
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University of Southern Denmark

Beautiful noise? The impact of filled pauses on the perception of speaker charisma

Voss, Sina; Niebuhr, Oliver

Published in:
Book of Abstracts of the 13th Nordic Prosody Conference

Publication date:
2022

Document version:
Accepted manuscript

Document license:
CC BY

Citation for pulished version (APA):
Voss, S., & Niebuhr, O. (2022). Beautiful noise? The impact of filled pauses on the perception of speaker
charisma. In Book of Abstracts of the 13th Nordic Prosody Conference (pp. 14-16)

Go to publication entry in University of Southern Denmark's Research Portal

Terms of use
This work is brought to you by the University of Southern Denmark.
Unless otherwise specified it has been shared according to the terms for self-archiving.
If no other license is stated, these terms apply:

            • You may download this work for personal use only.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying this open access version
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details and we will investigate your claim.
Please direct all enquiries to puresupport@bib.sdu.dk

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://portal.findresearcher.sdu.dk/en/publications/0e116478-85eb-4687-a4e6-ea0f8d18204c


 

Beautiful noise? The impact of filled pauses on the perception of speaker charisma 

Sina Voss1 & Oliver Niebuhr² 
1IfL Phonetik, University of Cologne, Germany 

²Centre for Industrial Electronics, University of Southern Denmark, Sonderborg/DK 

 
Many guidebooks on ‘how to become more charismatic’ have been published in recent years. Their 

immense success reflects the growing desire of people to become better speakers, backed up by 

accumulating scientific evidence that professional and social success correlates considerably with 

perceived speaker charisma. However, the advice given in one guidebook is often missing in other 

guidebooks, and sometimes guidebooks even give their readers contradictory recommendations. 

Amongst other things, this applies to filled pauses (FPs) which are described, e.g., by Manusco & 

Miltenberger (2016:189) as “nonsense syllable[s] such as ‘um’, ‘uh’, ‘ah’ or ‘er’ […], tongue clicking, 

or the interject[ion] ‘like’”. Essentially, FPs are parts of the silent gaps in between two utterance units.  

Research fields like phonetics, pragmatics, and psychology provided a large body of research about 

where and when these FPs occur in speech communication, about how this where and when correlates 

with a functional and intentional usage of FPs, and about the extent to which this usage reflects gender, 

language proficiency, mental state, or other speaker traits (see Niebuhr & Fischer 2019; Kosmala & 

Crible 2022 and references therein). What has hardly been dealt with so far is how harmful FPs are for 

a speaker’s perceived charisma. Rhetorical guidebooks typically recommend avoiding FPs completely 

(Bell 2011, Sprague et al. 2013). Only a few guidebooks are less strict in that respect (Mortensen 2011). 

The latter ones are consistent with empirical evidence showing that, e.g., the shorter or the more nasal 

FPs are, the more do listeners underestimate their actual frequency of occurrence, and the more FPs are 

tolerated before they start to harm perceived speaker charisma (Niebuhr & Fischer 2019).  

Niebuhr & Fischer focused on oral and nasal hesitation markers like “err” and “uhm” and, thus, did 

not address a further major group of nonverbal FPs: clicks. Trouvain (2015) shows that although 

German is a non-click language in phonemic terms, “clicks are used in a large diversity of functions” 

(p.21). In public speeches, clicks represent discourse markers that mainly indicate either topic change 

or disapproval – at least in languages like German and English (Ogden 2013). Clicks indicating dis-

approval occur in connection with “word-finding trouble” (Trouvain 2015:27). Therefore, such clicks 

represent an acoustic projection of the speaker’s internal dissatisfaction with his/her own performance. 

It would be reasonable to assume that such clicks negatively affect the perceived speaker charisma in 

public speeches. However, this assumption has never been examined experimentally so far and, 

moreover, the assumption is not without any alternative. The perceptually subtle, impulse-like nature 

of clicks could also point in the opposite direction, i.e., that clicks largely go unnoticed by the audience 

of a public speaker and therefore do not affect his/her charismatic impact at all. The present paper 

presents a perception experiment that aimed at testing the two opposing assumptions about the effect 

of disfluency-related clicks in public speeches. In addition, we built on Niebuhr & Fischer’s field data 

research of “err” and “uhm” and systematically tested the effects of oral as opposed to nasal hesitation 

markers on perceived charisma under otherwise identical speaker and presentation conditions. 

Eight different audio files were recorded, which were all based on the same text, i.e., a short investor 

pitch designed to include a large number of verbal Charismatic Leadership Tactics (Antonakis et al. 

2011). The investor pitch was elicited from two experienced speakers (1m, 1f), i.e., university lecturers 

in their sixties who are used to giving oral presentations and who have lived in the UK for more than 

40 years. In addition, the readers were instructed to perform the text in a charismatic way (that they 

were able to practice beforehand), i.e., fluently at a moderately high tempo, and with a high, variable 

pitch pattern (Rosenberg & Hirschberg 2009; Niebuhr et al. 2020). Four different performance 

conditions were elicited per speaker: (1) without any FPs, (2) with six oral hesitation markers “err” at 

orthographically marked, pre-defined positions, (3) with six nasal hesitation markers “(u)hm” at the 

same places as in (2), (4) with six clicks inserted while simulating word-finding trouble.  

Based on the 8 stimuli (2x4), an online perception experiment was created with SoSciSurvey. A total 

of 237 English-speaking listeners participated. Participants were divided into two groups. One group 

(N=116) received the female speaker’s stimuli. The other group (N=121) received the male speaker’s 

stimuli. In addition, speaker prestige was included as supplementary independent variable. To that end, 

the speaker to be rated was introduced in different ways to participants, either as a highly prestigious 



 

head technical developer of a well-known Silicon-Valley company, or as a hobby programmer from 

Brooks, rural Kentucky. Participants conducted the experiment based on four separate online 

questionnaires, the links to which they received in intervals of one week. The four FP conditions and 

the two prestige conditions were individually randomly distributed across the four questionnaires. The 

experiment thus extended over the period of a month. Participants rated speaker charisma in terms of 

MASCharP attributes (D'Errico et al. 2013) on a continuous 0-100 scale and, in addition, stated from a 

customer’s perspective whether they would buy the pitched product from the speaker and, from an 

investor’s perspective, how much money (scale 0-100 €) they would invest into the speaker’s business 

idea. 

The rating data were analyzed in a three-way MANOVA with FP and Prestige as within-subjects 

factors and (speaker) Sex as between-subjects factor. Results show a main effect of Sex on listener 

ratings. Prestige did not yield a separate main effect but significantly interacted with Sex. The 

underlying rating pattern is that, without a prestigious speaker introduction, the ratings of the male 

speaker’s charisma were overall higher than for the female speaker. However, with a prestigious speaker 

introduction, this difference reversed, because the female speaker benefitted disproportionally stronger 

from verbally expressed prestige, see Figure 1. 

The factor FP yielded significant main effects on all rated attributes, but the results pattern is 

complex. Using clicks penalized the female speaker much more than the male speaker whose ratings 

showed, unlike for the female speaker, no significant decreases for self-confidence, competence, 

nervousness, and investment sum. By contrast, the six clicks that occurred in the stimulus worsened the 

female speaker’s nervousness and self-confidence ratings by about 25 % and, in particular, reduced the 

financial investment into the advertised product by almost 70 %, see Figure 2. Furthermore, hesitation 

markers reduced all charisma-related ratings significantly more strongly than clicks did, and we 

replicated the findings of Niebuhr & Fischer (2019) in that we found the nasal variant “(u)hm” to be 

less harmful for perceived speaker charisma than the oral variant “err” – however, only for the male 

speaker. His competence, nervousness, and charisma ratings improved by about 10-15 % when using 

the nasal hesitation marker. The willingness to buy the pitched product even more than doubled with 

the nasal as compared to the oral hesitation marker, see Figure 3. 
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Figure 1. Rating behavior of 116 listeners for female speaker’s stimuli with (left) and without (right) a 

prestigious speaker introduction. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Investment behavior of 116 listeners for female speaker’s stimuli without FPs (left) and 

with clicks as FPs (right). 

 
Figure 3. Willingness-to-buy ratings of 121 listeners for male speaker’s stimuli with oral (left) and 

nasal FPs (right) at otherwise identical locations in the investor pitch. 

 


