
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Psycholinguistic Research (2023) 52:2075–2092
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10936-023-09976-x

1 3

A Corpus‑Based Study on Feedback in Daily Conversation: 
Forms, Position and Contexts

Yanjiao Li1

Accepted: 30 May 2023 / Published online: 8 July 2023 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2023

Abstract
Understanding how feedback is employed in various forms, positions, and contexts can pro-
vide valuable insights into improving communication and the design of human–machine 
dialogue systems. This paper aims to deepen the understanding of feedback in daily con-
versation and investigate how feedback is employed in various linguistic forms, position, 
preceding and following contexts, using a large corpus of telephone conversations. The 
study identifies three subclasses of feedback, including understandings, agreements, and 
answers, which account for almost one-third of the total utterances in the corpus. Acknowl-
edge (backchannel) is the most frequently used subtype of feedback, accounting for almost 
60% of the feedback, and is primarily used for conversational management and mainte-
nance. Assessment/appreciation, on the other hand, is used less frequently, accounting for 
less than 10% of feedback, and is mainly realized by more creative, unpredictable, longer 
forms. The analysis also reveals that speakers are intentional in distinguishing the three 
subclasses of feedback based on various variables, such as position and the proximal dis-
course environment. Furthermore, the three subclasses of feedback are restricted by the 
function of preceding contexts, which shape the length of the remaining turn. The study 
suggests that future research should focus on exploring the individual differences and 
investigating the possible variations across different cultures and languages.
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Introduction

Generally speaking, daily communication minimally involves speakers and listeners 
(Xu, 2014). While most of previous research has primarily concentrated on the role of 
speakers (Gardner, 2001; Goodwin, 1986; McCarthy, 2003), it has been widely accepted 
that listeners play an equally important role in interaction to keep the smooth progress 
of conversation. Linguistic production of listeners has received increasing research 
interest with different terms, such as acknowledgement tokens (Jefferson, 1984), 
backchannel behavior (Yngve, 1970), feedback (Allwood, 1992) listener responses 
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(Dittmann & Llewellyn, 1968), non-minimal response (McCarthy, 2003), reactive 
tokens (Clancy et al., 1996), etc., which sights a limited methodological outlook to the 
occurrence learned (Heinz, 2003). In this study, the term feedback is used to label vari-
ous kinds of linguistic production of listeners in a broad sense, encompassing all reac-
tive phenomena.

However, actually there is little agreement in the literature as to what constitutes these 
terms and what is included varies from study to study (Kjellmer, 2009; Wong & Peter, 
2007). “[I]t is therefore hardly possible to give a finite list” (Kjellmer, 2009: 83). Compre-
hensive inventory is proposed by fewer authors, or they debate with marginal members of 
the category (Wong & Peter, 2007). Quite a large number of previous studies make quali-
tative analysis and report the findings of prototypical forms, to show their distinctive but 
complex meaning they provided under specific circumstances (Gardner, 1997, 2001). A 
description of the inventory can be informally classified into three groups based on the 
language forms described in the literature: minimal (e.g. uhuh, mhm and oh), lexical (e.g. 
really and right) and grammatical construction (e.g. I see, that’s true, utterance comple-
tions and repetitions). A few corpus-based studies use operational criteria to capture one 
category of cases, often those minimal ones, to reveal one particular respect of feedback in 
communication, including the specific insertion point of “backchannel” (Kjellmer, 2009), 
the characteristics of linguistic expressions ranging from single, duplicate to the compound 
(Wong & Peter, 2007) used in different English varieties. These studies indicate that there 
is a lack of a full picture of how feedback is used in daily conversation by native speakers, 
even though there is a considerable large number of previous studies in the literature. The 
researcher takes a more holistic overview of the area, which does not just focus on a small 
group of cases. As Wong and Peter state (2007), the return to real things were needed for 
the basics of identity and details if role listeners had a hand in the conversations and their 
contribution needed to be developed specifically.

With the rapid development of artificial intelligence, a human–machine dialogue system 
needs to be able to understand and produce feedback as human beings in order to achieve 
better interactive experience (Axelsson et al., 2022). Previous studies in computer science 
tend to draw on various models and features for automatic detection and recognition of par-
ticular communicative functions. However, these models and features are unexplainable in 
that they cannot explain the reason for the improvement and how much contribution each 
feature makes. Although a wide range of deep learning methods including RNN, reinforce-
ment learning and GAN have been introduced to strengthen language style and capture 
context information, the lack of linguistic knowledge is an unavoidable bottleneck restrict-
ing the current human–machine interactive experience. Mining linguistic characteristics of 
feedback from the corpus and transforming that into dialogue knowledge is the key to fur-
ther improve man–machine interactive experience.

Therefore, this paper aims to depict a full picture of feedback in daily life and to show 
how feedback is commonly employed by native speakers. A systematic account of feed-
back in everyday communication would be of practical significance in that it has crucial 
applications in Natural Language Processing, in particular for informing machines how to 
perform feedback when communicating with humans. This investigation uses data from the 
Switchboard Dialogue Act (SwDA) Corpus, a native English spoken corpus of telephone 
conversations, to explore formal properties of feedback including linguistic forms, position 
and the proximal environment of feedback. This study is guided by the following research 
questions:
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RQ1 What kinds of linguistic forms are used to realize feedback?

RQ2 Where does feedback occur in a turn?

RQ3 What is the proximal discourse environment of feedback; that is, what immediately 
precedes and follows feedback in daily life?

The most significant part that must be considered while analyzing formal character-
istics of response is on the details on which experimentation is based upon. Telephone 
conversation is an ideal option in the study of feedback in that it provides a potentially 
rich source of data for the study of feedback due to participants’ lack of access to non-
verbal cues (Heinz, 2003). Considering normal forms of response like interacting face 
to face, non verbal forms include gaze, signal and touch serving the same functionality, 
but interfere with the use of verbal forms, particularly in feedback (Wong & Peters, 
2007). Thus, telephone conversations are more appropriate for feedback research.

Contribution of Research

This study identifies three subclasses of feedback and their subtypes in conversational 
interactions, analyzes their positioning and discourse environment, and explores their 
use in conversational management and maintenance. The findings highlight the impor-
tance of individual differences and the potential benefit to Natural Language Process-
ing, while emphasizing the need for further empirical research.

• Identification of the three subclasses of feedback (i.e., understandings, agreements, 
and answers), which include 26 subtypes that account for almost one third of the 
total utterances in the corpus.

• Analysis of the positioning and proximal discourse environment of feedback utter-
ances, which revealed that understandings are more likely to stand alone and elicit 
the interlocutor’s utterances, while agreements and answers prefer turn-initial posi-
tion and provide more information.

• Exploration of the use of subtypes associated with conversational management and 
maintenance, such as acknowledge (backchennel), which accounted for almost 60% 
of feedback, by means of simple, repetitive, short forms, and the limited use of 
assessment/appreciation, which accounted for less than 10% in daily conversations, 
and was mainly realized by more creative, unpredictable, longer forms.

This article is organized as follows: section  “Corpus Resources” outlines corpus 
resources and basic statistical information of feedback in this study, while Sections 
“Linguistic Forms”–“Contexts” respectively reports the features of feedback in lin-
guistic forms, position and specific contexts. Section “Conclusion” summarizes the 
main points and sketches out avenues for future research.



2078 Journal of Psycholinguistic Research (2023) 52:2075–2092

1 3

Corpus Resources

Switchboard Dialogue Act Corpus (SwDA)

The current study uses a corpus to human-to-human telephonic discussion as Switchboard 
Dialogue Act (SwDA) Corpus. It contains 1155 conversations comprising 223,606 utter-
ances (Fang et al., 2011). The transcription of the above dialogue is being used in an exten-
sive manner to depict the accuracy and distinctive quality of speaking language. About one 
aspect, a movement is divided into a series of words known as the “slash-unit”. (Meteer 
& Taylor, 1995); The notation of words is as non-sentence components such as discourse 
marker ({D…}), coordinating conjunction ({C…}), and filler ({F…}). Additionally, all 
utterances have been individually labeled with dialogue acts using the SWBD-DAMSL 
coding system (Jurafsky et al., 1997). Refer Table 1.

The “b”, “+” and “sd” at the commencement of each speech indicate the communi-
cative function the utterance  performs; “sd” and “b” refer to statement-non-opinion and 
acknowledge (backchannel) respectively. The tag “+” in Line 3 is a special DA label; it 
signals that the current utterance is a continuation of the previous utterance by the same 
speaker and has the same function statement-non-opinion in Line 1. The two separate 
speakers are denoted by the two alphabets “A” and “B”. While “utt#” denotes the utter-
ance’s ordinal number inside each turn and the number immediately following A and B 
(“13”, “14”, “15”) denotes the turn’s ordinal number. The character slash “/” at the con-
clusion of the speech signifies that the utterance is complete. In real-time speaking, “[+]” 
indicates restarts and fixes.

Backwards‑Communicative‑Function Versus Feedback

SWBD-DAMSL’s backwards-communicative-function is developed in tandem with back-
ward looking functions in DAMSL scheme indicating “how the current utterance relates 
to the previous discourse” (Allen & Core, 1997: 17). It breaks it roughly down into Under-
standings, Agreements and Answers, involving various types of relations to previous con-
texts, all of which are encompassed into the term feedback for simplicity in the current 
study. For one thing, feedback essentially refers to various backwards-communicative-
function including all reactive phenomena in communication; for another, feedback is more 
transparent in terms of terminology.

Table 1  Conversation transcript excerpt

1 sd A.13 utt1:     {D Now,} people for our company that do 
operate machinery like drill rigs and things like 
that --

2 b B.14 utt1:    Uh-huh. /
3 + A.15 utt1:    -- are under [ a, + a] medical monitoring pro-

gram, /
4 sd A.15 utt2:    {C because} they’re at a higher risk of exposure 

/
sw_0002_4330.utt
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Distribution of Feedback in SwDA Corpus

The corpus data showed that 69,402 of 223,606 utterances, or 31.04% of the utterances, 
served feedback. In other words, almost one third of utterances in daily communication 
were used to provide feedback for the interlocutor. Moreover, feedback in the corpus data 
was perceived to be realized by a wide range of subtypes. Table  2 below exhibits that 
feedback incorporated three main categories: understandings, agreements and answers, 
indicating different aspects of feedback in daily communication; understandings, the larg-
est category, account for 70% of feedback, followed by agreements (18%) and answers 
(12%) respectively. According to the definition in the coding scheme, understandings 

Table 2  Statistical distribution of 
26 subtypes in SwDA corpus

Subtype Symbol Token %

Understandings
Acknowledge (backchannel) b 38,484 55.45
Assessment/appreciation ba 4764 6.86
Acknowledge-answer bk 1311 1.89
Summarize/reformulate bf 1096 1.58
Backchannel-in-question-form bh 1068 1.54
Completion ^2 813 1.17
Repeat-phrase b^m 702 1.01
Signal-non-understanding br 307 0.44
Downplayer bd 107 0.15
Sympathy by 20 0.03
Correct-misspeaking bc 14 0.02
Subtotal 48,686 70.15
Agreements
Accept aa 11,273 16.24
Hold-before-answer/agreement ^h 577 0.83
Reject ar 356 0.51
Accept-part aap 61 0.09
Maybe am 46 0.07
Reject-part arp 25 0.04
Subtotal 12,338 17.78
Answers
Yes-answer ny 3044 4.39
Statement-expanding-y/n-answer s^e 2240 3.23
No-answer nn 1381 1.99
Affirmative-non-yes-answer na 892 1.29
Negative-non-no-answer ng 312 0.45
Other-answer no 298 0.43
Dispreferred-answer nd 201 0.29
No-plus-expansion nn^e 7 0.01
Yes-plus-expansion ny^e 3 0.00
Subtotal 8378 12.07
Total 69,402 100.00
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include  markers of understanding at various level “including what Yngve (1970) called 
‘backchannels’”, as well as “markers of misunderstanding like requests for repeat and cor-
rections of misspeaking (‘next-turn-repair-initiators’), and others” (Jurafsky et  al., 1997: 
41). The agreement category marks a different degree to which “speaker accepts some pre-
vious proposal, plan, opinion, or statement” (Jurafsky et al., 1997: 37) and answer refers 
to various types of answers to the preceding question. The three categories were further 
divided into 26 subtypes, which were not evenly distributed. The most frequent subtype 
was acknowledge (backchannel), comprising 55.45% of feedback utterances, which is fol-
lowed by accept (16.24%) and assessment/appreciation (6.86%). Refer Table 2.

It should be noted that in the following subtypes occurring less than 100 times are 
not taken into account due to a low frequency, including sympathy, correct-misspeaking, 
accept-part, maybe, reject-part, no-plus-expansion and yes-plus-expansion (italics in 
Table  2). This investigation concentrated on those subtypes with more than 100 occur-
rences, a total of 19 subtypes.

Linguistic Forms

Linguistic expressions are a kind of forms, considered as strong cues to the identity (Juraf-
sky et al., 1998). Li (2022) makes corpus-based analysis of three types of feedback in terms 
of linguistic expressions (i.e. acknowledge (backchannel), accept and assessment/apprecia-
tion). Results show that the speakers in daily life tend to produce simple forms of acknowl-
edgement (backchannel) but more complex forms of assessment/appreciation. Accept is 
located between the two. This continuum among the three subtypes can be further con-
firmed by the data shown in Table 3, where additional information about the distribution of 
the three subtypes by the length of utterances is provided. Refer Table 3.

The corpus’ three subgroups were all rather small in length. As shown in Table 3, the 
average number of words is fewer than four, 3.06 in assessment/appreciation, 1.90 in 
accept and 1.07 in backchannel/acknowledgement, consisting of standard deviation of 0.31 
wordings in acknowledge (backchannel), 1.85 in accept and 1.72 in assessment/appreci-
ation. Thus, they can be placed on a continuum in terms of length where acknowledge 
(backchannel) is the shortest, followed by accept, and assessment/appreciation is the long-
est of the three.

Wong & Peter (2007) posited that the complexity of structures was believed to be “cor-
related with their interactional function”. To help the principal performer continue the turn, 
the basic forms with no grammatical or lexical contents appeared. The increase in syntactic 
complexity suggested to talk about the content itself and shift the support away from the 
speaker (Wong & Peter, 2007). The corpus evidence confirmed this assumption by the fact 
that acknowledgement (backchannel) primarily severed conversational management and 
maintenance of conversational discourse by a limited number of short, simple and repeated 
forms, while assessment/appreciation was associated with information content by a large 

Table 3  Length of utterances Acknowledge (back-
channel)

Accept Assessment/
appreciation

Mean number of 
words

1.07 1.90 3.06

SD 0.31 1.85 1.72
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number of longer, complicated and unpredictable forms. The prevalence of acknowledge-
ment (backchannel) indicates the importance of conversational management and mainte-
nance to the success of conversation.

Positional Analysis

Position refers to where an utterance is located within a turn.  The position of feedback 
utterances was analyzed based on their occurrence in four positions: standing alone, turn-
initial, turn-medial, and turn-final. The frequencies and percentages of feedback utterances 
in each position were calculated, and differences between subtypes were also examined. 
The data analysis for this study involved identifying and categorizing different types of 
understandings, agreements, and answers used by the participants during the conversa-
tion. Then, the positions of these different types of utterances were analyzed to determine 
any patterns or tendencies. The researcher identified feedback utterances in the corpus and 
noted their position in the turn. Finally, the frequencies and percentages of each subtype in 
different positions were calculated, and the results were analyzed to identify patterns and 
tendencies.

The analysis revealed that various understandings were mainly used to acknowledge the 
other’s words and were often located in a free-standing position. Agreements and answers, 
on the other hand, were used to provide more information for the interlocutor and were 
typically located at the beginning of a turn. Repeat-phrase was one type of understand-
ing but more likely to hold a turn-initial position. Hold-before-answer/agreement (^h) had 
a greater chance to occur in the middle and was often used to hold before an answer or 
agreement by expressions such as let me think. Statement-expanding-y/n-answer (s^e) was 
more likely located in the middle and at the end of a turn. Other-answers tended to stand as 
a turn alone and were used when it was difficult to categorize the response.

The current study made a division of position into standing alone, turn-initial, turn-
medial and turn-final positions. Take the following case as an example, where the assess-
ment/appreciation (ba, ba^r) occurred in “utt1” and “utt2” within the same turn (“53”), 
recorded as turn-initial and turn-final positions, respectively. Refer Table 4.

In the corpus data, feedback could be used in free-standing, initial, medial and final 
positions but was unevenly distributed: 37,067 feedback utterances were captured to stand 
alone as an independent turn, comprising 54.1% (37,067/68,500) of the total amount of 
feedback, while 29.9% (20,494/68,500) occurred at the very beginning of a turn, 7.5% 
(5,144/68,500) in the middle, and 8.5% (5,795/68,500) at the end. These indicate that, 
overall, feedback utterances had a greater tendency to stand alone as an independent turn; 
in contrast they were less likely to occur in the middle or final position. Figure 1 depicts 

Table 4  Feedback subtypes 
and their positions in discourse 
environment

1 sd B.52 utt1: {C So} now my dad’s paying for 
all of my college of < laugh-
ter > . /

2 ba A.53 utt1: {D Well,} good, /
3 ba^r A.53 utt2: good. /
4 sd B.54 utt1: And financial aid --
sw_0631_4149.utt
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position information for each subtype. Figure 1 is displayed below along with the percent-
ages and subtypes.

Clearly, different subtypes showed their own preference to different positions: under-
standings overwhelmingly occurred in free-standing positions while agreements and 
answers appeared to be more complicated. Understandings were a subclass which were 
primarily used to indicate speakers’ understanding at various levels, after which producers 
immediately released the turn and handed the floor to the partner. By contrast, most agree-
ments and answers were more likely to occur at the beginning of a turn with other utter-
ances following; to keep the conversation continuing, producers typically kept the floor and 
added more information to agreements and answers. Refer Table 5.

In this excerpt, the bolded lines performed yes-answer (ny), acknowledge (backchannel) 
(b) and backchannel-in-question-form (bh), respectively. In Line 2, B briefly answered the 
previous question by a yes-answer uh yeah and supplied additional information about the 
community in Lines 3–5 to extend the talk. Differently, A immediately released the turn 
after the two utterances uh-huh (Line 7) and oh really (Line 9) and returned the floor to 
the partner B. Therefore, it can be observed that understandings, agreements and answers 

Fig. 1  Position across different subtypes

Table 5  Feedback utterances in comparison and contrast (example)

1 qy A.25 utt1: {C But,} does your sister live in a big community? /
2 ny B.26 utt1: {F Uh,} yeah /
3 sd^e B.26 utt2: she lives, - /
4 sd B.26 utt3: [ it’s a, + it’s a] fairly large community. /
5 sd B.26 utt4: She, {F uh,} got really lucky, though. /
6 sd B.26 utt5: She had a boss who, {F uh,} moved into a larger office -- /
7 b A.27 utt1: Uh-huh. /
8 sd B.28 utt1: -- {C and} she’s able to take her baby to work with her. /
9 bh A.29 utt1: {F Oh,} really? /
10 sd B.30 utt1: {C And} it’s a small office that she works in -- /
sw_0001_4325.utt
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showed variation in position, which was probably associated with different functions they 
served. Various understandings were mainly used to elect the other’s words since they 
showed the tendency to free-standing position and put obligation to the interlocutor. By 
contrast, agreements and answers were used to provide more information for the interlocu-
tor, since in most cases producers kept the turn and supplied additional information.

In addition, exceptions could be perceived at repeat-phrase (b^m), hold-before-answer/
agreement (^h), statement-expanding-y/n-answer (s^e) and other-answers (no). Repeat-
phrase was one type of understanding but more likely to hold turn-initial position; after 
repetition, the speaker tended to propose a further question or provide more information; 
in this vein, it was easier for the interlocutor to continue the talk and keep the smooth 
progress of conversation. Hold-before-answer/agreement (^h) indicated one level of agree-
ment but had a greater chance to occur in the middle; it was often used to hold before an 
answer or agreement by expressions such as let me think; it was inserted into the middle of 
a turn to indicate the producer’s uncertainty. It is not surprising that statement-expanding-
y/n-answer (s^e) was more likely located in the middle and at the end of a turn since it is 
defined as a type of answer to expand or explain a simple yes or no answer. Other-answers 
showed distinction in that it tended to stand as a turn alone; it was something of a junk and 
answers were placed in this category because they were not easy to fall into any other types 
of answers above.

Contexts

Preceding Contexts

Feedback is characterized as responses to what has been expressed in the preceding; so, 
it is strongly constrained by the preceding context. An examination of preceding con-
texts thus is crucial to fully reflect its characteristics and the environment where it occurs. 
Here, the preceding context refers to the immediate previous turn produced by the partner, 
including two respects of information, i.e. length and the communicative functions per-
formed. Refer Table 6.

The feedback acknowledged (backchannel) lies in Line 4, and the preceding context 
refers to the immediate previous turn that spans from Line 1 to 3. Accordingly, the 
length is recorded as “PL3”; the functions performed by them are statement-non-opin-
ion (“sd”), continuously occurring three times. In total, 31,210 feedback utterances 
were captured to have one utterance in the immediately preceding turn (PL1), account-
ing for 45.6% (31,210/68,500) of the total amount of feedback. In the following, the 
length of preceding turns will be specified for each subtype.

Table 6  Feedback subtypes and preceding contexts in discourse environment

1 sd B.58 utt1: # {C and} # they had never been to the United States, /
2 sd B.58 utt2: {C so} they were really enjoying it /
3 sd B.58 utt3: {C and} they were telling us about all their trips. /
4 b A.59 utt1: Huh. /
sw_0821_2711.utt



2084 Journal of Psycholinguistic Research (2023) 52:2075–2092

1 3

Length of Preceding Contexts

Figure 2 below shows the distribution of the prior turn with varied lengths across dif-
ferent subtypes: the vertical axis shows the proportion that the prior turn of distinctive 
lengths account for, whereas the horizontal axis refers to different subtypes.

Overall, different subtypes of feedback showed similarities in length of preced-
ing turns; all subtypes gave priority to PL1 (40–65% across different subtypes); as 
the length increased there was a great decrease in the rate (20–30% in PL2, 5–15% in 
PL3). This suggests that preceding contexts were simple in terms of length; usually the 
participant provided a feedback utterance at once when the partner uttered one or two 
utterances. It was not very common to see that a large number of utterances preceded 
various feedback utterances.

Communicative Functions of Preceding Contexts

It is a point of interest to specify to which different types of feedback were oriented in 
the preceding turn. The corpus data showed that different subtypes of feedback shared 14 
functions in the preceding turn, which constituted over 60% of preceding contexts in each. 
Figure 3 below presents the distribution of the 14 shared functions that preceded different 
subtypes. The horizontal axis shows different subtypes of feedback, whereas the vertical 
axis shows the proportion that the shared functions accounted for when preceding different 
subtypes.

It shows that the shared functions made different contributions when preceding dif-
ferent subclasses. In particular, statement-non-opinion (sd), yes–no-question (qy) and 
statement-opinion (sv) showed dramatic distinction when preceding different subtypes 
of feedback, which made their curve lines go up and down in the figure above. First, 
statement-non-opinion was the most significant function preceding understandings, 

Fig. 2  Distinctive lengths of prior turns
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ranging from 30 to 70% of their preceding contexts, while it was not that significant 
when preceding agreements and answers. Second, yes–no-question was the most fre-
quent function that preceded various answers, comprising 25–41% of their preceding 
contexts, while this percentage decreased to 10% when preceding understandings and 
agreements. Third, statement-opinion was extremely prominent when preceding agree-
ments, especially accept (aa) and reject (ar).1 This kind of preference has been widely 
referred to as adjacency pairs in the literature, which is believed to play a crucial role 
in organization of conversational turn sequence (Schegloff, 2007). The large-scale dia-
logue corpus adopted in the current study showed that participants in daily conver-
sations collaboratively constructed turn sequences by producing types of adjacency 
pairs: statement-non-opinion and understandings, statement-opinion and agreements 
(except for ^h), yes–no-question and answers on the one hand, and on the other hand, 
it presented the statistical proportion that indicated the extent to which preceding con-
texts were required. The pair of statement-non-opinion and understandings appeared 
closer since statement-non-opinion made a dominant contribution when preceding 
understandings.

Thus, in general, preceding contexts of feedback showed more similarities in length 
but varied in the communicative functions they performed. It was the communicative 
functions in the preceding turn that restricted the choice of feedback, which led to the 
build-up of adjacency pairs of turn sequence. Below the researchers move on to the 
following contexts of feedback, to see how different subtypes of feedback differ from 
each other.

Fig. 3  Shared functions preceding different subtypes of feedback

1 Hold-before-answer/agreement (^h), as one level of agreement, is conflicting with this tendency in pre-
ceding contexts. Both statement-opinion and statement-non-opinion have a low point when preceding hold-
before-answer/agreement (^h).



2086 Journal of Psycholinguistic Research (2023) 52:2075–2092

1 3

Following Contexts

Following context refers to utterances that immediately follow feedback. As Gardner 
(2004) points out, feedback provides information “to other participants in the talk not 
only about how some prior talk has been received, but also some information on how it 
is projecting further activities in the talk.” It is, therefore, crucial to see who or what is 
expressed after feedback. This following subsection explores whether the producer of 
feedback continues the talk and what is expressed after feedback by two respects, i.e., 
length and the communicative functions performed by them. Refer Table 7.

In the former example, the feedback in Line 2 was realized by affirmative-non-
yes-answer (“na”), and no utterance was perceived to follow it in the same turn; the 
length of following contexts was recorded as FL0. Differently, yes-answer (“ny”) in 
Line 2 of the latter example was followed by one utterance (Line 3) in the same turn, 
the length of which thence was recorded as FL1; it served statement-expanding-y/n-
answer (“sd^e”). In total, 62.6% (42,862/68,500) of feedback utterances were used 
to terminate the current turn, and the length of following contexts was recorded as 

Table 7  Feedback subtypes and following contexts in discourse environment

1 qy A.69 utt1:   {D Well,} [ I, + I] was going to ask, too, does your 
wife work? /

2 na B.70 utt1:   {F Um,} she didn’t up until the last, {F oh,} six 
months. /

3 b A.71 utt1:   Uh-huh. /
sw_1092_2623.utt
1 qy A.29 utt1:   {F Huh.} {D Well} are you going to paint the outside 

of your house too? /
2 ny B.30 utt1:   {D Well,} yeah. /
3 sd^e B.30 utt2:   I think I am going to do it this spring actually. /
sw_1210_3756.utt

Fig. 4  Length of following contexts
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“FL0”. In the following, before moving on to the communicative functions performed 
by following contexts, at the first we can look into the length of the reminder turn after 
feedback.

Length of Following Contexts

Figure 4 below presents the proportions that distinctive lengths of the reminder turn con-
tributed to each subtype. The horizontal axis shows the different subtypes of feedback 
while the vertical axis denotes the proportions they account for. The figure below repre-
sents the percentage of understandings, agreements and answers.

It is obvious that understandings, agreements and answers varied in length in the fol-
lowing contexts. As the figures show, FL0 was dramatically prominent across vari-
ous understandings, accounting for more than 50% in each subtype, but this percentage 
declined to 20–50% in agreements and answers where FL1 made the largest contribution. 
This is consistent with the finding in position (section “Positional Analysis”) and demon-
strates a tendency that speakers in daily life more likely hand the floor back to the partner 
immediately after understanding, whereas they usually add one more utterance after agree-
ments and answers.

Note that no-answer (“nn”) is more likely followed by one utterance than other types of 
answers. For illustration, consider Table 8 below: in Line 2, A answers B’s question by a 
simple no-answer (“nn”) and subsequently adds additional information to tell that they do 
not have snow before Christmas (Lines 3–4).

It seems that a simple no-answer does not satisfy participants’ demand and more infor-
mation is expected for explanation, illustration and expansion, for the sake of the step-by-
step build-up of joint understanding and common ground (Clark, 1996). This is the same 
as to reject (“ar”), which is more likely followed by an utterance than accept (“aa”). A 
simple no-answer or rejection is somewhat face-threatening and the additional information 
provided is to gain partners’ sympathy and understanding, to “avoid or minimize disagree-
ments, disconfirmations and rejections if possible” (Pomerantz & Heritage, 2013: 215) for 
face consideration. This seems to be where preference comes into play. A response that is 
aligned with the bias of the prior turn is preferred whereas a response that misaligns with 
the prior turn is not preferred. A no-answer or reject is one type of dispreferred as “there 
are departures from some of these understandings, expectations and projections” (Heritage, 
2015: 89); and this is usually produced with more delays and repair initiators (Pomerantz, 
1984). The present study showed that dispreferred also could be marked by the way of the 
length of the turn, where extensive information was more likely provided for explanation 

Table 8  No-answer as an example

1 qy B.1 utt1: Have you s-, had any snow up your way? /
2 nn A.2 utt1: No, /
3 sd^e A.2 utt2: we haven’t had any since, uh, oh, just 

before Christmas /
4 sd A.2 utt3: and, uh --
5 b B.3 utt1: Um. /
6 + A.4 utt1: -- we had a lot before Christmas. /
sw_1316_3936.utt
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and expansion. This invites future work to compare and contrast more types of preferred 
and dispreferred responses.

Communicative Functions of Following Contexts

It has been found that a few utterances may occur after feedback in the same turn, to per-
form certain communicative functions in interaction. Data showed that subtypes of feed-
back exhibited great similarities in following contexts; they shared four functions which, 
however, accounted for 55–95% across different subtypes. Figure 5 below shows the pro-
portions that the four shared functions contribute in each subtype.

It can be seen that the four shared functions almost have the same distribution when fol-
lowing different subtypes of feedback. Statement-non-opinion (“sd”) is the most significant 
one in following contexts for most subtypes; in particular, it is more likely to follow agree-
ments and answers with a relatively high proportion. By contrast, yes–no-question (“qy”) 
makes the least contribution, indicating that it is a commonly observed function after feed-
back but is not very frequent. Statement-opinion (“sv”) and uninterpretable (“%”) are the 
other two shared functions in following contexts which make almost the same contribution 
across different subtypes.

It is noted that uninterpretable (“%”) is the most significant function following comple-
tion (^2), not statement-non-opinion (“sd”). The symbol “%”is used to mark abandoned, 
indeterminate, interrupted utterances or turn exit (Jurafsky et al., 1997). It seemed to pat-
tern one way in which the producer of completion would like to continue the talk but he 
was not ready for what to say; he employed the uninterpretable utterance as a transition to 
release the turn. Refer Table 9.

A and B were talking about family reunions in this excerpt. In Line 3, A completed B’s 
preceding utterance by “relatives”, and then produced a “right”, noted as uninterpretable 
(%). Here, the symbol “%” is used to mark short “turn-exits” facilitating the transition to 
the next turn; A put the obligation to the interlocutor to take the turn.

Another case that needs to be noted occurred to yes-answer (“ny”) and no-answer 
(“nn”) where the shared four functions added up to 55%, lower than that of others. Return-
ing to the data, they found that statement-expanding-y/n-answer was an important function 
following yes-answer (“ny”) and no-answer (“nn”), accounting for 36.5% and 42.3% of the 

Fig. 5  Shared functions in following contexts
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following contexts, respectively. In particular, no-answer was more likely followed by vari-
ous kinds of statements (“sd” “sv” “s^e”) for explanation and illustration. As illustrated in 
the preceding, more additional information after no-answer was used to minimize discrep-
ancies from understandings and expectations.

The observers could see that understandings, agreements and answers varied in 
length but showed similarities in communicative functions in following contexts. In most 
instances, after understanding, producers directly handed the turn back and put an obliga-
tion to the interlocutor to take the turn, while they tended to produce extensive information 
after agreements and answers to extend the talk. In particular, as one type of dispreferred 
responses, a simple no-answer and reject are more likely followed by various types of 
statement in the following than the counterpart.

Sections “Linguistic Forms”–“Contexts” had investigated formal properties of feedback 
(i.e., linguistic forms, position, preceding and following contexts) in daily conversation 
based on a large-scale telephone corpus. The author found that the three subclasses (i.e., 
understandings, agreements and answers) showed their own preference to the position: 
understandings tended to occur independently as a turn while agreements and answers 
tended to occur in turn-initial position with more utterances following. This seemed to lead 
to their different functions as feedback: understandings were primarily used to elicit the 
partner’s words while agreements and answers were mainly used to provide information. 
Understandings tended to stand alone and speakers declined the floor and put the obliga-
tion of speaking on their partners after them. Differently, agreements and answers tended 
to occur at the very beginning of the turn, with more utterances in sequence. Furthermore, 
the analysis showed that the simple no-answer and reject were more likely followed by 
utterances within the turn in progress. More information was supplied to further illustrate 
and explain, to build up more joint understanding and minimize face-threatening. Alterna-
tively, more utterances following could be interpreted as another type of device denoting 
dispreferred responses.

The current study also shows that the ways in which successive utterances cohere into 
strongly patterned sequences of interaction can be realized by different respects. It is obvi-
ous that the three subclasses are primarily restricted by the communicative functions in the 

Table 9  Uninterpretable as an example

1 sd B.37 utt3: {C But,} {F uh,} [ [ I, + {F uh,} I do,] + I do] enjoy the
reunions. /

2 sd B.37 utt4: The only problem is that now, {F uh,} originally when we
had them, {F uh,} they were mainly < sigh > my mother’s
 < sigh > , /

3 ^2 A.38 utt1: Relatives, /
4 % A.38 utt2: right. /
5 sd B.39 utt1: {F uh,} father’s. /
6 sd B.39 utt2: My mother’s father’s family had quite a few,
7 b A.40 utt1: Uh-huh. /
8 + B.41 utt1: {F uh,} brothers and sisters. /
9 sd B.41 utt2: {C So,} it was a large reunion [ [ of, + of,] + of] that group,

{F uh,} from those descendants. /
sw_0414_3067.utt
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preceding turn, which leads to construction of adjacent pairs; in the meantime, they shape 
the following context but by the length of the remaining turn, which has not been reported 
yet in previous studies. More importantly, the proportion statistically specifies the degree 
of confinement by the environment where they occur. It is expected that such kind of for-
mal features and statistical information on feedback in daily conversation could be applied 
to the human–machine system to improve the interactive experience.

Conclusion

This paper attempted to deepen the understanding of feedback in daily conversation and to 
depict a full picture of how feedback is employed by an investigation of all the linguistic 
forms, position, preceding and following contexts, based on a large corpus of telephone 
conversations. In this process, “language corpora are very useful, not to say indispensable” 
(Kjellmer, 2009: 82). Based on the corpus evidence, the researchers could see some gen-
eral trends in feedback use as well as a few special cases, which are of great significance in 
the human–machine dialogue system.

The results showed that speakers in daily interaction drew on three subclasses of feed-
back (i.e., understandings, agreements and answers), which included 26 subtypes account-
ing for almost one third of the total utterances in the corpus. Moreover, to keep the smooth 
progress of the ongoing conversation, they frequently relied on subtypes associated with 
conversational management and maintenance, such as acknowledge (backchannel), which 
accounted for almost 60% of feedback, by means of simple, repetitive, short forms. By con-
trast, assessment/appreciation, primarily for conveying the information content, accounted 
for less than 10% in daily conversations, which were mainly realized by more creative, 
unpredictable, longer forms.

The analysis also found that speakers were intentional in distinguishing the three sub-
classes: understandings, agreements and answers by using a set of variables, including 
position and the proximal discourse environment. Standing alone, understandings were 
more likely used to elicit the interlocutor’s utterances as speakers immediately shifted 
the turn and put the obligation of speaking on the interlocutor whereas agreements and 
answers, preferring to turn-initial position, were more likely to provide more information. 
This was even more so for reject and no-answer, which is believed to result from face con-
sideration, to minimize or void disagreements. Moreover, the three subclasses—under-
standings, agreements and answers—were restricted by preceding contexts; they all were 
likely preceded by one-utterance turn which, however, served different functions; that is, 
statement-non-opinion, statement-opinion and yes–no-question respectively. At the same 
time, they shaped the length of the remaining turn.

One should bear in mind that it is not possible to decide from the data discussed whether 
the differences among various subtypes were representative of all cases. When it broke 
down the data for specific cases, the researchers found larger differences. For instance, 
uh-huh was more likely to be freestanding than yeah when both worked as acknowledge 
(backchannel). Thus, individual differences should be taken into account in the future 
work because it is believed to lead to more in-depth empirical research and potential ben-
efit to Natural Language Processing. Many more insights can be expected from the corpus 
evidence.
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