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Abstract: The current study addresses the problem of vague reference construal 
in expository discourse modulated by different discourse regimes, monologue and 
dialogue. Vague reference is viewed as a discourse category which shapes the refer-
ents or the path towards referents, which can be explored in different communicative 
modes, here in speech and manual gesture. The paper reports the results of two 
experiments which test speech and gesture alignment in expressing vague reference 
in monologues and dialogues in Russian featuring different types of extraneous load 
in expository discourse. We hypothesize that higher extraneous load of monologues 
could modulate the use of alignment patterns of vague reference cues in speech and 
of functional gestures. The results based on the 116-minute long subcorpora reveal 
that while approximators prevail in both discourse regimes, the ratio of placehold-
ers is significantly higher in dialogues. The use of gestures synchronized with 
placeholders and approximators manifests an increase in pragmatic gestures in 
dialogue, while in monologue the ratio of representational gestures is higher. Over-
all, the distinctions of extraneous cognitive load in vague reference construal in 
monologue and dialogue are attributed to both speech and co-speech gesture dis-
tributions.
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Аннотация: Данное исследование обращается к проблеме конструирова-
ния нечеткой референции в экспозиторном дискурсе в двух его форматах — 
в монологе и в диалоге. Нечеткая референция рассматривается как дискур-
сивная категория, которая участвует в конструировании референта или пути 
к референту; этот процесс наблюдаем в согласующихся коммуникативных 
модальностях, в данном случае в речи и мануальном жесте. В статье приво-
дятся результаты двух полимодальных экспериментов, в ходе которых уста-
навливаются паттерны адаптации речи и жестов при выражении нечеткой 
референции в монологах и диалогах на русском языке, иллюстрирующих 
разные типы внешней нагрузки в экспозиторном дискурсе. Гипотеза иссле-
дования заключается в том, что более высокая внешняя нагрузка в условиях 
монолога будет компенсироваться выбором определенных паттернов адапта-
ции показателей нечеткой референции в речи и функциональных жестов. 
Результаты, полученные на основе 116-минутного аннотированного корпуса, 
показывают, что хотя аппроксиматоры преобладают в обоих типах дискурса, 
доля заместителей значительно выше в диалоге. Анализ распределения жестов, 
согласующихся с заместителями и аппроксиматорами, продемонстрировал 
увеличение количества прагматических жестов в диалоге, в то время как 
в монологе значительно выше количество репрезентирующих жестов. В целом 
исследование показало, что различия во внешней когнитивной нагрузке при 
конструировании нечеткой референции в монологе и диалоге в экспозиторном 
дискурсе проявляются как в речевом, так и в жестовом поведении.

Ключевые слова: полимодальное поведение; нечеткая референция; экспо-
зиторный дискурс; речь; жест; монолог; диалог
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1. Introduction
This study addresses the problem of identifying the discourse effects 

of vague reference onto speech and gesture alignment patterns. Following 
V. Podlesskaya, vague reference results from the difficulties in speech 
generation in case direct reference seems problematic or undesirable 
[Подлесская 2013], which implies that vague reference can cause exerting 
cognitive load or the cognitive effort in information procession [Nippold, 
Scott 2010]. Experimental studies have established the effects of several 
types of extraneous load mediating the use of vague referent cues in speech, 
e.g., in dual-task performance or monolingual / bilingual discourse [Vo-
gels et al. 2014; Contemori et al. 2025]. Meanwhile, we expect that differ-
ent discourse interaction regimes, here monologue and dialogue, can also 
mediate vague reference construal. Provided that in the dialogue the 
speakers perform in gaining common ground [Коротаев 2025], the ex-
traneous cognitive load in dialogue can be decreased since the external 
cognitive load is alleviated by a shared expository task. Additionally, since 
following [Ирисханова, Аврамова 2021] we presume that vague reference 
can serve a discourse category which directs the choice of the speaker 
towards a less distinct mode of referent construal, in multimodal discourse 
vague reference can be manifested in the alignment patterns [Alibali et 
al. 2017] of speech cues and gestures.

Therefore, featuring the results of a multimodal experiment, this study 
identifies the contribution of interaction regime (monologue vs. dialogue) 
onto speech and gesture alignment patterns distribution in expressing 
vague reference. To proceed, we adopt the distinction of two vague refer-
ence types in speech, placeholders and approximators [Подлесская, 
Стародубцева 2013], and identify the distribution of functional gestures 
aligned with them in two discourse regimes. In the study, we verify two 
hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 maintains that the distribution of vague refer-
ence speech cues (placeholders and approximators) can be different in 
expository monologue and dialogue. Hypothesis 2 claims that the align-
ment patterns of speech and gestures in vague reference construal will 
display difference in monologue and dialogue, which will evidence of 
different effects of extraneous cognitive load.
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2. Theoretical framework
In expository discourse which explains or develops a topic and which 

maintains a focus on the relations between various phenomena [Longacre 
1983; Berman, Nir-Sagiv 2007], the object of reference is construed as 
having fuzzy boundaries; therefore, vague reference can serve as a key 
category contributing to discourse representation. Vague reference has 
long been explored as a category shaping the speech mode. In [Channell 
1983] the distinction of placeholders and approximators was introduced 
due to their different functions in expressing vague reference: while 
placeholders are used to substitute for the referent direct name, approxi-
mators help construe the path towards the referent. In application to the 
Russian spoken discourse, the placeholders and approximators as two 
types of vague reference cues were thoroughly described in [Подлесская, 
Стародубцева 2013].

The use of vague reference cues, e.g., vague names, impersonal pro-
nouns, hedges, shell nouns in spontaneous discourse evidences of lower 
referent accessibility [Arnold 2010], which in its turn exerts higher cogni-
tive load in referent and discourse procession [Vogels et al. 2014]. In 
contrast to the situations of higher referent activation which result in the 
use of deictic pronouns instead of full nominal phrases in referential choice 
[Федорова и др. 2010; Kibrik et al. 2016], where their use is stimulated 
by higher referent accessibility in the speaker’s working memory [Chafe 
1994; Tomlin 1995], the use of vague reference cues exposes the difficul-
ties in referent construal appearing in the difficulties in recalling its full 
name.

Meanwhile, in discourse construal the distribution of vague reference 
cues can be attributed to different types of processing activity specified 
in cognitive load types [Sweller, 2011], which are intrinsic, extraneous and 
germane. Intrinsic cognitive load is indigenous to the information that is 
to be processed, consequently, to the construal of referents in discourse. 
Extraneous load refers to the conditions or the task which modulates the 
information processing. Germane load traces the cognitive resources and 
processes activated in the task performance. Most commonly, the studies 
establish the variance of extraneous cognitive load onto vague reference 
cues distribution in speech. For instance, in [Vogel et al. 2014] the pres-
ence or absence of a secondary task in a dual-task experiment was identi-
fied as mediating the use of vague reference expressions (impersonal 
pronouns). Meanwhile, in [Contemori et al. 2025] the similar distribution 
of vague reference expressions was found among monolinguals and bi-
linguals in dual-task performance, which showed no differences in L1 / 
L2 task onto their performance in referential choice. In line with the 
studies exploring the effects of extraneous cognitive load, in this paper 
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we address the discourse regime, monologue and dialogue, as poten-
tially mediating vague reference distribution. In the first case, the speak-
er has to develop a relevant flow of expository thought on his own follow-
ing the requirements of the individual task; while in the latter case, the 
speakers perform a collaborative task [Коротаев 2025], which facilitates 
exposition. Prior experiment results show that in expository dialogue the 
participants employ both novel and old topic elaboration as well as use 
request and response communicative moves [Kiose et al. 2024], which 
supposedly alleviates the tension of producing single novel topic elabora-
tion moves in monologue. Since in gaining common ground in dialogue 
the speakers will probably use the same nominal phrases (including vague 
reference cues) in requests and responses, in novel and old topic elabora-
tion moves, we expect that the overall number of these cues will be 
larger in dialogue.

As seen, the studies [Vogel et al. 2014; Contemori et al. 2025] explore 
the effects of extraneous cognitive load onto vague reference distribution 
via the speech mode. Meanwhile, these effects can also be measured 
multimodally, particularly via speech and manual gesture. This view stems 
from the idea that cognitive categories serve as a growth point [McNeill 
2017] for the speaker’s multimodal communicative behavior. For instance, 
in [Iriskhanova et al. 2023a] the cognitive load in the professional activ-
ity of interpreting was measured via gesture aligned with hesitation in 
speech, and the differences in the distribution of pragmatic and represen-
tational gestures were established mediated by the absence or presence of 
hesitation (appearing in the speech cues like hedges, prolonged pauses, 
repetitions, etc.). Additionally, the studies point that the cognitive load 
manifested in hesitation cues stimulates higher gesturing [Betz et al. 2023]. 
These findings alongside with a cognitive and semiotically marked status 
of vague reference [Александрова 2018] indicate that both speech and 
gesture may serve to explore the extraneous cognitive load distribution 
in the construal of vague reference in expository discourse.

Taking this point further, in [Iriskhanova et al. 2023b], the typology 
of functional gestures was used after [Cienki, Müller 2008] to explore the 
co-speech gesture alignment with vague reference in expository mono-
logue. This typology addresses gestures as manifesting four specific 
discourse construal functions, deictic, representational, pragmatic and 
adaptive [Alibali et al. 2017]. In [Iriskhanova et al. 2023b] the prevalence 
of approximators over placeholders was revealed in monologue as well as 
the distribution patterns of gestures with placeholders and approximators. 
While hypothesizing the differences in the distribution of co-speech 
gestures in monologue and dialogue, we expect that following [Alibali et 
al. 2017], these differences could be observed in the use of representa-
tional gestures which are movements that represent semantic information 
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via form, trajectory or location. Since these gestures do not perform in-
teractional function and are not used to regulate turn-taking, we expect 
their prevalence in monologue. Additionally, we can expect the higher 
frequency of contact-establishing pragmatic gestures in dialogue. Overall, 
to verify the effects of a discourse regime as a potentially significant fac-
tor of extraneous cognitive load, we attested the distribution of 1) place-
holders and approximators, 2) four gesture types (with subtypes), 3) speech 
and gesture alignment in monologues contrasted with dialogues. Follow-
ing Hypothesis 1, we expect to identify the differences in the distribution 
of placeholders and approximators and in the overall distribution of vague 
reference cues in expository monologue and dialogue. Following Hypoth-
esis 2, we presume that the discourse regime also determines the differ-
ences in the alignment patterns of speech and gestures in vague reference 
construal.

3. Data and Methods
In our experiment, similarly to [Iriskhanova et al. 2023b], the subjects 

were to find the differences between Russian pairs of synonyms: “fire — 
flame”, “deadman — corpse”, “battle — fight”, “nonsense — rubbish”, 
“punishment — penalty”, “ideal — perfection”, “lie — falsehood”, “fear — 
apprehension”, “burden — load”, “effort — diligence”, “duty — obligation”, 
“line — lineament”, “roar — howl”, “obscurity — darkness”; meanwhile, 
in monologue a speaker had to perform in an individual expository task 
while in dialogue the speakers were free to change roles, exchange com-
municative moves, maintain or shift the initiative. Two corpora, mono-
logues and dialogues, were compiled (178 and 640-minute long). To reach 
the compatibility of the samples, we created two subcorpora of the same 
duration (with a total of 116-minute long); the analysis was further per-
formed with 13 female and male participants aged 18–23 (mid age 20). In 
monologue the subjects were sitting on the chair with a camera opposite 
them (two experiment monitors were also present opposite the speaker 
presenting the task but not participating in the exposition), in dialogue 
they were sitting at the table opposite each other (Fig. 1).

To annotate speech and gesture, we used ELAN annotation tool; the 
annotation was performed by 4 coders, with two coders annotating vague 
reference cues and 2 coders annotating gestures. Full agreement was 
obtained in each case since all the data (and not single fragments) were 
cross-checked. For vague reference in speech, we adopted the system of 
placeholders and approximators developed in [Ирисханова, Аврамова 
2021]. Placeholders were differentiated as lexical units that substitute 
direct reference to object, property and event (maybe tropes), impersonal 
pronouns (кто-то  / someone, где-нибудь  / somewhere), shell-nouns 
(ситуация / situation, идея  / idea, вещь / thing), phrases to conclude 
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narration (и так далее / etc., и далее / and so on), nominalized adjectives 
(плохое / bad, странное / strange, маленькое / small, религиозное / re-
ligious), metadiscourse markers (ну и вот / and that’s it, что-то типа 
того / something like that, ну как-то так / something of this kind). Ap-
proximators included words and phrases used to lower the level of ac-
curacy of opinion, and this category includes hedges which make the 
statement sound less categorical (ну в целом / by the bye, не совсем / not 
this way, скорее так / most likely), hedges pointing at personal opinion 
(мне кажется / it seems, по-моему / as for me), indefinite pronouns and 
particles accompanying nouns (какой-нибудь / any, чей-то / someone’s), 
modal adverbs and discourse markers (наверно / probably, может быть / 
possibly), deictic pronouns and adverbs (там / there, вон / over there, 
эти / these), metadiscourse accompanying comments (то есть / that is, 
скажем / well, ну как сказать / how to put it).

monologue dialogue

Figure 1. Experiment setting

As for functional gestures, we adopted the typology developed in 
[Cienki, Müller 2008]. Four groups of gestures were identified: deictic, 
representational, pragmatic and adaptors. Deictic gestures included point-
ing, touching, directing; representational gestures comprised holding, 
molding, acting, embodying, tracing; pragmatic gestures involved dis-
course structuring, discourse representational, discourse emphatic, 
contact-establishing, attitude / evaluation, negation, word search; adaptors 
included self-adaptors and object-adaptors. This typology did not include 
beats since they mostly accentuated the speech fragment and did not at-
tribute a new discursive function to a multimodal unity.

To identify co-speech gesture alignment patterns, we explored the 
synchronized use of vague reference cues with gestures irrespective of the 
gesture phase, which meant that one gesture could be synchronized with 
more than one vague reference cue (e.g. in это как бы ну в твоей голове, 
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where two approximators как бы and ну are synchronized with one 
pragmatic discourse representational gesture) and reversibly one vague 
reference cue could be synchronized with more than one gesture due to 
their potential multifunctionality (e.g. in а ты соврал  / соврал  / ну 
бывает, where approximator ну is used with pragmatic emphatic and 
discourse representational gestures).

First, we annotated vague reference cues and gesture types to obtain 
their distribution in monologue and dialogue. Then, we used statistical 
methods to reveal the alignment patterns of vague reference in speech 
and gesture. Then, to test our hypotheses, a series of contingency and 
variance tests were performed.

4. Results and discussion
First, we present the overall distribution of placeholders and approxi-

mators in monologue and dialogue in Table 1.

Table 1
Total number of placeholders and approximators in monologue and dialogue

Types of vague reference cues in speech Monologue Dialogue
Placeholders 395 480
Approximators 1202 1207

The results show the prevalence of approximators both in monologue 
and in dialogue, which can be attributed to the discourse type of exposi-
tion. Still, contrasting their distribution in monologue and dialogue re-
vealed a tendency of using more placeholders in dialogue like in мне 
кажется / различие не это а другое; это ложь / можно так сказать? / 
вранье во благо; ложь это конкретно более негативное понятие; 
ноша это более трагичное / мне кажется / трагичное это бремя. 
These examples show that the use of placeholders (in bold type) resulted 
from either a contrast in opinions or request and response moves, which 
appeared in dialogue and were mostly absent in monologue. The Chi-
square test showed that with χ2=5.805, p=0.016, the overall ratio of place-
holders was significantly higher in dialogue. This observation validates 
Hypothesis 1 claiming that the distribution of placeholders and approxi-
mators in expository monologue and dialogue could manifest differ-
ences. Meanwhile, we did not observe an overall increase of both types 
of vague reference cues as we had expected.

In Table 2 the distribution of single cues is presented.
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Table 2
Single placeholders and approximators distribution

Single vague reference cues in speech Monologue Dialogue
Placeholders

direct reference to object, property and event 113 163
impersonal pronouns 108 106
shell-nouns 48 64
phrases to conclude narration 4 1
nominalized adjectives 76 129
metadiscourse markers 46 17

Approximators
hedges which make the statement sound less categorical 488 576
hedges pointing at personal opinion 98 88
indefi nite pronouns and particles accompanying nouns 80 58
modal adverbs and discourse markers 139 131
deictic pronouns and adverbs 197 156
metadiscourse accompanying comments 200 198

With χ2 tests followed with Holm-Bonferroni corrections, we identi-
fied the significant differences in the distribution of several speech cues 
in monologue vs. dialogue. These included nominalized adjectives 
(χ2=7.04; p=0.008), metadiscourse markers (χ2=21.29; p<.001), hedges 
which make the statement sound less categorical (χ2=12.39; p<.001), de-
ictic pronouns and adverbs (χ2=5.78; p=0.017). Therefore, despite the 
priorly observed overall variance in the distribution of placeholders and 
approximators in monologue and dialogue, it was mediated by the distri-
bution of single cues. Although this observation needs further verification, 
we propose that paving the way to the referent via approximators served 
as an indicator of referent construal in monologue, while shaping the 
referent via placeholders evidenced of the dialogical shared exposition; 
although for both regimes the prevalence of approximators was found. 
Importantly, in dialogue the participants tended to repeat the placehold-
ers several times; presumably, in this way they succeeded in gaining the 
common ground. For instance, in в схватке участвуют меньше чело-
век / битва это более масштабное / <…> / битва это что-то более 
глобальное / <…> / битва это масштабное, the participant was using 
the same or semantically similar nominalized adjective (масштабное / 
global) three times while promoting her position, which largely explains 
the prevalence of this type of placeholders in dialogue.
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Second, we proceeded to testing Hypothesis 2 claiming that the alignment 
patterns of speech and gestures in vague reference construal displayed difference 
in monologue and dialogue, which could evidence of different effects of 
extraneous load. As shown above, this difference could appear in the prevalence 
of representational gestures in monologues [Alibali et al. 2017] which would 
consequently be less frequently used with placeholders prevailing in dialogue. 
The second possible difference could be found in the distribution of contact-
establishing pragmatic gestures [Cienki, Müller 2008] prevailing in dialogue due 
to their function. In Table 3 we present the overall distribution of four gesture 
types used with vague reference cues.

Table 3
Total number of gestures used with vague reference cues

Types of gestures Monologue Dialogue
Deictic 75 152
Representational 145 160
Pragmatic 340 1154
Adaptors 349 543

Table 3 shows that gestures frequently co-occurred with vague refer-
ence cues, which supports the results obtained in other experiments ex-
ploring the cases of lower referent accessibility, e.g., in hesitation [Betz et 
al. 2023]. As seen, with the prevalence of gesture in dialogue (2009) vs. 
monologue (909), the gesture distribution varied. Chi-square tests showed 
that representational gestures appeared with higher frequency in mono-
logue (χ2=71.09, p<.001), while pragmatic gestures were more common 
for dialogue (χ2=67.83, p<.001). Overall, the results conform to the views 
expressed in [Alibali et al., 2017] claiming the prevalence of representa-
tional gestures in non-interactional contexts. Meanwhile, it is not yet clear 
how this distribution relates to the use of vague reference cues. Addition-
ally, while the ratio of pragmatic gestures was higher in dialogues, which 
was overall expected, the distribution of single gesture types could show 
whether it resulted from the prevalence of contact-establishing or other 
gestures. Since approximators also appeared more frequently in dialogue, 
it allowed to presume that pragmatic gestures were overwhelmingly 
aligned with them. We also observed a significantly larger number of 
adaptors; however, it could be explained by the differences in the experi-
ment setting (in dialogue regime there was a table between the partici-
pants). To contrast the distribution of single gestures used with vague 
reference cues in speech, we present the data in Table 4.
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Table 4
Single gestures distribution with vague reference cues

Single gesture types used with speech cues Monologue Dialogue
Deictic

Pointing 44 45
Touching 14 100
Directing 17 7

Representational
Holding 45 56
Molding 53 27
Acting 19 26
Embodying 21 20
Tracing 7 31

Pragmatic
Discourse structuring 44 191
Discourse representational 80 152
Discourse emphatic 44 254
Contact-establishing 9 382
Attitude / evaluation 71 131
Negation 13 20
Word search 79 24

Adaptors
Self-adaptors 349 339
Object-adaptors 0 204

Table 4 manifests that single representational and pragmatic gestures 
displayed different tendencies  — we observed the prevalence of 
representational gestures, particularly molding gestures in monologue, 
and the prevalence of pragmatic gestures, particularly contact-establishing 
gestures and discourse emphatic gestures in dialogue. Fig. 2 illustrates 
the specificity of this distribution.

Fig. 2a shows a typical use of molding gesture with a placeholder тело 
in monologue. Fig. 2b illustrates the use of a contact-establishing pragmatic 
gesture aligned with an approximator таким in dialogue. The results 
also prove that the earlier observed difference in the frequency of adaptors 
is explained by the presence of object adaptors which appeared as a result 
of a different setting with a table between the speakers.
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Figure 2a. А труп это просто тело 
(And corpse is simply a body) 

Figure 2b. Да ложь это с таким оттенком 
(Yes falsehood this with that of an aspect) 

Next, developing the presumption that there could be alignment of 
vague reference cues and gestures, we conducted Kruskal-Wallis non-
parametric ANOVA test. Significant differences were found in the use of 
several gesture types: touching (χ2=4.99, p=0.026), tracing (χ2=6.9, 
p=0.009), discourse structuring (χ2=5.9, p=0.015), discourse representa-
tional (χ2=4.32, p=0.038), discourse emphatic (χ2=7.02, p=0.008), contact-
establishing (χ2=9.1, p=0.003). The results in individual behavior addi-
tionally showed that most single types of pragmatic gestures prevailed in 
dialogue. Figs. 3a–3b manifest the distribution of pragmatic gesture types 
displaying the highest difference with both placeholders and approxima-
tors in monologue and dialogue.

As seen, placeholders were used with pragmatic gestures in both re-
gimes, whereas approximators were more frequently used with prag-
matic gestures in dialogue. Consequently, while Hypothesis 2 claiming 
the presence of specific alignment patterns of speech and gestures in 
vague reference construal in monologue and dialogue was overall true, 
the distinction lay only in the multimodal patterns integrating approxi-
mators and pragmatic gestures. The placeholders did not serve to mark 
specific multimodal patterns typical of either expository dialogue or 
monologue.

The results show that vague reference as a result of lower referent ac-
cessibility [Arnold 2010] is multimodally expressed in a different way in 
monologue and dialogue, and the distinction lies in the use of approxima-
tors which pave the way to the referent [Channel 1983; Подлесская, 
Стародубцева 2013]. Since we expected to establish specific multimodal 
alignment patterns of vague reference exposing different extrinsic cogni-
tive load of a monologue and dialogue, we can thus presume that prag-
matic gestures aligned with approximators help alleviate the extent of 
extrinsic cognitive load in dialogue. While vague reference construal 
definitely exerts intrinsic cognitive load in discourse procession [Vogels 
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et al., 2014], we can next presume that the observed alleviating effects of 
a dialogue are produced by different communicative moves [Kiose et al. 
2024; Коротаев 2025]. Most obviously, the shared exposition in shaping 
a vague referent stimulated by the partner’s requests and responses, de-
veloping a more “natural” topic elaboration scheme where novel and old 
topic exchange, promotes a smoother path to vague referent construal via 
enhanced pragmaticity. Additionally, the higher frequency of placehold-
ers in dialogue could be seen as its distinctive feature. The results also 
show that the functional gesture typology proposed in [Cienki, Müller, 
2008] and developed in [Iriskhanova et al. 2023b] to explore speech and 
gesture alignment in different discourse types is applicable in establishing 
the effects of extrinsic cognitive load caused by discourse and communi-
cative factors.

Figure 3a. Placeholders with pragmatic gestures — Discourse emphatic (2303) and 
Contact-establishing (2304) — in monologue (scale 0) and in dialogue (scale 1)

Figure 3b. Approximators with pragmatic gestures — Discourse emphatic (2303) and 
Contact-establishing (2304) — in monologue (scale 0) and in dialogue (scale 1)

5. Final remarks
In the study, we proposed that vague reference which serves a discourse 

category, determines the distinctions in extraneous cognitive load caused 
by the communicative restrictions of monologue as opposed to dialogue 
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attested via speech and gesture. Overall, the results suggest that vague 
referent construal is modulated by interactionality, which means that the 
object of reference with fuzzy boundaries is construed differently in the 
discourse regimes of monologue and dialogue. The distinctions are found 
both in the distribution of single vague reference cues and in the 
distribution of co-speech gesture alignment patterns, namely in the 
patterns of approximators and pragmatic gestures prevailing in dialogue 
mediated by a shared exposition task. These observations contribute to 
further development of cognitive load theories in application to discourse 
practices.
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