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We describe a speech database which is being built in a study on phonetic convergence in 

spontaneous German conversations, with a main focus on prosody. In order to gather 

spontaneous speech data, with naturally occurring convergence (as opposed to controlled 

"imitation" in laboratory conditions), 24 dialogs with 12 different female speakers were 

recorded.  

 

Many recent studies on convergence and imitation use rather controlled and limited speech 

material as a basis for investigating convergence. For instance, several studies focus on single 

word or sentence repetition (Nielsen 2007, Nielsen 2008, Babel 2009, Abrego-Collier et al. 

2011). Delvaux & Soquet (2007) examine no conversational interaction but the influence of 

ambient speech. Pardo (2006) measures the perceptual similarity of a limited number of target 

words. Few current studies use quasi-spontaneous corpora such as the Columbia Games 

Corpus (Levitan & Hirschberg 2011) or data from interaction in a picture task (Kim et al. 

2011), or fully spontaneous speech (De Looze et al. 2011). However, none of their corpora 

provide social factors. Gravano et al. (2011) try to overcome this lack by collecting ratings for 

dialog and social behavior in the Columbia Games Corpus from independent listeners in a 

study on turn-taking behavior which does not address convergence; however, it is not possible 

to collect the interactants' own mutual ratings so long afterwards. 

 

Social behavior and attitudes are of great importance in convergence research since it is well 

accepted that the degree of convergence is related to social factors (Giles&Smith 1979, Giles 

et al. 1991, Giles & Powesland 1997, Shepard et al. 2001, Giles & Ogay 2006). For instance, 

Natale (1975) in one of the earliest studies on convergence correlated speakers' behavior with 

their scores on a "social desirability scale". Likewise, Street (1984) for instance correlated the 

degree of convergence with speakers' mutual ratings of social attractiveness and competence. 

To cater for such social factors in the present database, each speaker completed a 

questionnaire testing her social desirability score according to a German short version of the 

social desirability scale as well as their score on a scale of self-monitoring (Collani & Stürmer 

2009). These tests were administered once for each speaker. In addition, after each 

conversation, speakers completed another questionnaire rating their assessment of the dialog 

(in terms of ease, relaxedness, effort, etc.), of their conversational partner (in terms of 

likeability, competence, etc.), and of their own attitude (in terms of feeling well, feeling 

superior/inferior to their interlocutor, etc.). 

 

The present corpus will consist of 24 female-female dyads of approx. 25 minutes length each. 

Each speaker talked to 4 different interlocutors. No pair of interactants knew each other 

beforehand. Speakers where told that the purpose of the study was to research how small talk 

between strangers works. They were provided with a list of potential topics to ease 

conversation, but were explicitly told that they were completely free to choose other topics as 

well. The dialog pairings were designed to create a network in which each conversation 

constitutes a link between the involved speakers. The network was set up in a way that 

speakers shared as many interlocutors as possible without creating groups with more links 

than others. Thus, no two speakers shared the same 4 interlocutors, but speakers who talked 

to each other are guaranteed to have at least one interlocutor in common. This allows for 

comparing the behavior of each pair of interactants to their behavior in conversations with at 

least one other shared interlocutor. The recordings will be automatically aligned given the 

orthographic transcription. In the course of the project, the database will be automatically 



labelled for intonation events according to GToBI(S) (Mayer 1995). As of today, 22 dialogs 

have been recorded, and we have started to generate the orthographic transcriptions.  

 

First analyses of turn-taking behavior in the database were carried out using annotations which 

were generated completely automatically using Praat's (Boersma&Weenink, 2011) silence 

detection. From these, we automatically identified backchannels, assuming that each utterance 

of a speaker which is shorter than one second and which occurs in between utterances of the 

other speaker is a backchannel. We informally verified that this identified backchannels 

reasonably well.  

 

We normalized the number of backchannels by interlocutor vocalization duration. We 

conducted a two-way analysis of variance with factors speaker and interlocutor. Here, only the 

effect of speaker was significant (F(11,21)=9.53,p<0.001), while the interlocutor effect was 

not significant (F(10,21=1.43, p=0.23). This indicates that the number of backchannels 

produced is speaker-specific and does not change significantly across conversations with 

different interlocutors, i.e. speakers do not seem to converge with respect to the number of 

backchannels produced.  

 

Further and more detailed accounts of turn-taking behavior will be available for presentation at 

the conference.  
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