking is critical not only for theoretical linguistics, 

conversation analysis, and psycholinguistics but also for practical applications such as 

second language acquisition, the diagnosis and treatment of communication disorders, and 

the development of more natural and effective human-computer interaction systems. The 

universal presence yet diverse cultural manifestation of these phenomena underscores their 

fundamental role in human interaction, demonstrating that even the smallest breaks and 

shifts in speech are meticulously orchestrated elements in the grand symphony of dialogue. 
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