
 

Using hand gestures while speaking found to
influence how words are heard by others
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A team of researchers from the Max Planck Institute for
Psycholinguistics, Radboud University and TiCC Tilburg University, all
in The Netherlands, has found that hand gestures used by people when
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speaking can influence how their words are being heard and interpreted
by others. In their paper published in the journal Proceedings of the
Royal Society B, the group describes experiments with volunteers who
watched videos of people speaking with and without hand gestures.

Using hand gestures while speaking is common to politicians and people
in television commercials—but do such gestures have an impact on their
audience? The researchers with this new effort sought to find the answer
to that question by showing volunteers videos of people speaking under
different conditions and then asking the volunteers questions about what
they heard.

The conditions involved the speaker stressing different parts of words in
a sentence, such as "ob" in the word "object" or "ject." Other conditions
involved the speaker making different types of hand gestures, such as
chopping, or sweeping motions—sometimes coinciding with the part of
the word being stressed and at other times at random. The researchers
recorded the volunteers as they watched and listened to the recordings,
and participants were questioned afterward.

The researchers found that listeners gave more weight to syllables being
spoken in conjunction with hand gestures—in 20% of the cases, they
were more likely to hear and interpret the word being spoken. When
mismatches between words being spoken and hand gestures occurred,
however, listeners were 40% more likely to hear the wrong sound.

The researchers suggest their findings show that hand gestures are an
important part of face-to-face communications because they clearly have
an impact on what the listener is hearing. They also suggest that
responding to hand gestures while someone is speaking might be learned
as a person is growing up. But they also note that it is equally likely that
there is an evolutionary reason for it. They note that the experiments
were conducted with Dutch speakers, but suggest it is likely they would
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find the same results with other languages.

  More information: Hans Rutger Bosker et al. Beat gestures influence
which speech sounds you hear, Proceedings of the Royal Society B:
Biological Sciences (2021). DOI: 10.1098/rspb.2020.2419
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