Internship / masters thesis opportunities in the
Communication in Social Interaction (CoSI) lab

In the Communication in Social Interaction lab (https://cosilab.org), we investigate multimodal
language from a behavioural, cognitive and neurobiological perspective. More specifically, the
CoSI lab investigates human vocal and visual communication in its most natural social setting:
face-to-face interaction. Within this context, the group’s focus is on the use of verbal language,
nonverbal vocal behaviour, and gesture (manual, head and torso movements, facial signals, and
eye gaze). The CoSI lab addresses questions fundamental to our understanding of how we act and
interact as social beings, such as:
How do we use vocal and visual signals to convey our intentions to others and which cognitive
mechanisms account for this multimodal behaviour?
How do we comprehend multimodal communicative messages and how do social and interactive
processes influence comprehension?
How has human multimodal communication evolved phylogenetically?
How do we cope with the complex task of conveying and perceiving communicative intentions
when our communication system is impaired?
To answer these questions, the group combines approaches from various scientific disciplines,
including psycholinguistics, linguistics, psychology, philosophy, sociology, and cognitive
neuroscience, as well as a host of different methods, ranging from experiments to corpus studies.
The group is headed by Judith Holler (https://www.mpi.nl/people/holler-judith;
https://www.ru.nl/english/people/holler-j/), associate professor at the Donders Institute for Brain,
Cognition and Behaviour and senior investigator in the Language & Cognition Department at the
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics.
Currently, we have a number of internship / Masters thesis opportunities on a range of topics,
which include the following projects (all based on Dutch language unless otherwise stated):
1) Are humans especially predispositioned for processing language in a face-to-face setting?
This project will compare human language processing in face-to-face as compared to other
interactional settings, using experimental techniques to probe speed and accuracy of language

processing, and the processing of turn structure, based on video and kinematic stimuli combined
with behavioural measures and/or EEG.
2) Which bodily signals influence the cognitive processing of language in-situ, and how?
We know that our brain readily integrates semantic information from speech and hands during
comprehension, at least at the one-word or individual sentence level. This new project (called
Communication in Action) investigates how bodily signals going beyond iconic gestures performed
by the hands (e.g. head gestures, different facial signals, gaze, pragmatic manual gestures)
influence language comprehension, and how they do so in an interactive dialogue setting. These
investigations will be based on a richly annotated conversational corpus including speech and
kinematic data from motion capture, which will be fed into a Virtual Reality environment to create
experimental stimuli to measure multimodal in-situ language processing using behavioural and
imaging techniques (predominantly EEG, but fMRI is also possible).
3) Do bodily signals influence how we coordinate linguistic contributions in conversation?
This project investigates the role of bodily signals (in particular manual and head gestures, as well
as eye gaze) in conversational turn-taking. The project has space for two types of internships, one
focusing on corpus analyses of spontaneous conversational interactions (in English) using
annotation of bodily behavior and statistical analyses of the patterns within the corpus, and one
focusing on experimental investigations that manipulate form and timing of hypothesized verbal
and visual turn-taking signals to test for causal effects.
4) How do prosody and the body interact in the coordination of conversation?
This project involves the annotation of prosodic patterns of conversational turns (English
multimodal corpus) to investigate how visual and prosodic signals for turn-taking my work
together in conversational interaction. Investigating this question involves complementing existing
visual annotations with prosodic annotations, distinguishing between a limited set of intonational
patters for questions and responses in casual English.
5) The addressee as active collaborator: how do addressee signals affect speech production?
The traditional view of human communication involves a sender and a recipient, with the latter
playing a largely passive role in the process (i.e. by receiving the information sent to him or her).
However, recent work by various scholars points towards a much more collaborative notion of
communication, supporting a bilateral notion of language use. In this context, the addressee plays
an active role too, and a critical one on top of that: first findings reveal that addressee feedback
shapes speakers’ speech quite considerably. However, we still know rather little about how this
happens. This project experimentally investigates the influence of the form and timing of
addressee signals (vocal and visual) on speakers’ behavior, shedding light also on the nature of the
speech production process and informing corresponding models.
6) Overinformativeness in speech and gesture: probing Gricean maxims multimodally.
One long-held claim is that speakers design messages for their recipients in such a way that
produces optimal utterances in terms of the amount and type of information they contain – not
too much and not too little. However, recently, researchers have started to challenge this
assumption, arguing that speakers may be overinformative quite frequently, and that this may
enhance efficiency. This issue has never been probed with multimodal investigations, taking into
account the information by speech and gesture, which may further support the notion of a
tendency of overinformativeness. This project will involve experimental investigations of this
issue, and also of how speakers distribute the core components of a message across modalities to
communicate most efficiently.

