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Although disfluencies exhibit universal properties, comparative studies have demonstrated 
cross-linguistic differences as well. This study provides a first comparison between Italian 
and Spanish, investigating formal and functional features of filled pauses (FPs) and 
prolongations (PRLs) in dialogical speech. For both phenomena, duration was examined. 
As regards FPs, we looked at their segmental composition and the surrounding context; for 
PRLs, we considered the lexical category of the word and the position within the word in 
which they occur. Beyond individual variability, both Italian and Spanish speakers use more 
PRLs than FPs, with no interlinguistic duration differences. Furthermore, vocalic final-
word PRLs are cross-linguistically preferred. However, Italian speakers present a general 
higher rate of disfluencies. Finally, FPs show a different segmental composition – related 
to the language-specific phonetic/phonological inventory –, and seem to be involved in 
different sub-functions.
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1. Introduction
This study concerns two particular types of speech phenomena in Italian and 
Spanish task-oriented dialogues, that is Filled Pauses and Prolongations. These 
elements are usually considered to belong to a heterogeneous class of phenomena 
that characterize human spontaneous speech and either suspend or edit its 
production, thus apparently affecting its “fluency”; for this reason, they have been 
commonly referred to as “disfluencies” (see Lickley, 2015 for an overview).

In the last decades, however, numerous studies have highlighted the significance 
of such phenomena in the economy of speech. More specifically, human spontaneous 
speech results from complex online processes including planning, coding, and 
articulation (Levelt, 1989). Some disfluencies represent flexible and efficient 
tools which speakers can use to manage their own production (Allwood, Nivre & 
Ahlsén, 1990; Crocco, Savy, 2003; Voghera, 2017), by either editing something 

1 This article is the result of the collaboration among the authors. However, for academic purposes 
only, Loredana Schettino is responsible for §§ 1, 2.1, 4.2 and 5.1, Iolanda Alfano for §§ 2.2 and 5.2, 
Violetta Cataldo for §§ 4.3 and 5.3, Giovanni Leo for §§ 3, 4.1 and 5.4. All the authors are responsible 
for §§ 6 and 7.
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already uttered (also known as “Repairs” or “Backward-Looking Disfluencies”) or 
by monitoring for something about to be uttered (also identified as “Hesitations” 
or “Forward-Looking Disfluencies”, Ginzburg, Fernández & Schlangen, 2014). 
In particular, filled pauses suspend speech with non-verbal vocalizations and/
or nasalizations, i.e., eeh, ehm, mhh, whereas prolongations consist of marked 
lengthening of segmental material (Betz, 2020). Both delay the message delivery, 
thus reducing the temporal pressure resulting from the simultaneity of planning, 
production, and reception processes. On the one hand, they gain valuable time for 
speakers to manage the online process of speech production; on the other hand, 
they provide extra time for listeners to process information.

The occurrences and the surface realizations of these phenomena are found 
to vary due to contextual factors and the related cognitive demands (see Bortfeld, 
Leon, Bloom, Schober & Brennan, 2001), the contextually-determined functions 
in discourse (see Schettino, Betz, Cutugno & Wagner, 2021), individual factors (see 
Braun, Rosin, 2015), and language-specific features (see Clark, Fox Tree, 2002).

This study concerns the common and language-specific uses of filled pauses and 
prolongations in Italian and Spanish dialogues.

2. Related Work
2.1 Filled Pauses and Prolongations

Among the different phenomena that may generate suspensions in speech, “non-
lexical vocalizations”, also referred to as “filled pauses” or “fillers”, represent the 
most salient, most recognizable, and – may be for this reason – most studied 
expressions of “Forward-Looking” or prospective disfluency. Since the influential 
study by Clark and Fox Tree (2002), arguing for the speakers’ use of different 
types of filled pauses to signal an upcoming short, “uh”, or long, “uhm”, delay, it 
has been intensively debated on the “signal” versus “symptom” hypotheses. That is, 
studies have searched for and provided evidence supporting the use of filled pauses 
as proper words (Clark, Fox Tree, 2002), or as a by-product of speech production 
processes (O’Connell, Kowal, 2005; Silber-Varod, Gósy & Lerner, 2021), which 
nonetheless may provide listeners with valuable information about the ongoing 
discourse (see Corley, Stewart, 2008; Finlayson, Corley, 2012). More recently, 
Tottie (2019, 2020) has proposed a different “word-class categorization” for spoken 
and written uses of filled pauses. According to this view, the former are ascribable 
to the “fuzzy category of inserts” and the latter to the category of stance adverbs 
(Tottie, 2019: 128). However, it has been observed that these different uses should 
be interpreted as preferential and not necessarily linked to the written and spoken 
modality (Voghera, 2017). Generally, filled pauses have been acknowledged to 
mark suspensions due to speech planning, corrections, turn management, discourse 
structure, upcoming new or prominent information, and attention recall (Kjellmer, 
2003; Schegloff, 2010; Kosmala, Morgenstern, 2018; Tottie, 2020; Belz, 2021).
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From a formal point of view, filled pauses have been described in the literature 
as non-lexical elements that are realized by a close to a mid-central vocalic and/
or nasal phone (see Lickley, 2015; Belz, 2021). However, these vocalizations have 
been observed to vary across different languages and varieties, as speakers tend 
to use articulatory models that are strictly lin ked to their native phonological 
inventory (Clark, Fox Tree, 2002; Giannini, 2003a; Lickley, 2015). Furthermore, 
the phonetic-prosodic features of these phenomena have been observed to 
correlate with functional differences. In particular, a longer duration characterizes 
occurrences involved in cognitively demanding production processes, i.e., when 
they occur at the beginning of a phrase (in Dutch monologues, Swerts, 1998), when 
they introduce new information (in Hungarian monologues, Horváth, 2010), or 
when they signal problems in the retrieval of a specific word (in Italian monologues, 
Cataldo, Schettino, Savy, Poggi, Origlia, Ansani, Sessa & Chiera, 2019).

Speakers can temporarily suspend their speech also by prolonging segments 
beyond their normal duration. Such a lengthening may serve different functions, 
e.g., marking prosodic phrase boundaries (Albano Leoni, Maturi, 2002), cueing 
prominence (Bishop, Kuo & Kim, 2020), or signalling hesitation (Eklund, 2004). 
“Disfluent” lengthening has been described as “a marked prolongation of one 
or more phones, resulting in above-average syllable and word duration [...] This 
coincides with a local reduction in speech rate that is not expected by the listener, 
causing an impression of disfluency and hesitation” (Betz, 2020: 14). Disfluent 
and non-disfluent lengthening has been observed to be characterized by specific 
pitch features: prolongations are generally realized with lower pitch range and/or a 
slowly falling contour, whereas phrase-final lengthenings are usually associated with 
higher pitch range and boundary (e.g., rising/falling) pitch contour (Savino, Refice, 
2000; Shriberg, 2001; Giannini, 2003b; Moniz, 2013; Betz, Eklund & Wagner, 
2017). However, given the difficulties and relevance of context in discriminating 
prolongations, using a “pragmatic” approach based on perceptive criteria has been 
suggested to provide a “safer” and more suitable solution than relying on temporal 
thresholds or pitch features (Lickley, 2015).

In different languages, filled pauses have been found to have longer average 
duration than lengthenings (Swedish, Tok Pisin: Eklund, 2001, 2004; German: Betz 
et al., 2017; European Portuguese: Moniz, Mata & Viana, 2007; Italian: Giannini, 
2003a, 2003b; Cataldo et al., 2019; Di Napoli, 2020). This suggests that these two 
types of disfluency phenomena may be involved in different ways in the online 
speech planning. Moreover, in his thesis, Betz (2020) argues that lengthenings 
represent less salient disfluency elements than silences or filled pauses “which are 
islands in the speech signal, whereas lengthening stretches the message by ongoing 
phonation [...] [and is] the softest measure a speaker can apply to solve problems in 
speech planning” (Betz, 2020: 14).

Besides discourse contextual factors, even individual psycho- and socio-linguistic 
demands can shape speech planning and production strategies (McDougall, Duckworth, 
2017), resulting in speaker-specific uses of disfluency phenomena (see Van Donzel, 
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Koopmans-van Beinum, 1996; Betz, Lopez Gambino, 2016; Llisterri, Machuca & Ríos, 
2019a, b). Hence, various studies suggest that disfluencies may represent a further tool 
forensic phoneticians may utilize for the identification of speakers (Ishihara, Kinoshita, 
2010; Braun, Rosin, 2015; McDougall, Duckworth, 2017).

Moreover, it has been observed that disfluency phenomena may be subjected 
to the structural and usage constraints imposed by different linguistic systems, as 
described in the next paragraph.

2.2 Language-specific Features

As noted by McDougall and Duckworth (2017), comparisons across studies are 
difficult because of differences in the taxonomies used, in the speech style, and 
in the ways each study compares the occurrence of disfluencies against the whole 
speech sample (e.g., per 100 syllables, per 100 words, or per minute of speech). 
Furthermore, some authors rely on perceptive criteria, while others use acoustic 
duration thresholds.

Even  if disfluencies seem to exhibit universal properties, comparative studies 
have demonstrated cross-linguistic differences, thus giving support to Clark and 
Fox Tree’s (2002) argument that fillers are language-specific. Besides, it has been 
shown that the use of different hesitation markers and their interplay may respond 
not only to phonological, syntactic, and semantic constraints, but also to pragmatic 
culture-specific dynamics (Betz et al., 2021).

McDougall and Duckworth (2017) for British English and Llisterri, Machuca 
and Ríos (2022) for Spanish analyze disfluency phenomena with the aim of testing 
the extent to which they are employable for forensic discrimination across speakers. 
The results of these studies indicate that each speaker presents specific disfluency 
traits, although not all of these contribute equally to speaker identification. Cross-
linguistically, the most frequent disfluencies in Spanish are vocalic prolongations 
and silent pauses (Llisterri et al., 2022), while the results on British English reveal 
the presence of silent and filled pauses, but a lower occurrence of segmental 
prolongations compared to Spanish (McDougall, Duckworth, 2017).

Language-specific patterns may concern not only a different distribution, but 
also a specific phonetic realization. Candea, Vasilescu and Adda-Decker (2005) 
study the vocalic peculiarities of “autonomous fillers” (our filled pauses) in several 
languages, i.e., the realization of a central or non-central timbre of their vocalic 
support, nasalizations or diphthongized segments. They examine the following 
eight languages: standard Arabic, Mandarin Chinese, French, German, Italian, 
European Portuguese, American English, and Latin American Spanish; they base 
fillers extraction on a minimum duration threshold of 200 ms. They consider three 
parameters: the duration, the F1/F2 values of the fillers’ vocalic segments, and 
the fundamental frequency (f0ff ). Whereas f0ff  and duration do not show significant
differences among the eight languages, the acoustic analysis of F1/F2 reveals 
language-dependent characteristics. The number of occurrences of disfluencies per 
language is not considerable for Italian and Spanish corpora (57 and 93 occurrences, 
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respectively). However, their results strengthen the hypothesis of cross-linguistic 
timbre differences of the vocalic support of the autonomous fillers, showing that 
different languages admit various vocalic realizations. Spanish employs the closed-
mid vowel [e], while Italian makes use of both central and non-central vocalic 
supports, i.e., the front open-mid vowel [ɛ].

De Leeuw (2007) reports significant differences among English, German, and 
Dutch hesitation markers in the proportion of vocalic, vocalic-nasal, and nasal 
markers, as well as in their positioning.

In the last decades, Eklund (2001) and various colleagues conducted a number of 
investigations on the characteristics and uses of prolongations in different languages. 
It has been observed that all types of segments could be subjected to lengthening, 
but vowels and sonorants are usually more prone to it within the language-specific 
phonological constraints. For instance, since vowel length is a distinctive feature 
in German, prolongation tends to be avoided on short vowels (Betz et al., 2017). 
Lengthened segments generally occur in the word-final syllable, although the 
distribution within word-initial/medial/final segments seems to be highly dependent 
on language-specific syllable structure and phonotactic rules. Prolongations tend to 
occur on functional rather than content words in English (O’Shaughnessy, 1995), 
Swedish, Tok Pisin (Eklund, 2001), German (Betz et al., 2017), Hungarian (Gósy, 
Eklund, 2017), whereas no clear-cut distinction was found in Mandarin (Lee, He, 
Huang, Tseng & Eklund, 2004) and Japanese (Den, 2003).

As far as Italian and Spanish are concerned, the relevant literature on fillers 
indicates that the most frequent vocalization is a vocalic element representable in 
Spanish as [eː] (Rebollo, 1997; Machuca,  Llisterri & Ríos, 2015) and in Italian as [ə:] 
or [əm:] (Cataldo et al., 2019). Regarding th e lexical category of the word affected by 
lengthening, most cases in Spanish were found to correspond to functional words, 
in particular, prepositions represent the highest percentage of cases (Machuca 
et al., 2015); in Italian, instead, a rather balanced distribution among open class 
(most frequently verbs, nouns, and adverbs) and closed class (mostly prepositions, 
conjunctions, and determiners) words was found (Di Napoli, 2020). As far as we  
know, there are no studies comparing Italian and Spanish by considering the same 
speech style and adopting the same annotation scheme.

3. Research Aim
This study s ets out to investigate formal and functional features of filled pauses 
(FPs) and prolongations (PRLs) in dialogical speech of Italian and Spanish from 
a crosslinguistic perspective. As shown in §1, FPs and PRLs, like other disfluency 
phenomena, are present in every spoken language, but at the same time possess 
language-specific traits, which are strongly related to the linguistic (e.g., phoneme 
inventory, syntactic structures) and extralinguistic constraints (e.g., communicative 
context) of the language(s) in question. Hence, the investigation of FPs and PRLs in 
two genealogically related languages, Italian and Spanish, will add to the pre-existing 
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knowledge on the phenomena by highlighting commonalities and specificities 
in formal and functional terms by taking count of several factors, among which 
distributional and acoustic features (§4.3). To summarize, this work will attempt to 
provide an answer to the following questions:
– What are the common traits exhibited by FPs and PRLs in Italian and Spanish? 

What are, on the other hand, the language-specific ones?
– What level(s) (e.g., formal or functional) do the aforementioned patterns refer to?

4. Method
4.1 Corpus

The corpus for the analysis consists of 4 task-oriented dialogues (2 in Italian and 2 
in Spanish), elicited through the “spot the difference” technique (Péan, Williams 
& Eskénazi, 1993). Table 1 summarizes the dataset by showing the duration of each 
dialogue per language. The Italian dialogues belong to the Neapolitan variety, whereas 
the Spanish ones belong to the variety of Spanish spoken in Barcelona. In all, 50 minutes 
of speech have been examined, about 25 minutes in Italian and about 26 in Spanish.

Table 1 - Dataset for the analysis

Italian Dialogue Duration (min) Spanish Dialogue Duration (min)
TDA01N 14.18 TDA01BCN 12.14
TDA02N 10.16 TDA02BCN 14.03

total 24.5 total 26.3

The elicitation and the transcription of each dialogue has been conducted within the 
framework of the CLIPS project (Savy, Cutugno, 2009). The “spot the difference” 
elicitation method consists in a game,  during which the communicating dyad has 
to identify the differences on two apparently identical pictures by relying solely on 
the verbal channel, without seeing each other. The peculiarity of this method is 
that both participants are placed on a par, which results in a highly interactive task. 
 Although this elicitation technique has limits, it provides a certain naturalness as 
for the phonetic-prosodic traits, thus resulting in semi-spontaneous speech, with a 
low degree of discourse planning.

4.2 Disfluency Annotation

Given the cross-linguistic nature of the present study, we identified formal, functional, 
and structural parameters for filled pauses (FPs) and prolongations (PRLs) that can 
exhibit common or language-specific uses in Italian and Spanish dialogues.

We carried out the analysis by relying on an annotation scheme designed in 
previous studies (Cataldo et al., 2019; Schettino et al., 2021; Schettino, 2022). The 
scheme allows for a multi-layered annotation of disfluency phenomena, based on both 
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their formal structure and their contextual functions. Accordingly, the ELAN software 
was used (Sloetjes, Wittenburg, 2008), which permits multilevel linguistic annotation.

For the present study, we have focused on FPs and PRLs (Eklund, 2004; Betz, 
2020). Each occurrence has been identified and labelled as follows: FP for non-
verbal fillers realized as vocalization and/or nasalization; PRL for marked segmental 
lengthening. Since the annotation was previously designed for and applied to 
a different type of speech, namely almost monologic speech of Italian tourist 
guides (Cataldo et al., 2019; Schettino et al., 2021), we tested the inter-annotator 
agreement for the identification of the types of disfluency phenomena in dialogic 
speech conducted. The measured Cohen’s κ reached 0.92, which stands for “high 
agreement” according to Landis, Koch (1977).

The two disfluency types serve a broad Forward-Looking function, namely they 
mark a temporary speech delay (Ginzburg et al., 2014). In the annotation system, 
such a function is further specified on the basis of the context of occurrence (for 
more details, see Schettino et al., 2021; Schettino, 2022).
a. Word Searching (WS), when disfluencies are involved in lexical retrieval or 

lexical selection purposes (Tottie, 2020).
b. Structuring (STR), for dis fluencies occurring at the boundaries of syntactic or 

information structure, e.g., clauses and topic-comment, respectively.
c. Focusing (FOC), associated with disfluencies marking upcoming “semantically 

heavy concepts or words” (Kjellmer, 2003)2.
d. Hesitative (HES), for disfluencies not fitting into any of the preceding sub-

functions but triggered only by broad speech planning.
The inter-rater’s agreement on the assignment of sub-functions to disfluency items 
reached Cohen’s κ of 0.78 (substantial agreement, Landis, Koch, 1977).

4.3 Analysis Parameters

FPs and PRLs were then analyzed in Praat (Boersma, Weenink, 2018). Due to the 
structural differences of the disfluency types under investigation, we selected both 
general and disfluency-specific parameters. Accord ingly, for both FPs and PRLs, we 
considered:
– Duration (ms).
As regards FP, we looked at:
– Segmental composition, namely the phonetic realization of vocalization and 

nasalization; specifically, we labelled the sequence of phones constituting the FP, 
e.g., [em], [ə];

– The surrounding context, i.e., preceding and following the FP, for each occurrence 
we annotated whether the FP was preceded or followed by speech or silence.

As for PRL, the analysis concerned:

2 The label FOC was not assigned to phenomena signalling properly focalized elements, but rather to 
items involved in the planning and production of key information, e.g., new or emphasized elements, 
independently from syntactic structures.



178  LOREDANA SCHETTINO, IOLANDA ALFANO, VIOLETTA CATALDO, GIOVANNI LEO

– The lexical category of the word affected by lengthening, in order to test whether 
this disfluency type is more likely to affect functional (e.g., articles, conjunctions) 
or content words (e.g., nouns, verbs).

– The position of PRL within the affected word, namely initial, medial or final position.
The statistical analysis was performed in R (R Core Team, 2020), by means of 
Generalized Linear and Linear Mixed Models in order to control for individual 
variability (‘lme4’ package, Bates, Maechler, Bolker & Walker, 2015). Disfluency 
Type and Duration were set as the dependent variable, Function and Language as 
interacting independent variables, while Speaker was set as a random effect.

5. Results
A total of 406 disfluency items were analyzed, namely 142 FPs and 264 PRLs. 
First, the overall results on the frequency of occurrence and on the functions of the 
disfluencies are presented. Then, results per parameter are reported.

The Italian data present a higher incidence of disfluency rate (10,8 per minute) 
than Spanish data (5,4 per minute). Figure 1 shows the frequency of occurrence of 
the two types of phenomena in Italian and Spanish dialogues. Generally, PRLs are 
more frequent than FPs in both languages, although this difference is significantly 
larger in Spanish than in Italian (estimate: -2.34; SE: 0.58; z-value: -4.03; p < 0.001).

Actually, Italian speakers make greater use of both types of disfluencies (FPs 
= 110, PRLs = 154) with respect to Spanish (FPs = 31, PRLs = 110). The higher 
incidence per speaker in Italian compared to Spanish dialogues is reported in Table 2.

The observed cross-linguistic difference is significant beyond individual 
variability. Indeed, all speakers confirm this trend, especially for Spanish speakers 
presenting a higher incidence of PRLs compared to FPs.

Figure 1 - Frequency of occurrence of FP and PRL in Italian (left) and Spanish (right) 
dialogues
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Table 2 - Incidence (%) of FP and PRL across speakers of Italian (left) and Spanish (right)

I1_P1 I1_P2 I2_P1 I2_P2 E1_P1 E1_P2 E2_P1 E2_P2

FP (%) 31 29 10 41 5 4 10 12
PRL (%) 32 57 28 37 32 20 21 37

As for sub-functions (Fig. 2), in Spanish, FPs mostly serve a structuring function, 
whereas in Italian FPs exhibit a more even distribution. Note that FPs are rarely 
associated with the focusing function, which is, in any case, an infrequent sub-
function in this corpus. On the other hand, PRLs are in fact significantly more used 
for hesitative, generic planning, and word searching, and far less for structuring. 
Indeed, comparing the use of the two selected phenomena, FPs are associated with 
the structuring function significantly more than PRLs in both Italian and Spanish 
(estimate: -2.54; SE: 0.56; z-value: -4.58; p < 0.001).

Figure 2 - Sub-functions of FP (left) and PRL (right) in Italian and Spanish dialogues

5.1 Duration

Duration was found to vary significantly between disfluency types but, crucially, 
not between the two languages. Indeed, in both Italian and Spanish, FPs are 
significantly longer than PRLs (estimate: -255.16; SE: 41.43; t value: -6.159), as 
shown in Table 3 and Figure 3.

Table 3 - Duration per disfluency type and language

Language Hes type Dur (ms) St. dev. SE
ESP FP 530.11 336.65 60.46
ESP PRL 272.07 111.09 10.59
ITA FP 495.86 294.09 27.91
ITA PRL 280.31 137.66 11.09
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We also looked at the correlation between the duration of disfluencies and the 
corresponding sub-functions (Fig. 4). FPs are longer than PRLs regardless of their 
sub-function, whereas PRLs involved in word searching are on average longer than 
any other PRLs. This difference is significant for Italian PRLs (estimate: 199.36; 
SE: 66.05; t value: 3.018), while in Spanish it is a tendency that does not reach 
statistical significance.

Figure 3 - Duration (ms) of FP and PRL in Spanish and Italian dialogues

Figure 4 - Duration (ms) of FP and PRL per function in Spanish and Italian dialogues

5.2 Segmental Composition

In Spanish, non-verbal vocalizations are slightly more frequently realized by 
nasalizations, namely [m] (55% of cases), followed by [e] and by their sequence, 
[em], and less frequently by [ə] (6% of cases).

On the other hand, in Italian, mid central vowel, schwa, turns to be the 
most frequent realization for FPs (28% of cases), followed by [m], [ɛ], and [ɛm] 
sequences. Generally, in the distinction between nasalized and non-nasalized items, 
FPs are evenly realized by nasalizations and vocalic sounds (51% and 49% of cases, 
respectively). Results on FP segmental composition are provided in Figure 5.
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In these datasets, no differences were found in the correlation between specific 
phonetic realizations and sub-functions.

Figure 5 - FP segmental composition in Spanish (top panel) and Italian (bottom panel) 
dialogues

5.3 Surrounding Context

Considering the contextual elements (Fig. 6), Spanish FPs are almost exclusively 
preceded by a silence, whereas in Italian they are preceded by silences as often as 
speech. This cross-linguistic difference is statistically significant (estimate: -2.08; 
SE: 0.73; z value: -2.84; p < 0.005). Moreover, regardless of the language, the 
presence of a silence before a FP is significantly related to the structuring function 
(estimate: 0.81; SE: 0.43; z value: 2.11; p < 0.035).

As far as the following context is concerned, in both languages FPs are mostly 
followed by speech and not by silences.
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Figure 6 - Preceding (left) and following (right) FP in Spanish and Italian dialogues

5.4 Prolongation Word Category and Position

As for the lexical categories affected by prolongations (Fig. 7), in Italian and Spanish, 
PRLs equally occur both on functional words (53% and 54%, respectively) and on 
content words (47% and 46%, respectively). The Italian distribution confirms previous 
studies (Di Napoli, 2020), while the distribution in Spanish does not show a marked 
preference for functional words and prepositions (contra Machuca et al., 2015).

Specifically, in the two languages, PRLs more commonly affect verbs, articles, 
and nouns.

Figure 7 - PRL lexical category in Spanish (top panel) and Italian (bottom panel) dialogues
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As for the within-word position of PRLs, similar tendencies were observed in the 
two languages. Few cases of prolongations in initial (4% in Spanish and 3% in 
Italian) and medial (7% in Spanish and 1% in Italian) position. The vast majority 
of PRLs occur in word-final position, namely in 89% of cases in Spanish and 96% 
of cases in Italian.

6. Discussion
In this study, we explored speech management strategies adopted by speakers of 
different languages in the same communicative situation, that is in task-oriented 
dialogues in Italian and Spanish. More specifically, we focused on forward-looking 
disfluencies that generate a suspension in speech due to planning and production 
demands by means of non-lexical vocalizations (Filled Pauses) and marked 
lengthenings of word segments (Prolongations); we then analysed the way these 
phenomena are used by Italian and Spanish speakers based on their distribution, 
their contextually determined functions, their phonetic aspects, and possible 
correlations between these features.

From the results emerges, as expected, some individual variability in the use of 
both Filled pauses and Prolongations (see Betz, Lopez Gambino, 2016; McDougall, 
Duckworth, 2017). Beyond this source of variability, the  analysis highlights, on 
the one hand, uses of these speech management phenomena that are common to 
Italian and Spanish speakers, and on the other hand, language-specific structures 
and dynamics.

Both Italian and Spanish speakers consistently use disfluency phenomena. In 
particular, segmental prolongation emerges as a more frequent hesitation strategy 
compared to filled pauses (as also found by Eklund, 2004). Speakers mostly rely 
on final-word prolongations for delaying speech due to generic planning and word 
searching, whereas filled pauses are more frequently used to take more time for 
planning processes involving the introduction of a new proposition.

Furthermore, in both languages, duration values characterize the two disfluency 
types differently: filled pauses are on average significantly longer than prolongations 
(as also found in previous literature involving different languages and styles, see §2.1).

These findings support the interpretation of prolongations as a more convenient 
and subtle means of taking time as opposed to filled pauses that represent, instead, 
more “salient” phenomena used to provide extra time when the planning and 
construction processes require it.

Then, prolongations occur quite evenly on content words (mostly verbs and 
nouns) and functional words (mostly articles, conjunctions, and prepositions). 
These findings are similar to those on Italian dialogues by Di Napoli (2020), but 
quite different from previous observations on Spanish by Machuca and colleagues 
(2015). However, this result may be due to the specific speech style of the analysed 
data and the resulting different frequency of lexical categories. Indeed, the observed 
task-oriented dialogues, aimed at the identification of differing details in similar 
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pictures, may be characterized by a relatively higher rate of content words, e.g., 
nouns and verbs.

Lastly, fina l-word position for segmental prolongation is cross-linguistically 
preferred, which may be due to the fact that Italian and Spanish display a similar 
distribution of syllabic structures, i.e., prevalently CV structures. However, the 
CVC type is slightly more frequent in Spanish, which reaches around 20%, than 
in Italian. The difference increases when considering the final-word position in 
stressed syllables, a position for which Spanish presents a clear majority of the 
CVC type (Alfano, 2008). Given the preference to lengthen vowel segments, one 
would have expected a different finding in this respect. Our data indicate rather 
that the preference for prolongation in word-final position seems to be not directly 
dependent on syllabic composition.

Besides these common patterns, a number of language-dependent uses and 
features have emerged from the analysis.

Firstly, compared to the Spanish dialogues, the  Italian ones show a higher rate 
of disfluencies. Some differences also concern the distribution of the sub-functions, 
especially for filled pauses. While in Italian this type of forward-looking disfluency 
may be almost evenly involved in all the considered functions, in Spanish, filled 
pauses seem to correlate more frequenly with the structuring function. Moreover, 
in the Spanish dialogues, filled pauses are almost exclusively preceded by a silence, 
whereas they seem to be equally preceded by speech or a silence in Italian. These 
observations may suggest a more controlled use of disfluency phenomena by Spanish 
speakers and, conversely, a higher tolerance for these elements by Italian speakers.

A feature that appears to be peculiar to Italian concerns the correlation between 
the duration of prolongations and specific sub-functions. As already observed in 
Cataldo et al. (2019), longer prolongations are more likely to be involved in lexical 
retrieval processes. Accordingly, this emerges as a robust feature in Italian monologic 
as well as dialogic speech.

Then, the feature that most of all reveals language-related specificities is the 
segm ental composition of filled pauses. Indeed, it corroborates the assumption that 
speakers of different languages tend to generate realizations that are strictly linked 
to their phonological inventory even  for the production of non-lexical vocalizations 
(Clark, Fox Tree 2002; Giannini, 2003a; Giannini 2003b; Ginzburg et al., 2014). 
In line with the literature, Spanish mostly employs [e:] and [m:] (Rebollo, 1997; 
Machuca et al., 2015), while in Italian the most frequent sounds are [ə:], [ɛ:],
followed by nasals, e.g., [ə:m], [ɛ:m] (Giannini, 2003; Cataldo et al., 2019). In fact,
the mid-central [ə:] phone is not acknowledged as an Italian phoneme. Therefore, 
in their contrastive corpus study, Candea et al. (2005) claim that Italian is the only 
language with a vocalic support which is not part of the vocalic system. However, 
this finding should be interpreted in the light of the regional variety examined in 
their work, which cannot be deduced in the paper. Indeed, it has been attested that 
the mid-central vocalic variant characterizes the dialectal substrate of the Neapolitan 
variety of Italian (Pellegrini, 1977; Loporcaro, 2009, 2016; Ledgeway, 2016). So, as 
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already observed by Giannini (2003), this realization appears to be connected to 
underlying dialectal sounds percolating into the local variety of Italian, rather than 
to other processes, such as the speaker’s articulatory economy.

7. Conclusions
To conclude, this study suggests cross-linguistically shared uses of filled pauses and 
prolongations, in terms of phonetic “salience”, and common characteristics resulting 
from similarities between the Italian and Spanish linguistic structures or the 
specific communicative context and goals. Language-specific uses concern, instead, 
the relative tolerance for the observed phenomena and phonological differences 
between Italian and Spanish.

This study has benefitted from the consideration of Italian and Spanish datasets 
collected by using the same elicitation technique and, therefore, constituting 
comparable speech data. Given the difficulties in comparing cross-study findings on 
disfluencies’ uses and features, since they rely on different speech types and adopt 
different approaches, focused cross-linguistic investigations seem to be particularly 
relevant to the literature and provide more systematic and feasible comparisons in 
order to shed light on common and divergent disfluency features across languages. 
Nonetheless, caution is required in the interpretation of the described findings 
considering the rather small size of the datasets involved. Also, this investigation 
concerned two types of forward-looking disfluencies, but speakers may use other 
phenomena to suspend their speech for planning, such as silences or lexical fillers. 
Hence, the results emerged are only an indication of how and when the phenomena 
in question may be used in these languages. So, studying the different hesitation tools 
at speakers’ disposal, and their interplay, may contribute to shedding light on more 
cross-linguistical different uses. For example, Spanish speakers may compensate for 
the scarce amount of filled pauses by relying on “lexical fillers”, such as discourse 
markers that serve a planning function. Future investigations may follow this lead 
by employing larger datasets and including other disfluency types in order to deepen 
our understanding and gain a clearer picture of the strategies speakers may enact to 
manage their speech.
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