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CHAPTER 3
Perceived liveliness and

speech comprehensibility in aphasia: 

The effects of direct speech in

auditory narratives1

1This chapter was adapted from: Groenewold, R., Bastiaanse, R., Nickels, L., and Huiskes, M. (2014). Perceived 
liveliness and speech comprehensibility in aphasia: The effects of direct speech in auditory narratives. 
International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders, 49, 486 - 497.
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3.1 Introduction

Two individuals with aphasia can have similar intelligence, similar 
motivation, a similar type and severity of aphasia, yet differ greatly in 
communicative effectiveness. A number of investigations concerning 
communicative competence in aphasia have reported that – especially 
in severe aphasia – the level of linguistic performance cannot predict 
the communicative effectiveness (e.g., Feyereisen, 1991). In some 
cases, people with aphasia ‘probably communicate better than they 
talk’ (Holland, 1977: 173). In the current study, we address two aspects 
of communicative competence in the verbal communication of Dutch 
people with aphasia, namely the perceived liveliness and the perceived 
comprehensibility of narratives. More specifically, we will examine the 
effects of the occurrence of direct speech constructions (e.g., he said: 
‘oh, just go ahead’) on liveliness and comprehensibility.

Previous studies have shown that the use of direct speech is usually 
preserved in individuals with aphasia (Hengst, Frame, Neuman-
Stritzel, & Gannaway, 2005; Ulatowska & Olness, 2003; Ulatowska, 
Reyes, Santos, & Worle, 2011; Wilkinson, Beeke & Maxim, 2010). 
Moreover, compared with non-brain-damaged (NBD) speakers, 
individuals with Broca’s and anomic aphasia make even more use 
of direct speech constructions in elicited narratives (Groenewold, 
Bastiaanse & Huiskes, 2013). Given this frequent occurrence of direct 
speech constructions in narratives of individuals with Broca’s and 
anomic aphasia, the effects on the listener also deserve attention.

In NBD communication, direct speech has been claimed to be an 
effective device for telling stories because it dramatizes interaction, 
making it lively (Labov, 1972; Wierzbicka, 1974; Li, 1986; Mayes, 
1990). In addition, direct speech is considered a way of creating 
involvement in a story (Chafe, 1982; Tannen, 1989). In turn, increased 
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liveliness is argued to keep the listener focused and to help the listener 
to understand the content of a message (Hincks, 2005). Even though 
many claims have been made about increased liveliness, no quantitative 
evidence has yet been provided. Therefore, in the current study we 
verify and build on the abovementioned claims using an experimental 
approach. Moreover, we extend the scope to the role of direct speech 
constructions in aphasic discourse.

We will first describe several characteristics of direct speech in NBD 
communication. Next, we will address issues of direct speech that 
are relevant for aphasic interaction, and discuss studies in which 
similar phenomena in aphasic interaction were analysed. Finally, 
we will address and operationalize the concepts of liveliness and 
comprehensibility.

Direct speech constructions are often used to provide a quotation of 
speech as the original speaker uttered it, e.g., She said: ‘I am leaving 
tomorrow’. However, direct speech can also be used for other purposes. 
Some ‘quotations’ are of dialogue that has never been spoken. Various 
terms have been introduced to refer to direct speech constructions that 
are used for purposes different than speech reporting. For example, 
Tannen (1989) introduced the term constructed dialogue, referring to 
dialogue representing what was not said. Such dialogue can serve as an 
instantiation or a summary (e.g., students always complain: ‘we’re so 
busy!’), or refer to inner speech (e.g., I said to myself: ‘not again’) or 
dialogue using non-human referents (e.g., the cat is begging: ‘I’m cute, 
give me food!’). Another term that refers to direct speech utterances 
that do not imply interaction that actually occurred (factual interaction) 
is fictive interaction (Pascual, 2002, 2006). This term refers to the use 
of the basic structure of the conversation as a frame in order to model 
thought, language, and discourse. Moreover, in some communicative 
situations, direct speech can be used to enact hypothetical talk. In such 
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situations, the speaker provides the listener with a suggestion for what 
s/he could say in a hypothetical or futuristic situation. Simmons and 
LeCouteur (2011) described this conversational tool as hypothetical 
active-voicing (HAV) and showed that it is successful for achieving 
behavioral changes in therapy settings.

As has been mentioned above, individuals with Broca’s and anomic 
aphasia tend to produce relatively many direct speech constructions 
in elicited narratives (Groenewold et al., 2013). The abovementioned 
findings obtained in NBD speakers may also hold for aphasic speakers, 
and the occurrence of direct speech constructions may therefore be 
beneficial to the communication of aphasic speakers as well. As noted 
above, direct speech may increase perceived liveliness, which in turn 
increases listener focus and this may facilitate listener comprehension. 
In addition, comprehension may be assisted by the fact that direct speech 
constructions (e.g., fragment 2, below) are in general grammatically 
less complex than their indirect speech counterparts (e.g., fragment 1). 
Moreover, they can easily be simplified even further (e.g., fragment 3) 
by the use of enactment, body language, gestures, and/or intonation 
markers in addition to or instead of purely verbal descriptions (Clark & 
Gerrig, 1990). These additional ‘layers’ of communication may further 
facilitate comprehension.

Fragment 1 (Dutch, indirect speech):
Ellen  zei  dat  ze  dat  echt  niet  ging     doen
[Ellen  said that  she that really not did  do]
‘Ellen said that she really wouldn’t do that’

Fragment 2 (Dutch, direct speech):
Ellen  zei:  dat  doe ik  echt  niet!
[Ellen said:  that do   I  really  not!]
‘Ellen said: I really won’t do that!’
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Fragment 3 (Dutch, enactment):
Ellen: (short pause) ((sits up straight, looks away from listener, makes an 
arrogant facial expression, followed by a small fingertip wave))

In fragment 3, the speaker used a person reference + enactment to 
construct a small hypothetical scenario. This is an example of how, 
in light of limitations in the ability to use verbal descriptions, aphasic 
speakers can iconically demonstrate how a speaker would purportedly 
look when s/he produced a reported, fictive, or hypothetical action by 
means such as body posture, movement, gaze, and facial expression. 
Similarly, using shifts in body position, gaze, pitch, loudness or voice, 
a speaker can ‘warn’ the listener that s/he is making a shift in speaker 
without explicitly mentioning it. This creative use of direct speech or 
‘enactment’ allows speakers with aphasia to exploit resources that 
are usually still relatively intact (Wilkinson et al., 2010): pragmatics 
(Hengst et al., 2005; Ulatowska et al., 2011), conceptual resources 
(Goodwin, 1995, 2003), and kinetic, prosodic and non-verbal skills 
(Lind, 2002; Wilkinson et al., 2010). Exploiting these resources, aphasic 
speakers can provide listeners with an optimal amount of information. 
Previous studies have shown that many individuals with aphasia make 
productive use of gesture alongside or instead of verbal communication 
(e.g., Goodwin, 1995; Wilkinson et al., 2010). The complementation 
or substitution of verbal communication with gesture and other non-
verbal forms of communication provides the listener with additional 
layers of meaning, and may thus facilitate language comprehension.

In order to examine the effects of the occurrence of direct speech 
constructions on language comprehension, we operationalized and 
assessed the two aspects under study, namely that of liveliness and 
comprehensibility.
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Liveliness is primarily associated with enthusiasm (Sinclair, 1995). The 
degree of perceived liveliness is affected by intonational modification 
of speech, which helps the audience understand the content of a 
message (Hincks, 2005). A lively voice can be achieved by consciously 
modifying the three prosodic dimensions of loudness, pitch, and 
tempo. For example, a speaker can help a listener orient himself in 
the flow of information by pausing before moving to a new point, and 
then raising pitch as s/he starts to speak. An important side effect of 
this modification is the maintenance of listener focus on the message 
(Hincks, 2005). As mentioned above, direct speech constructions are 
frequently accompanied by, among other things, shifts in prosody, 
voice quality, or pitch. Therefore, the occurrence of direct speech 
constructions is expected to have a positive effect on perceived 
liveliness.

The effect of direct speech constructions on comprehensibility is a 
question that may be important for both clinical practice and everyday 
interaction. Comprehensibility can be described as ‘a judgment by 
the listener of how difficult an utterance is to understand’ (Derwing 
& Munro, 2009: 184). Since the current study focuses on fragments 
rather than utterances, we consider comprehensibility the listeners’ 
perception of the degree of difficulty in understanding a stretch of 
talk. Just like liveliness, comprehensibility involves communication 
rather than just speech, and is clearly a very important aspect of 
communicative effectiveness (Derwing & Munro, 2009). As described 
above, the use of direct speech constructions may provide aphasic 
speakers with a device to convey a message in an effective and natural 
way. Therefore, in some communicative situations, by reducing the 
grammatical complexity without affecting the content of a message, 
the increased use of direct speech constructions by aphasic speakers 
may improve the perceived comprehensibility of their speech.
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In the current study, the following two research questions are addressed: 

• Is there an effect of direct speech constructions on perceived 
liveliness of aphasic speech? If yes, in which direction?

• Is there an effect of direct speech constructions on perceived 
comprehensibility of aphasic speech? If yes, in which direction?

3.2 Methods

In this study, raters are asked to make judgments about voice 
fragments that have been carefully selected. The stimulus materials 
were developed from a data set previously collected for another study 
(Jonkers, 1998), which had no direct relationship to the questions 
addressed in the current study. The judgment focused on perceived 
liveliness and ease of comprehensibility.

For the assessment of these characteristics a design that is very similar 
to the ‘matched-guise technique’ was used2.

However, the design of our study differs from the matched-guise design 
in two ways. First, the stimulus materials were different in nature: the 
raters listened to fragments of ‘real’ narratives instead of recordings of 
passages being read aloud. An important advantage of the materials 
used in the current study is that they are better representative for 
everyday interaction, and therefore ecologically more valid than 

2The matched-guise technique was originally developed to investigate people’s attitudes toward social, 
geographical or ethnic language varieties (e.g., Lambert, Hodgson, Gardner & Fillenbaum, 1960). In matched-
guise technique experiments, subjects are asked to evaluate recorded text passages. The subjects do not know 
that among the passages they are listening to, there are some spoken by the same speaker, who takes on two 
different guises. By comparing the rater’s evaluations of these two samples, the effects of the two varieties 
can be investigated. For the matched-guise technique it is crucial that the two samples are identical in every 
respect (except for the language/variety), and thus language/variety is the only factor that affects the listener’s 
evaluations (e.g., Drager, 2013). 
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recordings of written passages which are read aloud. However, an 
inherent drawback of our materials is that they vary in more than one 
way: the recordings do not have the same wording, and are therefore 
harder to compare. Second, whereas in the ‘classic’ format of the 
matched-guise technique the raters are not told that they are going to 
hear some of the voices twice, in our study they were informed that 
they would be listening to some speakers twice. Therefore, the design 
of our study can be considered an ‘open-guise technique’ (e.g., Soukup, 
2013).

3.2.1 Participants
The raters were 37 undergraduate students who were enrolled in a 
course in clinical language testing at the University of Groningen. All 
were familiar with aphasic speech, had normal hearing, and all but 
two were native speakers of Dutch. The two non-native speakers were 
German (late bilingual) and Chinese (near-native level of fluency).

3.2.2 Development of stimulus materials
The aim of the current study required a careful selection of speech 
samples. In order to achieve both content and ecological validity, we had 
to select stretches of talk that were not only natural and representative 
for a speaker’s everyday speech output, but also suitable for assessing 
and comparing comprehensibility. Naturally occurring speech, such as 
conversations recorded at home, reflects everyday interaction and is 
therefore representative of ‘real life’, but entails important interference 
effects. Such speech samples are highly influenced by context, 
topic, conversation partner, context, setting, mood, etc. Controlled 
production tasks such as repetition of sentences or longer texts allow 
the researcher to obtain speech samples that are identical in terms 
of content, and enable one-on-one comparisons between conditions. 
However, an important drawback of such material is that it lacks 
naturalness. Therefore, we chose to use elicited narratives, which are 
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semi structured. The samples were collected by Jonkers (1998) for his 
study on verb production. Jonkers elicited the samples following the 
procedures for the semi-structured interview of the Aachen Aphasia 
Test (Graetz, de Bleser & Willmes, 1992). The interview consisted of 
the following questions:

• Can you tell me what happened when you had your stroke (NBD 
participants: Can you tell me about your most recent illness)?

• Can you tell me something about your (former) job?
• Can you tell me something about your family?
• Can you tell me something about your hobbies?

This data elicitation technique is commonly used in aphasia research, 
and allows for reliable comparisons (Prins & Bastiaanse, 2004). Since 
the fragments originate from real interviews with mildly to moderately 
impaired aphasic speakers, the utterances included were not all well-
formed. This applies to both the utterances containing direct speech 
and the remaining utterances.

All aphasic speakers (n = 10) were classified by the Dutch version of 
the Aachen Aphasia Test (Graetz et al., 1992) as having anomic or 
Broca’s aphasia. They had been aphasic for at least three months. All 
but one suffered from a single-stroke in the left hemisphere. The other 
individual with aphasia suffered from a closed head injury. The ten 
NBD speakers were matched to the aphasic speakers at group level for 
age and gender (Table 3.1). All participants were native Dutch speakers. 
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Table 3.1: Characteristics of speakers rated in the study.

Speaker Sub-
group

Aphasia 
severity

Spontaneous 
speecha Age Aetiology MPO Gender Handed-

ness Education

1 Anomic Mild 4-3-3-3-4-4 35 CHI 7 M Right 4

2 Anomic Mild 4-5-5-4-5-4 35 CHI 28 M Right 4

3 Anomic Moderate 3-3-4-4-4-3 52 CVA 18 M Right 3

4 Anomic Mild 4-5-5-4-5-5 57 CVA 3 F Right 1

5 Anomic Mild 3-5-5-3-4-4 24 CVA 4 F Right 3

6 Anomic Mild 4-5-5-4-5-3 39 CVA 7 F Right 3

7 Broca Moderate 2-3-5-4-4-2 61 CVA 11 M Right 1

8 Broca Moderate 2-4-3-3-4-2 52 CVA 9 M Right 2

9 Broca Moderate 3-3-4-4-5-2 45 CVA 77 M Right 2

10 Broca Moderate 2-2-5-4-5-2 82 CVA 14 F Right 1

11 NBD - 69 N/A N/A M Right 2

12 NBD - 62 N/A N/A M Right 4

13 NBD - 51 N/A N/A M Right 4

14 NBD - 36 N/A N/A M Right 4

15 NBD - 66 N/A N/A M Right 1

16 NBD - 51 N/A N/A M Right 4

17 NBD - 32 N/A N/A F Right 2

18 NBD - 75 N/A N/A F Right 4

19 NBD - 34 N/A N/A F Right 2

20 NBD - 50 N/A N/A F Right 4

aSpontaneous speech scores are ratings on 6 point scales for: I) Communicative behavior – II) Articulation an 
prosody – III) Formulaic language – IV) Semantics – V) Phonology – VI) Syntax (Miller, Willmes & de Bleser, 
2010).
CVA: cerebrovascular accident; CHI: closed head injury; MPO: months post onset; NBD: non-brain-damaged 
speaker; M: male; F: female; educational levels: 1: primary school; 2: secondary school; 3: intermediate 
vocational education; and 4: higher vocational education/university.

For both the aphasic and the NBD group, a set of speech samples 
was selected on the basis of presence or absence of direct speech 
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constructions. We selected the first five speakers whose speech samples 
contained (n = 5) or did not contain (n = 5) direct speech constructions. 
Of the speakers who produced samples containing direct speech, two 
fragments were selected: one with (++) and one without direct speech 
constructions (+-)3. In all cases, the context of a narrative was left 
intact, so that no interference effects could be caused by lack thereof. 
In order to standardize this procedure, we used the following criteria: 
the fragment started with an opening (usually a question posed by the 
interviewer or the introduction of a new topic by the aphasic speaker), 
contained a narrative structure with a kind of climax, and finished 
with a topic closing sequence, such as laughter or agreement from the 
interviewer. An example is provided in Fragment 4:

Fragment 4 (translated from Dutch). Aphasic speaker tells about her job in a 
second hand store. Bold: interviewer; (.): pause.

So what do you do there? eh (.) yes in fact all kinds of things [particle] (.) yes 
(.) all kinds of things (.) eh (.) clothing and eh other stuff all second hand so (.) eh 
(.) like c- eh cleaning eh tidying up and eh in the store itself right that there are 
people who want to eh (.) eh (.) buy something (.) that you can help them for a 
while yes right so you have to talk and communicate with them too no yes 
yes that is true (.) my husband was also like well what- are you going to do this? 
you shouldn’t or eh something else I don’t know I say I’ve got my mind set on this 
now I- I- I am like I want something again I will see what happens hm right (.) 
so it’s only been just a while [particle] but eh maybe within a month I will be like 
eh what am I doing? yes yes that I will be like what am I doing here but no the 
way it is going right now then eh (.) yes I am like then you get to talk to someone 
else again and that’s right! yes

The +- fragments were matched to the ++ fragments, meaning that 
they not only originated from the same speaker, but also had similar 
durations and were concerned with similar topics. This design enabled 

3None of the aphasic fragments contained indirect speech constructions.
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us to compare fragments with (++) and without (+-) direct speech 
directly while controlling for individual effects like voice and speaking 
style. In addition, the distribution of speech fragments over gender was 
kept constant (i.e., always three male and two female speakers). For 
the speakers who did not produce direct speech, five fragments without 
direct speech (functioning as fillers), with an average duration similar 
to that of the ++ and +- condition fragments were selected. Table 3.2 
provides an overview of the stimulus materials.

In the case of ++ fragments, either a speech quotation, a thought 
quotation, or a bare quotation (Groenewold et al., 2013) was present. 
In the case of a speech quotation, a verb of communication (e.g., say, 
tell, ask, etc.) was used to introduce the direct speech construction. 
In the case of a thought quotation, a verb of thought (e.g., to think, to 
be like, etc.) was used to introduce the ‘quoted’ thought. In the case of 
a bare quotation, the direct speech construction was not introduced 
by a quotative verb or construction. For the aphasic speakers, 18 out 
of 50 direct speech constructions were ‘speech quotations’, 18 were 
‘thought quotations’, and 14 were  ‘bare quotations’. In the case of the 
NBD speakers, 24 out of 47 instances were ‘speech quotations’, two 
were ‘thought quotations’, and 21 were ‘bare quotations’.
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Table 3.2: Characteristics of fragments rated in the study.

Fragment Speaker Subgroup Stimulus type Duration # Direct  
speech

Relative  
frequency

1 1 Aphasia Filler 0:47 - -

2 2 Aphasia +- 0:43 - -

3 2 Aphasia ++ 0:55 9 0.50

4 3 Aphasia Filler 1:41 - -

5 4 Aphasia +- 1:30 - -

6 4 Aphasia ++ 1:02 7 0.50

7 5 Aphasia Filler 1:07 - -

8 6 Aphasia +- 1:34 - -

9 6 Aphasia ++ 1:30 12 0.50

10 7 Aphasia Filler 1:07 - -

11 8 Aphasia +- 1:09 - -

12 8 Aphasia ++ 1:09 12 0.46

13 9 Aphasia +- 1:02 - -

14 9 Aphasia ++ 1:15 10 0.40

15 10 Aphasia Filler 1:20 - -

16 11 NBD Filler 1:09 - -

17 12 NBD Filler 0:52 - -

18 13 NBD +- 0:36 - -

19 13 NBD ++ 0:55 14 0.54

20 14 NBD +- 0:41 - -

21 14 NBD ++ 1:01 7 0.27

22 15 NBD Filler 0:54 - -

23 16 NBD +- 0:53 - -

24 16 NBD ++ 0:58 7 0.27

25 17 NBD Filler 0:35 - -

26 18 NBD Filler 0:35 - -

27 19 NBD +- 1:01 - -

28 19 NBD ++ 0:46 9 0.50

29 20 NBD +- 0:48 - -

30 20 NBD ++ 0:46 10 0.50

NBD: non-brain-damaged; Stimulus + -: speaker does produce direct speech but not in this fragment. Stimulus 
+ +: speaker produces direct speech in this fragment; Relative frequency: number of instances of direct speech 
constructions in selected fragment divided by total number of utterances.
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3.2.3 Procedures
The raters (n = 37) were seated in a lecture room and were given 
rating booklets (see Appendix B.1). They were not given information 
regarding the experimental manipulation (presence/absence of direct 
speech and presence/absence of aphasia) but they were informed about 
the possibility of hearing some of the voices twice. They were told that 
they would hear 30 short audio files, which they had to evaluate for 
liveliness and comprehensibility. In order to familiarize them with 
the type of speech samples and the evaluation system, the raters were 
presented with two practice items. Each rater made an individual 
judgment of the two practice items, using the rating system. During 
a short joint discussion after the practice items, the raters discussed 
the meaning of the concepts to be evaluated. Following the practice 
items and the discussion, the raters indicated that the procedure was 
clear. The 30 sound fragments were presented once at a comfortable 
loudness over professional loudspeakers (Behringer TRUTH B2031A), 
in a quasi-random order. The raters were asked to score the liveliness 
and the comprehensibility of what they had heard immediately after 
hearing each fragment.

3.2.4 Liveliness ratings
The raters were asked to judge the liveliness of the selected speech 
fragments on a ten-point rating scale (1 = least lively, 10 = most lively). 
To avoid biasing the raters’ interpretation of liveliness, they were asked 
to only give one grade for the concept of liveliness. For the same reason, 
they were not provided with a definition or any specific instructions.

3.2.5 Comprehensibility ratings
Since comprehensibility concerns a more complex concept than 
liveliness, a different rating method was chosen. In order to cover 
all relevant aspects of perceived comprehensibility (i.e., semantic, 
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syntactic and pragmatic aspects of language use, Barefoot, Bochner, 
Johnson & Vom Eigen, 1993), statements were designed that took into 
account not only linguistic form, but also other relevant aspects of 
comprehensibility:

1. Ik kan de boodschap over het algemeen goed volgen. (In general, 
I am  well able to follow the message).

2. Ik moet me inspannen om deze persoon te begrijpen. (I have to 
make  an effort to understand this speaker).

3. Deze persoon kan zijn/haar gedachten goed onder woorden 
brengen. (This person is able to put his/her thoughts into 
words well).

The first statement aimed to draw attention to the semantics of a 
fragment: is the meaning of the message clear? The second drew 
attention to how well formed the message was: does the listener have 
to make an effort to be able to understand the sentential constructions 
that are used? The final question encouraged the listener to empathize 
with the speaker: how hard is it for the speaker to put his or her 
thoughts into words? To evaluate the perceived comprehensibility, a 
six-point Likert scale was used. For each of the three statements, the 
raters were required to indicate on the scale to what extent they agreed 
or disagreed with the three statements posed about the speech samples. 
The even-point scale can be considered balanced because there are 
equal amounts of positive and negative positions. In order to control 
for bias introduced by the positive or negative nature of the statements, 
one statement was formulated with reverse direction (i.e., statement 
2). For the analysis of the results, the score of this item was reversed. In 
addition, for the comprehensibility results, the scores were collapsed 
and analysed as a single score, since the mutual correlation indicated 
that the three propositions on comprehensibility reflected a single one-
dimensional latent construct (Cronbach’s α = 0.8). As a consequence, 
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the new maximum score for comprehensibility was 18.

3.3 Results

3.3.1 Inter-rater reliability
Table 3.3 presents statistics concerning the inter-rater reliability 
for evaluations of liveliness and comprehensibility of 37 raters. As 
mentioned in the Methods section, two of the raters were non-native 
speakers of Dutch. A Mann-Whitney U-test was conducted to evaluate 
whether their judgments deviated from the average group judgments. 
This was not the case, z = -1.58, p > 0.05 and z = -1.68, p > 0.05. 
Therefore, there was no need to exclude their judgments from the data 
set.

For liveliness, the mean minimum ratings occupy the middle of the 
rating scale (1–10), indicating that raters generally avoided giving 
extremely low ratings for liveliness to speech samples they listened to. 
The mean maximum ratings, however, are at the high end of the rating 
scale, indicating that raters did give high ratings if they found speech 
samples lively. The Cronbach’s α values reported in Table 3.3 are fairly 
high (aphasic speakers) to very high (NBD speakers), indicating that 
there was a high degree of consistency among raters. Overall, the 
consistency among raters is satisfactory.

For comprehensibility, the mean minimum and mean maximum 
collapsed scores are at the low respectively high end of the rating scale 
(3–18), indicating that raters gave low ratings if they found speech 
samples hard to comprehend and high ratings if they perceived the 
speech samples as easily comprehensible. The Cronbach’s α values 
reported in Table 3.3 are high for all condition and speaker types, 
indicating that there was a high and satisfactory degree of consistency 
among raters.
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Table 3.3: Inter-rater reliability measures for liveliness and comprehensibility for 37 raters for two condition 
types of speech samples each produced by 4 aphasic (APH) and 5 NBD speakers.

Mean 
rating

Standard 
deviation

Mean 
minimum 

rating

Mean 
maximum 

rating

Cronbach’s 
α

Liveliness

APH +- 6.396 0.69 5.0 7.5 0.731

APH ++ 6.883 0.83 5.5 8.5 0.746

NBD +- 7.568 0.68 5.5 9.0 0.932

NBD ++ 8.264 0.64 7.0 9.8 0.974

Comprehensibility

APH +- 10.696 1.35 7.8 13.8 0.938

APH ++ 10.142 1.76 6.5 12.8 0.941

NBD +- 16.728 0.91 14.2 17.8 0.903

NBD ++ 16.588 1.03 13.8 17.8 0.950

In Figures 3.1 and 3.2, the outcomes are presented for the two 
condition types and the two speaker types. The average liveliness 
and comprehensibility scores were normally distributed in both 
condition types for both the aphasic and the NBD speech samples, 
as assessed by the Shapiro-Wilk test. The Levene’s test of equality of 
error variances showed homogeneity of variances of both liveliness and 
comprehensibility scores across groups.

To examine whether there was a relationship between liveliness and 
comprehensibility, two-tailed Pearson tests were carried out for both 
the aphasic and the NBD speech samples. The results showed no 
statistically significant correlations between the two variables, r (35) = 
0.318, p = 0.06 and r (35) = 0.228, p = 0.175, respectively.



63

Perceived liveliness and sPeech comPrehensibility in aPhasia

Figure 3.1: Average scores for liveliness for fragments from non-brain-damaged (NBD) and aphasic (APH) 
speakers in direct speech (++) and no direct speech (+-) condition.

Figure 3.2: Average scores for comprehensibility for fragments from non-brain-damaged (NBD) and aphasic 
(APH) speakers in direct speech (++) and no direct speech (+-) condition.
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3.3.2 Liveliness
A two-way ANOVA was conducted that examined the effects of speaker 
type (aphasic, NBD) and condition type (direct speech, no direct speech) 
on the liveliness scores. The main effect of speaker type was significant, 
F(1, 144) = 136.754, p = 0.000, as was the main effect of condition, F(1, 
144) = 16.546, p = 0.000). The interaction of these two factors was 
not significant, F(1, 144) = 0.027, p = 0.869. Thus, the sample of NBD 
speakers were rated higher in liveliness across both conditions, and 
direct speech was rated as more lively in both types of speech samples. 

To examine the effect of direct speech constructions on liveliness for 
both groups of speech samples separately, paired-samples t-tests were 
conducted. For the NBD speakers, the average scores on liveliness were 
higher for the direct speech condition (mean = 8.3, SD = 0.64) than for 
the no direct speech condition (mean = 7.8, SD = 0.68); t(36) = 5.48, 
p < 0.001. Similarly, for the aphasic speakers the scores were higher 
for the direct speech condition (mean = 6.9, SD = 0.83) than for the 
no direct speech condition (mean = 6.4, SD = 0.69); t(36) = 3.83, p = 
0.00.

3.3.3 Comprehensibility
A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of speaker 
type and condition type on the comprehensibility scores. As expected, 
the main effect of speaker type was significant, F(1, 144) = 875.205, p 
< 0.001. There was no main effect of condition, F(1, 144) = 1.808, p = 
0.181. The interaction of these factors was not significant, F(1, 144) = 
1.547, p = 0.216.
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3.4 Discussion

In this study, we have examined two aspects of communicative 
competence in the narratives of Dutch people with and without aphasia: 
perceived liveliness and perceived comprehensibility. More specifically, 
we studied the effects of the occurrence of direct speech constructions 
on these aspects of communication. The questions addressed are of 
both theoretical and clinical relevance. No quantitative evidence had 
been provided yet for the claims that have been made in the literature 
regarding direct speech constructions in ‘healthy’ communication 
increasing liveliness. Using an experimental approach, we tested these 
claims. Moreover, we extended the focus from healthy communication 
only to healthy and aphasic communication. Given the observation 
of the relatively frequent occurrence of direct speech in narratives of 
speakers with Broca’s and anomic aphasia (Groenewold et al., 2013), 
the effects on the listener also deserved attention. Examining the 
consequences for the listener of this increased use of direct speech 
provides us with insight into whether and to what extent direct speech 
contributes to the communicative competence of aphasic speakers.

The first research question addressed the contribution of direct speech 
to liveliness. The presence of direct speech constructions positively 
affected the perceived liveliness of speech fragments produced by both 
NBD and aphasic speakers. This finding supports previous claims 
that in NBD communication direct speech constructions add to the 
vividness of a story (Labov, 1972; Wierzbicka, 1974; Li, 1986; Mayes, 
1990), and shows that the effects are similar in aphasic speech. Given 
that liveliness is claimed to help listeners stay focused (Hincks, 2005), 
the relatively frequent usage of direct speech by aphasic speakers 
(Groenewold et al., 2013) may reflect a strategy to increase not only the 
liveliness of their discourse, but also the focus of the listener.
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The second research question addressed the effect of the occurrence 
of direct speech on the listener’s perception of comprehensibility 
of NBD and aphasic speech samples. As expected, the NBD speech 
samples were rated highly in terms of perceived comprehensibility. 
The speech samples of the individuals with aphasia, however, received 
quite low scores. Contrary to liveliness, perceived comprehensibility 
was not affected by the occurrence of direct speech constructions for 
either NBD or aphasic speakers. These results do not support findings 
from previous studies that claimed that increased liveliness helps the 
listener understand the content of a message (e.g., Hincks, 2005).

3.4.1 Benefits and limitations of the design
The design that was used, which is similar to the matched-guise 
technique, allowed for a direct comparison of the effects of direct and 
indirect speech within and between groups. Our design was different 
from the traditional matched-guise technique because we used natural 
data instead of read aloud passages. This approach has important 
benefits for the representativeness of the data for ‘real’ interaction, but 
it also entails some drawbacks. The stimulus materials that we used 
are more difficult to compare than the pairs of stimuli that are used in 
a ‘traditional’ matched-guise design, because they differ in more than 
one respect. Not only the condition under study (namely direct speech 
versus no direct speech) but also the wording, role of the conversation 
partner, and several other linguistic and non-linguistic variables 
may have an effect on the raters’ judgments. In order to optimize the 
comparability of the speech fragments, we matched them for topic and 
duration, and made sure the interviewer played a minimal role in the 
selected fragment.

Another characteristic of the matched-guise technique (and so the 
current study) is the fact that the raters are aware of the task they 
are performing: they are explicitly asked to provide ratings for voice 
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recordings. Especially in the case of ‘liveliness’ it is hard to avoid such an 
artificial judging situation. In the case of ‘comprehensibility’, this could 
be resolved by using a design that assesses comprehension rather than 
perceived comprehensibility based on content questions instead of 
subjective ratings. Such an approach may be considered somewhat more 
objective, since it concerns a direct measure of comprehension rather 
than an indirect measure of listeners’ perception of comprehensibility. 
However, such an approach could not have answered our research 
question.

Another characteristic that should be considered when interpreting 
the results of the current study, is the fact that it was conducted in a 
classroom setting with students. These students are all familiar with 
aphasic speech, but not with the particular speaker. In everyday life 
however, individuals with aphasia usually talk to either people who have 
no experience with aphasia at all, or people who are very familiar with 
the communicative capacities of this particular speaker (e.g., partner, 
family, friends). This entails that the raters of the current study may be 
better able to understand the speakers than the ‘non-experts’, but less 
able than the ‘experts’.

Similarly, there are certain limits of using audio-only stimuli when 
assessing liveliness and comprehensibility. Non-verbal communication 
plays an important role in human interaction in general4, and more 
specifically in the contextualization of direct speech (Goodwin, 1990; 
Streeck & Knapp, 1992; Wilkinson et al., 2010). However, it was only 
partially (namely in the form of paralinguistic cues such as prosody, 
pitch, volume, intonation etc.) represented in the stimulus materials 
that were used for the current study. Therefore, the effects that we 
found may be bigger in ‘real life’, and even in an audiovisual version of 

4Non-verbal communication is claimed to make up about two-thirds of all communication between two people 
or between a speaker and a group of listeners (Gobron, Ahn, Garcia, Silvestre, Thalmann & Boulic, 2012).
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the same study.

3.4.2 Suggestions for clinical implications
Even though this study was explorative in nature, it has some clinical 
implications. We have shown that the employment of direct speech by 
aphasic speakers positively affects the perceived liveliness of speech. 
In line with the literature, this means that linguistic skills are not 
necessarily predictive of communicative skills: speech fragments of the 
same speakers were evaluated differently, depending on the presence 
or absence of direct speech constructions. Generally, these findings 
support a functional therapy approach, in which attention is paid to 
the compensation for language impairments by teaching strategies, 
and generalization of communicative skills and strategies in different 
communicative contexts. However, further research is required 
to set achievable therapy goals. Depending on the results of such 
studies, individuals with aphasia who already employ direct speech 
constructions in everyday interaction could be encouraged to keep 
doing so, even when it results in grammatically incomplete or incorrect 
constructions. Aphasic speakers who do not produce direct speech 
constructions could be encouraged to do so in language treatment.

Fragments 5 and 6 are examples that illustrate the way different aphasic 
speakers use direct speech constructions in conversation. Fragment 
5 provides an example of how direct speech is used by a severely 
impaired agrammatic speaker during the semi-structured interview 
of the Aachen Aphasia Test (Graetz et al., 1992), whereas fragment 6 
shows how a mildly impaired fluent aphasic speaker employs direct 
speech in a similar type of interview.
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Fragment 5. Example of how a speaker with very limited linguistic resources (BK) 
used direct speech (italicized) to achieve interactive goals (fragment taken from 
Groenewold, Bastiaanse & Huiskes, 2012). SLT: Speech and Language Therapist.

1. SLT: hoe gaat dat nou bij jou in de buurt,
  [how goes that now near you in the neighborhood]
  ‘how does it go in your neighborhood’
2. SLT:  >heb je< bij jou in de buurt veel contact,
  [have you near you in the neighborhood much contact,]
  ‘do you have a lot of contact in your neighborhood’
3. BK: ehm
4.   (0.9)
5. BK: eh   eh –tact n:iet
  [eh eh –tact n:ot]
6.   (1.4)
7. BK:  eh   ↑hoi  ↑hoi   en   ↓hoi  ↑hoi  en eh niet eh
→  [eh  ↑hi    ↑hi    and  ↓hi    ↑hi  and eh not eh]
8.   (0.6)
9. SLT: van die mensen die zo ‘es eh echt een praatje met je maken
  [of  those people that so once eh really a talk with you make]
  ‘those people who eh really come to chat with you’
10. BK: nee nee nee
  [no no no]

Fragment 6. Semi-spontaneous speech fragment of speaker with anomic aphasia. 
(Direct speech italicized,  fragment taken from Groenewold et al., 2012).

misschien heb ik ook wel  zoiets van eh waar ben ik mee bezig?
[maybe have I also TAG something like eh where am I with busy?]
‘maybe I’ll be like what am I doing?’

As is clear from Fragments 5 and 6, the suitability of direct speech 
constructions to facilitate everyday interaction is not restricted to a 
certain subtype of aphasic speaker. Direct speech seems to be a useful 
and natural tool that can be employed by individuals with various 
subtypes and severities of aphasia (Groenewold et al., 2013), and in 



70

CHAPTER 3

versatile ways, for example, to get or to hold the floor, to contextualize 
the climax of a story, or to convey the point of a narrative (Mayes, 1990). 

The usage of direct speech can be placed on a continuum of 
compensatory speech behaviour in which the speaker employs 
grammatically simplified rather than error-strewn (Ruiter, Kolk & 
Rietveld, 2010) language. Ruiter et al. (2010) showed that speaking 
in ellipses may help agrammatic speakers to get their message across 
more efficiently, and that the increased efficiency did not negatively 
affect verbal effectiveness. Like an elliptical speaking style, the use of 
direct speech may be an effective compensatory strategy.

However, further research is required. While the use of direct speech 
may provide speakers with means to achieve some interactive goals 
using limited linguistic resources, such turns can nevertheless 
sometimes be difficult for the listener to understand because of, for 
example, semantic opaqueness or an unclear relationship between the 
enactment and the other item(s) in the speaker’s turn (Wilkinson et al., 
2010).

3.4.3 Future research
When addressing similar questions in future studies, a number of 
aspects with regard to the methodology of the research should be 
considered. In order to assess the effects of direct speech versus 
indirect speech constructions on discourse comprehension, we would 
recommend to design an experiment that relies on audiovisual 
instead of audio-only stimuli. Moreover, as has been explained above, 
we recommend the use of content questions that directly refer to 
direct versus indirect speech constructions rather than (subjective) 
evaluations. Furthermore, to control for possible interference effects 
that may have played a role in the current study we would recommend 
the use of pairs of speech fragments that differ exclusively in condition 
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type. Finally, we recommend the use of longer stretches of talk (i.e., 
narratives) rather than the relatively short fragments that were used in 
the current study.

It is also possible to examine direct speech in aphasic language 
production, rather than reception as we have here. For example, such 
a study could count the number of correct information units (CIUs) 
(Nicholas & Brookshire, 1993) in speech samples from aphasic speakers 
with and without direct speech. Focusing on the production rather 
than the reception side of communication could provide objective, 
quantitative evidence for the beneficial effects of direct speech, and 
circumvent the inevitably subjective ratings in the current study. 
Moreover, if such a study led to evidence for a beneficial effect of the 
occurrence of direct speech in connected speech on the communicative 
effectiveness and informativeness of speech, it would motivate a 
study into the effects of therapy focusing on direct speech, and guide 
achievable goals for such a study. Nevertheless, clearly such a study 
answers a different question to that presented here since it focuses on 
communicative informativeness and efficiency of connected speech 
(e.g., Yorkston & Beukelman, 1980; Nicholas & Brookshire, 1993; 
Oelschlaeger & Thorne, 1999) rather than the perception of the listener. 

3.4.4 Conclusions
We showed that direct speech constructions have a positive effect on the 
perceived liveliness, but no effect on the perceived comprehensibility 
of aphasic speech. The finding that direct speech constructions add to 
the liveliness of aphasic speech is in line with Holland’s (1977: 173) 
observation that in some cases, individuals with aphasia ‘probably 
communicate better than they talk’. Two decades ago a shift was 
observed in the aphasiological field from a somewhat restricted 
linguistic orientation, which emphasized correct form and content of 
language, to a more functional perspective, which incorporates not only 
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linguistic but also pragmatic proficiency (Simmons-Mackie & Damico, 
1995). In many communicative situations the purpose of interaction 
is not the transmission of information or the conveyance of ideas, but 
rather a way to relate to another person. In those cases information 
exchange is less important than social affiliation (Brown & Levinson, 
1978; Button & Lee, 1987).

In line with these approaches to communication, the frequent 
employment of direct speech constructions by aphasic speakers may be 
considered a strategy that enhances their communicative competence. 
In general, the relatively frequent use of direct speech seems to yield 
benefits for both the production and the reception side of aphasic 
communication: it facilitates production because direct speech 
constructions are in general grammatically simple (Berko-Gleason, 
Goodglass, Obler, Green, Hyde & Weintraub, 1980; Groenewold et 
al., 2013), and it eases reception because the increased liveliness that 
goes along with direct speech helps the listener to maintain focused 
(Hincks, 2005), and it increases the involvement of the listener in a 
story (Chafe, 1982; Tannen, 1989). Altogether, these characteristics 
make direct speech a natural and economical device for the aphasic 
speaker and the NBD listener to engage in a lively, attention-holding 
conversation.


