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General discussion
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6.1 Introduction

In this final chapter we discuss the main findings of the research project 
presented in this thesis. In the first section, we address the use of direct 
speech in language production by individuals with aphasia and non-
brain-damaged (NBD) control speakers. First, we discuss how often 
these groups use direct speech constructions, and how the use of direct 
speech differs qualitatively across groups. Second, we discuss the effects 
of direct speech in aphasic and NBD production on listener perception. 
In the second section of this chapter, we discuss the effects of direct 
versus indirect speech on language comprehension in Dutch individuals 
with and without aphasia. We propose two candidate explanations for 
the findings of this study. Next, we discuss the rationale behind and the 
findings of the English version of the study. In the concluding section, 
we discuss the clinical implications of all findings.

6.2 Main findings

6.2.1 Use of direct speech by individuals with and without 
aphasia
Previous research had shown that most individuals with aphasia 
were able to produce direct speech constructions in elicited speech 
(e.g., Ulatowska & Olness, 2003; Hengst, Frame, Neuman-Stritzel, & 
Gannaway, 2005; Ulatowska, Reyes, Santos, & Worle, 2011; Wilkinson, 
Beeke & Maxim, 2010). In this thesis, we built on these findings. In the 
study described in Chapter 2, we addressed the research question:

To what extent do Dutch aphasic and NBD speakers produce direct 
speech constructions in spontaneous speech?
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In line with previous research, we found that individuals with aphasia 
were indeed able to produce direct speech constructions in different 
types of narrative tasks. In addition, we showed that speakers with 
aphasia used direct speech relatively more frequently than NBD 
speakers. We also observed variability across subgroups in the usage 
of direct speech: There was a quantitative difference between the 
use of direct speech by individuals with anomic aphasia and by NBD 
speakers; the difference between the individuals with Broca’s aphasia 
and the NBD group was qualitative in nature.

Berko-Gleason, Goodglass, Obler, Green, Hyde and Weintraub (1980) 
previously suggested that an increased use of direct speech by speakers 
with agrammatic aphasia may be a strategy. They observed that 
individuals with agrammatic aphasia have a tendency to use simplified 
direct speech in their narratives (Berko-Gleason et al., 1980). Similarly, 
Wilkinson et al. (2010) argued that aphasic speakers used direct speech 
(and/or other behavior such as the use of gesture, body movement and 
prosody to iconically depict aspects of reported events, referred to as 
enactment) as a way to formulate actions and events using the limited 
lexical and grammatical resources at their disposal. They observed that 
speakers with agrammatic aphasia often produced enactments in a non-
sentential form, containing no verb, and consisting of very few lexical 
items. Moreover, they showed that direct speech and other types of 
enactment could occur in utterances with very few syntactic restrictions. 
By using direct speech, speakers with agrammatic aphasia can reduce 
or omit grammatically complex constructions, because grammatical 
relations can be loose in such constructions. As addressed in the 
General Introduction, direct speech can be considered an example of 
a topic-comment structure, with the person reference as the topic, and 
the ‘quote’ as the comment (e.g., John: “what?!”). Instead of explicitly 
indicating grammatical relationships between items, through, for 
example, a subordinate construction (e.g., John said that he could not 



133

General discussion

believe it), using direct speech speakers can have an increased reliance 
on pragmatic relations between items (see also Wilkinson et al., 2010). 
Consistent with these observations and suggestions, we showed that 
speakers with Broca’s aphasia indeed exhibit a preference for direct 
speech constructions without a reporting verb (i.e., bare quotations).

Like the individuals with agrammatic aphasia, the individuals with 
anomic aphasia produced relatively many direct speech constructions. 
However, individuals with anomic aphasia commonly produced direct 
speech constructions introduced by a reporting verb (e.g., to say), 
just like NBD speakers. We argued that the individuals with anomic 
aphasia may use direct speech to compensate for a different underlying 
deficit, that is, to avoid or resolve word-finding difficulties. Direct 
speech enables them to make abstract concepts such as thoughts, 
attitudes, and scenarios more concrete, and to produce high-frequency 
terms and words compared to descriptive alternatives. These factors 
are known to positively contribute to word retrieval in aphasia (e.g., 
Nickels & Howard, 1995).

We suggested that both groups of individuals with aphasia showed an 
increased use of direct speech, because it enables them to compensate for 
linguistic deficiencies, and to make optimal use of those communicative 
resources that are usually still relatively intact, such as pausing, tempo, 
loudness, pitch, and voice quality. In addition, we suggested that the 
differential patterns of type of direct speech constructions reflect the 
difference in the nature of underlying difficulties (i.e., grammatical 
versus word-finding problems). However, there may be an additional 
reason for speakers with aphasia to produce relatively many direct 
speech constructions. Previous studies have shown that, in ‘healthy’ 
interaction, direct speech contributes to the liveliness of speech 
(Labov, 1972; Wierzbicka, 1974; Li, 1986; Mayes, 1990), and that it 
creates involvement in a story (Chafe, 1982; Tannen, 1989). In turn, 
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increased liveliness may help the listener to understand a message 
(Hincks, 2005). Therefore, in aphasia, the increased occurrence of 
direct speech may directly affect liveliness, and, thus, contribute to the 
comprehensibility of speech. This hypothesis led to the second study.

6.2.2  Effects of direct speech in NBD and aphasic speech
Although claims have been made concerning the increased liveliness 
and comprehensibility of speech as a result of the occurrence of direct 
speech, no explicit evidence for this has been provided. In addition, 
research into these effects had been carried out in unimpaired speakers 
only. Therefore, in our second study (Chapter 3) we not only tested 
these claims in NBD communication, but also extended the focus to 
aphasic interaction, addressing the following research question:

How does the occurrence of direct speech in Dutch NBD and aphasic 
speech affect its perceived liveliness and comprehensibility?

Our findings supported previous claims regarding the positive effect 
of direct speech on perceived liveliness (e.g., Labov, 1972; Wierzbicka, 
1974; Li, 1986; Mayes, 1990). In addition, we found that this was true for 
both NBD and aphasic speech. However, perceived comprehensibility 
was not affected by the occurrence of direct speech for either NBD 
or aphasic speakers. This means that our results are not in line with 
findings from previous studies that claimed that increased liveliness 
helps the listener understand the content of a message (e.g., Hincks, 
2005).  However, liveliness and comprehensibility were rated on the 
basis of audio recordings. The absence of non-verbal aspects, such as 
facial expressions, gestures and body movements may have led to an 
underestimation of the effects on comprehensibility.

The finding that direct speech adds to the liveliness but not to the 
comprehensibility of aphasic speech is in line with Holland’s (1977) 
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observation that in some cases, individuals with aphasia “probably 
communicate better than they talk” (p. 173). In many communicative 
situations, the purpose of interaction is not necessarily information 
transmission, but rather a way to relate to another person. In line with 
such an approach to communication, the frequent employment of 
direct speech by individuals with aphasia may be considered a strategy 
that enhances their communicative competence. The increased use of 
direct speech seems to yield benefits for both production and reception 
of communication: it facilitates production because it is grammatically 
simple (Berko-Gleason et al., 1980), and it facilitates reception because 
it increases the involvement of the listener in a story (Chafe, 1982; 
Tannen, 1989). In addition, the increased liveliness of direct speech 
helps the listener to maintain focused (Hincks, 2005).

6.2.3 Comprehension of direct versus indirect speech by 
Dutch individuals with and without aphasia
Given that some of the possible explanations we provided for the 
results of Studies 1 and 2 affected not only language production 
but also comprehension (e.g., increased liveliness, increased 
listener involvement, less complex grammar, multiple resources of 
communication), the question arose what the effects of direct speech are 
on language comprehension. More specifically, we became interested 
in the effects of direct versus indirect speech constructions on aphasic 
and NBD listener comprehension.

The effects of direct speech on language comprehension received 
little attention in the literature, and was restricted to comprehension 
by NBD speakers. The scope and the methodologies of the studies 
were diverse and no clear consensus had been reached with regard to 
either the direction or the size of any effects. In addition, there were 
methodological restrictions that limited interpretation of the results, 
formulation of predictions for follow-up studies, and generalisation of 
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the findings. For example, the majority of the experiments used written 
rather than spoken language to assess the difference between the two 
construction types (e.g., Bohan, Sanford, Cochrane & Sanford, 2008; 
Yao, Belin & Scheepers, 2011; Yao & Scheepers, 2011; Eerland, Engelen 
& Zwaan, 2013). In addition, despite the fact that many characteristics 
that play an important and distinguishing role in reported speech (e.g., 
the occurrence of gesture, facial expression, body movement) only 
become apparent in the audiovisual modality, in the few cases in which 
spoken language was used, the researchers relied on auditory rather 
than audiovisual stimuli (e.g., Yao, Belin & Scheepers, 2012).

Therefore, even though there were valuable insights into the effects 
of direct and indirect speech, the research was neither exhaustive nor 
representative of naturalistic speech data. Consequently, in the study 
described in Chapter 4, we used audiovisual recordings of spoken 
language to address the following research question:

Is there a difference between the effects of direct and indirect speech 
constructions on comprehension of narrative discourse in Dutch 
listeners with and without aphasia?

To assess the effects of direct versus indirect speech on Dutch 
discourse comprehension, we developed the iPad-based DIrect Speech 
COmprehension (DISCO) test. Our Dutch DISCO study revealed that, 
as expected, the performance of NBD individuals was better than that of 
the aphasic participants. Moreover, narratives that were presented with 
direct speech reports were better understood than narratives in which 
indirect speech reports were used. This means that Dutch individuals 
with aphasia benefited from direct speech not only in language 
production, but also in language comprehension. We proposed several 
explanations for this finding. A first possible explanation for this finding 
is related to the additional ‘cues’ that are often present in direct but not 
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in indirect reported speech. While indirect speech is more description-
like, direct speech is more demonstration-like (Clark & Gerrig, 1990). 
Compared to indirect speech, direct speech constructions are often 
rich in terms of non-verbal (e.g., facial expression, body movement, 
gestures) and paralinguistic (e.g., intonation, pauses, tempo, loudness, 
voice quality) information. This ‘richness’ in terms of communicative 
resources may lead to direct speech being better understood than 
descriptive indirect speech.

The alternative account we proposed is related to two main differences 
in grammatical complexity between Dutch direct and indirect speech 
constructions: the mandatory presence (indirect speech) or absence 
(direct speech) of the complementiser ‘that’, and the difference in word 
order (canonical order subject-verb-object (SVO) for direct speech, and 
the non-canonical order subject-object-verb (SOV) for indirect speech). 
The complementiser and the non-canonical word order overtly mark 
Dutch indirect speech constructions for embedding. Since individuals 
with (agrammatic) aphasia have difficulty understanding embedded 
sentences (Abuom, Shah & Bastiaanse, 2013), we suggested that the 
grammatical construction used in indirect speech in Dutch is harder 
to process than that of direct speech constructions for listeners with 
aphasia.

6.2.4 Comprehension of direct versus indirect speech by 
English individuals with and without aphasia
In order to disentangle the two candidate explanations above, we 
carried out a similar experiment in English. In English, direct and 
indirect speech constructions do not differ in complexity at surface 
grammar level, since their word orders are the same (SVO), and the 
complementiser for indirect speech is optional and usually omitted 
(e.g., John said: I am happy versus John said he is happy, see also 
Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad & Finegan, 1999). We expected 
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either a beneficial effect of direct speech for both English participant 
groups (indicating that liveliness was the crucial factor for improved 
comprehension), or no effect of condition type (suggesting that the 
difference in grammatical structure could explain the findings of the 
Dutch DISCO study).

Hence, in Chapter 5, the following research question was addressed:

What are the differential effects of direct and indirect speech on 
discourse comprehension in Dutch and English listeners with and 
without aphasia?

Combined across both languages and subgroups, we found that direct 
speech was better comprehended than indirect speech. However, 
this effect did not hold for the English-speaking listeners with 
aphasia. The fact that there were differential effects of direct speech 
on comprehension in Dutch and English and across NBD and brain-
damaged speakers suggested there must be another factor that played 
a role.

We suggested that the crucial factor was the ambiguity of the surface 
syntactic structure. For English-speaking individuals with aphasia 
processing of direct and indirect speech constructions (without 
complementiser) may be hard because of the ambiguity of the status of 
the object of the sentence: it could either be a direct quote (e.g., “Mary 
says: “she’s hungry””) or an embedded object in indirect speech (e.g., 
“Mary says she’s hungry”). Since the complementiser is omitted in all 
the indirect speech constructions in the English DISCO narratives, 
all reported speech utterances (both direct and indirect speech) are 
ambiguous in a structural sense.
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To disambiguate the structures, the participants needed to rely on 
context and/or paralinguistic cues (Jäger, 2007). It has been shown 
that individuals with aphasia are slower in using context and prosodic 
cues relative to NBD individuals (DeDe, 2012). Therefore, we argued 
that while the NBD participants immediately and automatically solve 
this grammatical ambiguity relying on these cues, for individuals 
with aphasia this disambiguation process requires extra processing, 
resulting in poorer performance. While English-speaking NBD 
participants benefitted from increased liveliness accompanying direct 
speech relative to indirect speech, this effect was overruled by difficulty 
resolving grammatical ambiguity for participants with aphasia. 
This resulted in the same scores for both condition types. Hence, 
grammatically simple constructions are not necessarily always easier 
to comprehend than grammatically more complex constructions for 
individuals with aphasia.  In order to confirm this hypothesis, a similar 
study could be conducted with English individuals with aphasia which 
compares the comprehension of direct speech constructions to indirect 
speech constructions both with and without the complementiser.

6.3 Clinical implications

The results of this research project show that direct speech positively 
affects the interaction skills of Dutch speakers with aphasia in several 
ways. In language production, direct speech may help individuals with 
aphasia get around word finding problems and simplify grammatical 
constructions. Importantly, direct speech is a linguistic format that 
is also commonly used by NBD speakers and, hence, forms a natural 
strategy. In addition, individuals with aphasia can complement or even 
replace verbal communication using paralinguistic and non-linguistic 
devices such as intonation, gestures, and body movements, aspects that 
are usually intact in individuals with aphasia (Goodwin, 1995; Lind, 
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2002) and often of key importance in direct speech constructions. 
Another advantage of the production of direct speech by individuals 
with aphasia is that it contributes to the perceived liveliness of their 
speech. This is important given that previous studies have shown that 
increased liveliness helps the listener to stay focused (Hincks, 2005). 
Therefore, even though the use of direct speech does not directly affect 
comprehensibility, it may help Dutch individuals with aphasia to be 
stronger communication partners.

Discourse comprehension of direct speech has also been shown to be a 
useful linguistic device for Dutch individuals with aphasia. We showed 
that they found narratives containing direct speech constructions easier 
to understand than narratives containing indirect speech constructions. 
However, we did not find such a beneficial effect of direct speech on 
discourse comprehension for English listeners with aphasia.

Given that in many communicative situations, social affiliation is 
more important than information exchange (Brown & Levinson, 1978; 
Button & Lee, 1987), we recommend speech-language pathologists to 
practice the use of direct speech as part of everyday communication 
with aphasic speakers. They should demonstrate to aphasic speakers 
that direct speech is a natural and economical way to enable lively, 
attention-holding conversation. In addition, we recommend speech-
language pathologists to make individuals with aphasia aware of the 
flexible format of direct speech (in terms of grammatical freedom, and 
the wide range of non-verbal and paralinguistic possibilities), and the 
versatile communicative contexts in which direct speech can be used 
(i.e., not only for quoting, but also for referring to thoughts or states 
of mind, making suggestions, etcetera). Finally, when talking to Dutch 
individuals with aphasia, we recommend communication partners to 
use direct rather than indirect speech constructions to report speech: 
the reduced grammatical complexity and extra information from non-
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verbal and/or paralinguistic cues may help individuals with aphasia 
better understand a message.

In sum, this thesis has provided new insights into the occurrence of 
direct speech in aphasic as compared to NBD speech. It tested the claims 
that had been made regarding the effects of direct speech on liveliness 
and comprehensibility using an experimental approach, and extended 
the scope from unimpaired discourse to the effects of direct speech in 
unimpaired and aphasic discourse. The research project presented here 
was the first to demonstrate that both NBD and aphasic communication 
is perceived as more lively when it contains direct speech than when 
it does not, even though it is not more comprehensible. It has also 
contributed to the understanding of audiovisual comprehension at the 
discourse level in people with and without aphasia. The research project 
has not only provided theoretical insights into language processing and 
its breakdown, but also given clear directions for future intervention 
studies with people with aphasia.




