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This paper presents a study of the use of constructed action (CA) in the stories and conver-
sations of adult Finnish Sign Language (FinSL) signers of different ages. CA is definedhere as a
type of depiction in which a signer enacts the actions, feelings, thoughts and utterances of
discourse referents with different parts of their body. Most studies on CA in sign languages
have been done on the basis of signed storytelling, and little is known about how the use of
CA varies in different discourse types. The use of CA has also been noted to vary between
individual signers, butwedonot yet knowmuch about the socio-individual phenomena that
may be linked to this variation. In the present study, we investigate whether the use of CA is
different in the stories and the conversations of adult FinSL signers, and whether younger
(18–39) and older (50–79) adult signers use CA differently in stories and conversations. The
study is basedon themanual annotation of videodata recorded for the Corpus of Finnish Sign
Language (Corpus FinSL) and the analysis includes frequency descriptions and statistical
analysis. The data show that there is a statistically significant difference in the use of CA in
stories and conversations, and that in storytelling, older adults use significantly more CA
than younger adults. This difference between the two age groups is particularly evident in
the overt uses of CA. Thework presented here points toward the need formore investigation
of CA in non-narrative discourse contexts and in the language use of signers of different ages.
� 2021 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
1. Introduction

The topic of this paper is the depictive discourse strategy referred to as constructed action (CA) and how it is used in Finnish
Sign Language (FinSL). CA is defined here as a type of depiction in which a signer enacts the actions, feelings, thoughts and
utterances of discourse referents with different parts of their body (see e.g. Liddell and Metzger, 1998; Cormier et al., 2013,
2015; Jantunen et al., 2020b). In sign language linguistics, the enactment of referents has been approached from varying
theoretical starting points. This can be seen in the diverse terminologywith which this type of enactment has been referred to
in the research literature (e.g. role shift, reference shift, point of view predicate, transfert personnel, surrogate blending; see e.g. Padden,
1990; Lillo-Martin, 1995; Sandler and Lillo-Martin, 2006; Cuxac 2000; Liddell, 2003). We see CA as a type of enactment that is
multimodal linguistic action (e.g. Cormier et al., 2013; Hodge and Cormier, 2019) with varying degrees of intensity and se-
miotic complexity (Dudis, 2004; Cormier et al., 2015; Ferrara and Hodge, 2018), and which can occur with or without
simultaneous lexical signs (e.g. Liddell and Metzger, 1998; Cormier et al., 2013).
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CA is a frequent andwell-knownphenomenon in sign language (SL) discourse, and it has been discussed in the field of sign
language linguistics since the late 1970s. Some scholars have paid a lot of attention especially to the enactment of referents’
thoughts and utterances (also referred to as quotative CA, constructed dialogue, constructed discourse, direct quotation, direct report,
attitude ascription) and whether this can be used for indirect reported speech as well as for direct quotation (for a review, see
e.g., Lillo-Martin, 2012; Cormier et al., 2013; Quer, 2018). These approaches have emphasized the comparison between bodily
enactment in SLs and conventionalized quotative strategies in spoken language syntax.

Others, on the other hand, have paid more attention to the enactment of other types of actions than utterances and
thoughts and, following Tannen (1989), they have defined enactment of both language events and other types of actions as
constructed action (also referred to as action role shift) (e.g. Metzger, 1995; Liddell andMetzger, 1998; Cormier et al., 2013). These
approaches emphasize the cognitive and functional processes involved in enactment, and the similarities between the bodily
enactment of signers and the vocal and kinesic enactment of speakers. The theoretical approach in the current study follows
this latter tradition and we define both quotative and non-quotative enactments as CA.

To date, data-driven studies on CA have been carried out primarily on the basis of signed stories, and little is known about
how the use of CA varies between different discourse types. Moreover, the use of CA has been noted to vary between in-
dividuals (e.g. Ferrara and Johnston, 2014; Jantunen, 2017a) but we do not yet know much about the socio-individual phe-
nomena that may be connected to this variation, such as the age or gender of the signer (e.g. Hodge and Ferrara, 2014; Smith
and Cormier, 2014). In the current study, we seek to contribute to these discussions by investigating whether adult FinSL
signers use CA differently in different discourse types, and whether the age of adult signers affects the use of CA in these
discourse types. More specifically, the objectives are to find out whether (i) the use of CA is different in the stories and
conversations of adult FinSL signers; and (ii) whether younger adults (18–39) and older adults (50–79) use CA differently in
stories and conversations. The study is based on the manual annotation of recorded video data of adults’ FinSL use. The
analysis includes frequency descriptions and statistical analysis.

In this endeavor, the current study uses a framework proposed by Cormier et al. (2015), according to which CA has different
degrees, that is, subtle, reduced and overt types. Non-enacting stretches of discourse we refer to as non-enacting signing. We inves-
tigate how different degrees of CA and non-enacting signing occur in two different discourse types and by signers of different
ages. Thiswork is donewithin the usage-based cognitive-functional framework and it is based on the view that language is a part
of humans’ physiological, cognitive and social activity, and therefore that language is inherently connected to other types of
humanaction (see, e.g.,Hopper,1998;BybeeandBeckner, 2010;Diessel, 2017). Language is alsoviewedas includingbothgradient
and non-conventionalized, as well as discrete and conventional elements, and iconic and indexical semiotic strategies as well as
symbolic strategies are seen as important for meaning-making with language (Jantunen, 2017a; Puupponen, 2019). For more on
this view see, for example, Cormier et al. (2012), Kendon (2014), Hodge and Johnston (2014), and Ferrara and Hodge (2018).

The current study is the first corpus-based investigation into socio-individual variation in FinSL. As age has been found to
be a significant variable in sociolinguistic studies of several sign languages (see e.g. Bayley et al., 2015), and as basic education
has been quite different for different generations of FinSL signers, age was considered to be a relevant factor in a study of
variation in the use of CA in FinSL. In the future, our aim is to compare the results of the current study with the use of CA by
children acquiring FinSL (Kanto et al., 2021), and to study further other socio-individual factors that may influence the use of
CA in FinSL, such as gender, regional background or signers’ linguistic environment during their basic education.
2. Constructed action in sign languages

2.1. Approaches to constructed action in sign languages

Although it is a relatively understudied topic, in SL linguistics, there is already a significant body of literature that discusses
– on one level or another – the specific type of bodily enactment that we refer to in this paper as constructed action (CA). In
constructed action, a signer enacts a discourse referent so that different parts of the signer’s body represent different parts of
the referent’s body, and the enactment is done as if showing the event through the perspective of the referent (Fig. 1).
Fig. 1. An example of the use of CA in FinSL (marked in bold): “Well, then [the snowman] went to test the stove and turned it on using the knobs. [The stove] was
radiating heat. [The snowman] was startled and pulled back from the heat because he was afraid of melting."
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In more traditional approaches to SL grammar, this type of enactment has been referred to as role shift or referential shift and a
distinction has beenmade between the enactment of utterances and the enactment of other types of actions (e.g. Padden,1990;
Sandler and Lillo-Martin, 2006; see also Lillo-Martin, 2012). Categorical differentiation between enacting utterances and
enacting other types of actions is based on the view that signers’ enactment of non-linguistic action and all kinds of speakers’
kinesic enactment are paralinguistic phenomena, whereas signers’ enactment of utterances is a linguistic phenomenon com-
parable to reported speech inwritten and spoken sentences (e.g. Emmorey, 2002; Pfau andQuer, 2010). Behind this distinction is
another metatheoretical distinction, that of language being a system that is separate from other human activities such as
gesticulation. Speakers’ kinesic or vocal enactment are seen as “paralinguistic” parts of communication, and the enactment of
referents’ non-linguistic actions, which does not include conventionalized lexical signs, is seen as a parallel paralinguistic
phenomenon. On the other hand, some traditional approaches have not made such a categorical distinction between these
different uses of enactment. Some, for example, have gone around the gesture-language dichotomy byexplaining the enactment
of non-linguistic actions through the linguistic concept of a classifier and call these tokens of CA body classifiers (e.g. Supalla, 1986,
2003; Morgan and Woll, 2003; Davidson, 2015) – a view that has been both supported and disputed.1

According to another view, the enactment of utterances and the enactment of other types of actions are quite closely
related, but still distinct. This distinction is justified by the ways in which signers are said to refer to the 1st person: when CA
enacts a language event, signers point towards themselves in order to refer to the enacted “self” whereas these pointing
actions do not occur in CA that enacts nonlinguistic action (Lillo-Martin, 2012). However, this argumentation has been
questioned, as there are instances of CA that enact language events but do not include any index-finger pointing actions
referring to the enacted self (Quer, 2018). In other words, in some cases, the difference between these two types of CA lies only
in their contextually created and interpreted meaning and function (see e.g. Cormier et al., 2015; Hodge and Cormier, 2019).
There are no systematic formal criteria that distinguish between them, only the fact that CA may emerge without any co-
occurring lexical signs, whereas the enacting of uttered or thought propositions inherently includes these.

Due to this, not all approaches have differentiated between the enactment of utterances and other actions in the previ-
ously mentioned ways. According to another view, enactments of discourse referents –whether involving language events or
non-linguistic actions – are always signers’ constructions of the events they enact. This means that a constructed event
(enactment in Fig. 1) is always a creation of the signer which is detached from the original event (the event in a story inwhich
‘a snowman is pulling back from a hot stove’ re-enacted in Fig. 1; see e.g. Tannen, 1989; Günthner, 1999), and which includes,
for example, the signer’s own interpretations of the original event, and the signer’s own communicational aims in the
discourse context inwhich the enactment is produced (e.g. Winston,1992; Metzger, 1995; Liddell andMetzger, 1998; Cormier
et al., 2013; Ferrara and Johnston, 2014, see also Lillo-Martin, 2012). According to this view, it is sometimes very difficult, or
even impossible, to distinguish between CA that quotes language events and CA that quotes non-linguistic actions, as both of
these may emerge in a single enactment (see e.g. Cormier et al., 2013, 120; Hodge and Cormier, 2019). This approach un-
derlines the fact that sequences of CA are found in both signers’ and speakers’2 multimodal communication and that in both
cases they are demonstrations that depict rather than describe referents (see e.g. Clark and Gerrig, 1990; Streeck, 2002; Ferrara
and Hodge, 2018). That is, a speaker’s vocal enactment of a referent’s speech or speaker’s/signer’s bodily enactment of another
type of referent’s action are all examples of depicting rather than describing. Enacting a stretch of discourse does not make it
“more linguistic” or less depictive than enacting other types of actions.

Finally, there are also conflicting views onwhether particular signals from the signer’s body are to be considered as a part
of the enactment of a referent in CA or as part of conventionalized SL grammar and morphosyntax. One quite well-known
example of such a discussion is that of the signer’s eye gaze and its use for CA versus grammatical agreement (for an over-
view of these competing views, see e.g. Cormier et al., 2015 & Schembri et al., 2018).
2.2. Degrees of constructed action

In the theoretical discussion of CA, it has also been noted that not all parts of the signer’s body are necessarily engaged in
the enactment. It is possible that a part of the signer’s body is engaged in CAwhile at the same time another part of the body is
engaged in non-enacting signing (Liddell and Metzger, 1998; Dudis, 2004). This well-known feature associated with CA has
been referred to as body partitioning (Dudis, 2004). In an utterance that involves body partitioning, a signer may enact a
referent with, for example, the position of their upper body, their facial expression and their eye gaze while their hands
produce lexical or partly lexical signs3 describing or depicting the event that is being discussed and/or the participant(s) in
this event. The end result of this multilayered articulation is a semiotically complex utterance which includes several view-
points: the character perspective (also referred to, e.g., as participant viewpoint) shown by enactment, as well as the observer
perspective (also referred to as, e.g., global viewpoint) conveyed by lexical and partly lexical signs (see also e.g. Emmorey et al.,
1 For differing views on the use of the concept ‘(body) classifier’ in SL linguistics, see e.g. Supalla (1986, 2003); Morgan and Woll (2003); Zwitserlood
(2012); Davidson (2015); Engberg-Pedersen (1993, 1995); Cogill-Koez (2000); Liddell (2003b); Schembri (2003); Slobin et al. (2003).

2 The use of CA has also been found in speakers’ communication and it has been referred to with terms such as demonstration, body quotation, (mimetic) (re-)
enactment and depiction (e.g. Clark and Gerrig 1990; Cameron 1998; Streeck 2002; Enfield, 2009; Park 2009; Clark 2016; Ferrara and Hodge 2018; Lilja and
Piirainen-Marsh 2019).

3 With ‘lexical’ we refer to signs that are fully conventionalized to the lexicon of a SL and with ‘partly lexical’ to signs that include more conventionalized
elements as well as more context-dependent indicative and/or depictive elements (see e.g. Liddell 2003; Johnston and Schembri 2010; Johnston 2012).
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2000; Dudis, 2004; Perniss, 2007; Cormier et al., 2012; Quinto-Pozos and Parrill, 2015; Ferrara and Ringsø, 2019). Character
perspective has generally been associated with the life-sized conceptual scene surrounding the signer, who is positioned
inside it and maymove inside it. Observer perspective, on the other hand, has been associated with the conceptual scene that
is the topographical space in front of the signer, who is positioned at a static point outside of it (Perniss, 2007; Ferrara and
Ringsø, 2019, 584). Recently it has been noted that this division is less clear-cut than may have been thought, and that
some spatial language involves so-called mixed vantage points; that is, external viewpoints may be mobile as well as static, and
internal viewpoints may be static as well as mobile (Ferrara and Ringsø, 2019; see also Perniss and Özyürek, 2008).

The ideas of body partitioning and co-occurring viewpoints can be seen in some theoretical-methodological treatments of
CA that include the idea that enactment may emerge in different degrees in SL discourse. Cormier et al. (2015) have presented
a data-driven framework for the investigation of CA, according to which the degree of CA may be analyzed through detailed
multichannel annotation of articulators’ engagement in CA combined with intuition-based evaluation of the strength of the
enactment.4 The framework includes annotations for enacting articulators (hand(s), eye gaze, head, face, torso), the viewpoint
of the signer (narrator, character), and the prominence of that viewpoint (full, partial). This process of description and analysis
results in a classification of CA into three gradient prototype categories, overt (Fig. 2a), reduced (Fig. 2b) and subtle CA (Fig. 2c).
According to Cormier et al. (2015, 193) these prototypes are “points along a continuum of overtness” of CA.
Fig. 2. Examples of the three CA types and non-enacting signing in FinSL. All four examples signify or represent ‘screaming’.
In overt CA, a relatively high number of articulators are involved in the enacting and the signer is fully in the role of a
character (i.e., the depiction is done from the character’s internal viewpoint). In Fig. 2a the signer is engaged in overt CA, so
different parts of the signer’s body, including the hands, represent the enacted referent, a person screaming, not those of the
narrator. In reduced CA, quite a lot of articulators are still engaged in the enactment but the character viewpoint is only
partial, that is, the signer takes the roles of both the character and the narrator. In the example in Fig. 2b, most of the activity of
the signer is still portraying ‘a person screaming’, while the signer’s hands are producing a lexical sign SCREAM, which depicts
the events from the narrator’s external viewpoint. In subtle CA, only a few articulators are engaged in the enactment, and the
event is depicted only partially from the character’s viewpoint. This is demonstrated in the utterance in Fig. 2c, inwhich most
of the visible activity is that of the signer-narrator, including the lexical sign SCREAM, and it is only the depictive activity of the
face (i.e. the eyes and the eye brows) that represent some features of the character’s viewpoint, ‘a person screaming’.

When approaching CA as an articulatorily or intensity-wise holistic phenomenon (e.g. Ferrara and Johnston, 2014;
Jantunen, 2017a.), different studies may base their conclusions about the use of CA on observations done on different ar-
ticulator(s) (e.g., observing only the movements of the body or only facial expression/eye-gaze; see Cormier et al., 2015). In
addition, in a holistic approach some conclusions on CA may be based only on overt CA while others are based on non-overt
CA, or the most subtle instances of CA may not be taken into account at all. These issues may partly explain the different
findings of studies on CA and the conclusions reached on the linguistic nature of CA (see Cormier et al., 2015).

Above we have given a short review of different approaches to CA in sign language linguistics. The theoretical approach of
the current study has its origins in the approach of Winston (1992), Metzger (1995), and Liddell andMetzger (1998) and their
followers. We define CA as a specific form of enactment in which the actions of a speaker’s or signer’s body represent the
actions, thoughts, feelings or utterances of referents in discourse. Following Metzger (1995) and Cormier et al. (2015), we see
the enactment of language events and the enactment of non-linguistic action as different types (which do not necessarily
need to be distinguished from each other) of the same discourse strategy, constructed action, in which a signer/speaker
depicts a constructed event. This type of depiction is a more gradient and non-conventionalized way ofmeaning-making than
expressing meaning with conventionalized lexical signs, for example. However, it may include different degrees of con-
ventional or semi-conventional elements, such as lexical signs when enacting utterances, or delexicalized forms of signs5

when enacting other types of action. In this study, we have applied Cormier et al.’s (2015) framework of CA types for the
study of FinSL discourse, as is described in Section 3. Utterances involving overt CA are considered to include more non-
conventionalized and gradient features while utterances involving subtle CA are considered to include more conventional
4 For other treatments of degrees of CA, see e.g. Lentz (1986) and Quinto-Pozos and Mehta (2010).
5 With ‘delexicalized forms’ we refer to tokens of signs that are conventionalized parts of a lexicon of a SL but that are “taken back” to their iconic and

mimic roots in discourse (e.g. Johnston and Ferrara 2012; Cormier et al., 2012).
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and discrete features (see Ferrara and Hodge, 2018; Jantunen et al., 2020b).We use the notion of role shift only to describe the
punctual transition between character roles within constructed action or the points at which a signer returns from con-
structed action to non-enacting signing (Cormier et al., 2015).

2.3. Many functions of constructed action

CA has been found to be multifunctional; it is associated with different semiotic and discourse-oriented functions. Firstly,
CA has a referential function: it is used to re-enact events and the participant(s) in these events (e.g. Cormier et al., 2013;
Hodge and Ferrara, 2014). These events may include the participant’s or participants’ actions, thoughts or sayings, or their
emotions, reactions or attitudes. Since sequences of CA depict whole events, they inherently include information about the
participants in these events and indicate semantic roles, that is, who does what to whom (e.g. Liddell, 2003; Cormier et al.,
2013). Due to this semiotic complexity, in syntactic analysis, some scholars have viewed a CA sequence as forming a unit that
involves a clause-like quantity of semantic content, and that connects to other syntactic sequences through coordination and
chaining (Jantunen, 2017a). Others have seen sequences of CA as corresponding to core arguments and predicates in clauses
(Hodge and Johnston, 2014). The referents depicted with CA are usually animate but may also be inanimate, especially in
discourse types such as fictional stories and poetry (see e.g. Sutton-Spence et al., 2005). A referent in CAmay, further, be either
clearly visible (‘the snowman’ in Fig. 1) or a so-called invisible surrogate (‘the hot stove’ in Fig. 1), that is, “a chunk of space
[that] becomes semiotically activated via the coordination of one or more ostensive indexical acts” (Hodge et al., 2019, 48).

In discourse, CA is used especially for maintaining reference rather than for introducing new referents (e.g. Cormier et al.,
2013; Hodge et al., 2019). This means that CA is one of the discourse strategies that are used for reference tracking in SLs: it is
used for maintaining and reintroducing referents in a spatially cohesive manner. The functions of CA are connected to many
discourse-level communicative aims and to the features of specific discourse types, such as making the content that is being
signed more exciting, engaging the interlocutor(s), or for artistic effect, for humor, and so on (e.g. Sutton-Spence and Müller
de Quadros, 2005; Quinto-Pozos and Mehta, 2010; Sutton Spence and Napoli, 2010; Kaneko andMesch, 2013; Sutton-Spence,
2017). Finally, according to a recent study, CA is particularly useful and effective in non-narrative discourse contexts such as
elicitation tasks that aim at maximally efficient information transmission (Slonimska et al., 2020).

2.4. Variation in the use of constructed action

It has been observed that how frequently CA is used varies between different signers as well as according to the information
structure and event structure of a narrative (Ferrara, 2012; Cormier et al., 2013; Hodge and Ferrara, 2014; Ferrara and Johnston,
2014). For example, it has been noted that CA is usedmore by some signers than otherswhen retelling stories in Auslan (Ferrara,
2012; Hodge and Ferrara, 2014; Ferrara and Johnston, 2014). Hodge and Ferrara (2014) hypothesized that this variation may be
the result of personal idiosyncrasy, of experience in storytelling, of signers’ age, education and other socio-individual factors, of
the degree of social intimacy between the interlocutors, as well as of the signer’s feelings and attitudes during the discourse. It
has also been observed that the types of constructions that precede or embed CA are connected to whether the utterance
involves introducing and re-introducing referents (with NP), or maintaining them (without NP) (Cormier et al., 2013). The
occurrence of CA has, further, been found to vary according to the level of animacy of the referent (see e.g. Hodge et al., 2019).

The effect of different discourse contexts on the use of CA has not been looked at in depth, and studies investigating CA in
non-narrative contexts are rare. Ferrara (2012) reported that in Auslan corpus data, the use of CAwas considerably less frequent
in conversations than in storytelling: CA was shown to be six times more likely to appear in storytelling than in conversations
(see also Fenlon et al., 2014). However, this study approached CA as an articulatorily holistic phenomenon, and it may be that
subtle CAwas not taken into account in the analysis. Ferrara and Ringsø (2019) showed that CAmay occur but is very infrequent
in Norwegian sign language conversations involving spatial language, such as routes from one place to another or travel
itineraries. Slonimska et al. (2020), on the other hand, showed that in a director-matcher game context, utterances that may
encode a lot of information simultaneously, such as those including CA, increase and become more semiotically complex as the
information that has to be conveyed increases. Apart from such individual studies, the investigation of CA in different non-
narrative contexts is only in its early steps. This will, however, presumably change in the near future, as SL corpus data now
offer us new ways of carrying out comparative and crosslinguistic studies on SL depiction (e.g. Ferrara et al., 2020). Finally, it
should be noted that free conversations may include spontaneous narratives of, for example, personal experiences.

Variation in the use of CA according to the age of the signer is also an understudied topic. Some studies have reported on
how CA is used by children acquiring a sign language (Loew, 1984; Schick, 1987; Lillo-Martin and de Quadros, 2011; Morgan
2002, 2006; Smith and Cormier 2014). It has been shown that although children as young as three years of age do use CA
(Loew, 1984; Schick, 1987; Lillo-Martin and de Quadros, 2011), younger children (4–6 years) may use it in ways that lead to
referential ambiguity, for example when introducing new referents. In general, it has been suggested that the use of CA is a
skill that is acquired and mastered gradually. The overlapping of several viewpoints and the coherent use of CA at the level of
discourse have been found to emerge later (11–13 years and above) in children’s language (Morgan, 2006).

The effect of adult signers’ age on their use of CA has not yet been studied. However, in general, different sociolinguistic
studies have shown that signers’ agemay be a significant variable related to variation in SLs. It has been reported that in South
African (Njeyiyana and Huddlestone, 2020), American (Bayley et al., 2000) and British (e.g. Stamp et al., 2014) Sign Languages,
for example, some signs used by most elderly signers are becoming increasingly rare in the language use of younger age
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groups. For example, Stamp et al. (2014) found that elderly signers of British Sign Language (BSL) tended to use traditional
regional lexical sign variants for colors, countries and numbers more than younger BSL signers, especially if at the time of the
study they were living in the region inwhich they had been educated, and had deaf parents. Older BSL signers have also been
found to use two-handed variants of number signs much more frequently than younger BSL signers (Stamp et al., 2015; see
also Woll, 1981). In other sign-language contexts, it has been found that younger signers of American Sign Language and
Auslan (Lucas et al., 2001; Schembri et al., 2009) are more likely than older signers to produce lowered forms of signs (i.e. sign
forms produced at a lower location than in the dictionary form). In Italian Sign Language, it has been reported that signers
over 55 years of age and with relatively low levels of education produce interrogative signs more frequently before predicates
in interrogative clauses than those under the age of 55 and with relatively high levels of education (Geraci et al., 2015). For
FinSL, the investigation of variation and its relation to possible social variables has started only recently and has not been done
using corpus data. It has been shown, however, that elderly FinSL signers use the specific lexical variants of signs for months
significantly more frequently than younger signers do, and that some of these variants are entirely absent from the data
collected from the youngest FinSL signers (18–35 years) (Kronqvist, 2018).

2.5. Constructed action in FinSL

Reports on and mentions of the use of enactment in FinSL began in the early 1990s (Rissanen, 1992; Jantunen, 2007, 2008;
Lukasczyk, 2008). Lukasczyk (2008), for example, found that signers’ facial expressions,manualmovements, eye-gaze, and head
and body movements and positions enact the actions, thoughts and utterances of referents in FinSL narratives. Luckasczyk also
found bodypartitioning aswell as chains of up to four consecutive sequences of CA. After Lukasczyk (2008), the use of enactment
has come up in different studies on the structure of FinSL. These include the acknowledgment of how enactment contributes to
the omissionof lexical core arguments in clauses (Jantunen, 2013, 2017b); to how the agent is expressed anddefocused in clauses
(Ala-Sippola, 2012; Nordlund, 2019); to how the coordination of conjoined clauses is indicated (Jantunen, 2016); and to how
different non-manual articulations/signals occur and coincide (Puupponen, 2018, 2019). Although none of these studies focused
on enactment per se, it is an issue that is discussed, or at least mentioned, in relation to the subject matters of these studies.

The first study specifically focusing on CA (as we define it in the current paper) in FinSL is Jantunen (2017a), a syntactic
study on the relation between clauses and CA in signed stories, introduced in Section 2.3. The study shows that syntax (in sign
languages) may be seen as a set of features distributed on a continuum between a more categorical-conventional syntactic
organization of clauses –with hierarchical clausal linkages (i.e. subordination, embedding), without CA, andwith a preference
for fully lexical and partly lexical indicating verbal signs – and more gradient-non-conventionalized syntactic organization –

with primarily flat linkages (i.e. coordination & chaining), extensive use of CA, and preference for the use of partly lexical
depicting verbal signs. This was followed by another study (Hoffrén, 2019), also based on signed narratives, on the con-
nections between different types of depicting signs (Liddell, 2003) and different degrees of CA (Cormier et al., 2015) in FinSL.
According to Hoffrén (2019), there are differences in the combinatorics of depicting signs and CA that depend on the type of
the depicting sign and the degree of CA. In her data, signs that depict or draw sizes and shapes occurred mostly without CA,
and when occurring with CA, the enactment was never overt; signs that depict a person’s hand6 usually occurred with overt
CA; and signs that depict whole entities7 occurred both with and without CA almost equally.

Finally, research on CA in FinSL has recently been augmented with two phonetic studies on FinSL based on synchronized
video, Motion Capture and eye-tracking recordings (Jantunen et al. 2020a, 2020b). In the data used in both studies, the signers
depict cartoon strips to an interlocutor. Sequences of CA have been identified from these data according to their degree
following Cormier et al.’s (2015) methodology. According to the first study (Jantunen et al., 2020a), the order in which
different parts of the signer’s body engage in enactment when transitioning from non-enacting signing to overt CA seems to
involve a pattern in which the head and eyes of the signer tend to engage in the enactment first, followed by the chest area
and the dominant hand, although the data showed a lot of variation according to the individual and the discourse context.
According to the second study (Jantunen et al., 2020b), in overt and reduced CA the head and the body of the signer move on a
larger area (in relation to the floor), andmore rapidly than in subtle CA and non-enacting signing. As regards the kinematics of
how the signer’s head and body move, reduced CA does not differ significantly from subtle or overt CA in the data. The
statistically significant differences in the kinematics of the movements are between the extremes: non-enacting signing and
reduced/overt CA or subtle CA and overt CA.

The work described above shows, among other things, that CA occurs in different discourse contexts in FinSL such as
storytelling (Jantunen, 2017a; Puupponen, 2018, 2019; Hoffrén, 2019), elicited sentences (Jantunen, 2007) or pre-structured
texts translated into FinSL from Finnish (Ala-Sippola, 2012; Nordlund, 2019). Furthermore, we know that storytelling is likely
to include more enactment than other types of discourse, a presupposition that was strengthened in a comparison of the
frequency of CA in Luckasczyk’s (2008) storytelling data with Nordlund’s (née Ala-Sippola, 2012, 2019) description of CA in
her data, a sample from a Finnish-to-FinSL translation of a text on SL policy. Luckasczyk’s 6-min data included altogether 70
instances of CAwhereas Nordlund found CA to be rare in the 11-min data she analyzed in the study.8 However, we do not yet
have research that affirms that the use of CA is actually different in different discourse types in FinSL. The corpus-based studies
6 These include both handling and non-handling actions, e.g. rubbing one’s hands together.
7 These include signs with handshapes that depict instruments.
8 It should be noted, however, that Ala-Sippola did not systematically annotate CA, as the focus of the study lay elsewhere.
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on CA in FinSL have all been done on the basis of signed narratives. Nor do we have research that shows how this use is
different in different discourse contexts. In Nordlund’s (née Ala-Sippola, 2012, 2019) data, CA, when it occurred, was more
subtle than overt, which indicates that overt CA is less frequent in more formal, non-narrative contexts. However, we do not
know whether this is the case in informal conversations, for example.

Another finding already reported in the existing research literature on FinSL is that the use of CA varies considerably
between different individuals. The description of variation has until now focused mainly on frequency: we know that some
signers use muchmore CA than others when signing stories (Jantunen, 2017a; Puupponen and Jantunen, 2017). Although this
variation has been shown to occur, it has not been examined in much detail so, for example, we do not yet knowmuch about
how the use of different CA types differs between individuals, or the reasons why these differences emerge: no studies have
yet been done that compare the CA (or anything else, for that matter) of, for example, signers of different ages or genders. The
current study aims to contribute to the findings described above by investigating how different types of CA are used in
different situations and by different signers in FinSL.

3. Data and method

3.1. Participants and data

In the study, the use of CA was investigated using a subset of materials from Corpus FinSL (Salonen et al., 2020). The data
comprise narrative and dialogue materials from 12 adult FinSL signers aged between 18 and 79, and the overall duration of
the materials is 2 h and 30 min. The signers, 6 female and 6 male, are all deaf L1 users of FinSL. At the time of the data
collection, the signers were living in various parts of the administrative regions of Western & Inland Finland, and Eastern
Finland. In order to analyze signers’ use of CA according to different age groups, the signers were divided into two groups:
younger adults (18–39 years old, n ¼ 6) and older adults (50–79 years old, n ¼ 6). The data include stories and conversations
shared between the adult signers in a dialogue setting (altogether 6 pairs). The elicitation materials used when collecting
their signed stories were textless picture books, Frog, where are you (Mayer, 1969)? (n¼ 6) and Snowman (Briggs, 1978) (n¼ 6).
Each of the two interlocutors was given one of the two picture books before the recording so that they had time to go through
the storyline in full. After this, the interlocutors signed the stories to each other without looking again at the elicitation
material. In the conversations the signers discussed their work, hobbies or other areas of interest, as they chose. All data
except the conversationmaterials of three signers are publicly available in the Language Bank of Finland, which is a part of the
FIN-CLARIN consortium (University of Jyväskylä, Sign Language Centre, 2019).

3.2. Annotation procedure

The Corpus FinSL materials used in the current study have been annotated in ELAN (Eudico Linguistic Annotator; Crasborn
and Sloetjes, 2008) for signs, translations and CA. The annotations for signs and translations were created during the pro-
cessing of the Corpus FinSL (Salonen et al., 2020) following the Corpus FinSL annotation guidelines (Salonen et al., 2019). In
the current study, the materials were complemented with annotations for subtle, reduced and overt CA, according to the
guidelines presented in Cormier et al. (2015). A summary of the annotation tiers in our data is presented in Table 1.
Table 1
The ELAN tiers used in the annotation of signs, translations, CA (see Cormier et al., 2015; Jantunen et al., 2020b) and non-enacting signing in the current
study.

Tier name Description (and annotation cell values)

Translation Sentence-level translation into Finnish.
Gloss A gloss identifying the sign in Finnish.
NS Non-enacting signing, i.e., no constructed action.
CA-type The type of constructed action based on the annotations on the constructed action summary and role tiers

(overt, reduced, subtle).
Quotation A stretch of discourse in which constructed action includes enactment of the utterances or thoughts of a referent.
Role1 The primary role the signer is taking when using constructed action (narrator, character).
Role2 The secondary role the signer is taking when using constructed action (none, narrator, character).
CA-summary A stretch of discourse in which constructed action is continuously used with one or more articulators to represent the

same referent (i.e. within the same character role) (enacting).
CA-eye gaze Break of eye gaze with addressee for purpose of enacting the referent (enacting).
CA-head Signer’s use of his/her head to represent the referent’s head movement or posture (enacting).
CA-face Signer’s use of his/her facial expression to represent the referent’s face (enacting).
CA-torso Signer’s use of his/her torso to represent the referent’s torso movement or posture (enacting).
CA-dom-arm/hand Signer’s use of his/her dominant arm/hand to represent the referent’s arm/hand (enacting, instrument).
CA-ndom-arm/hand Signer’s use of his/her non-dominant arm/hand to represent the referent’s arm/hand (enacting, instrument).
Story The duration of one whole continuous stretch of discourse of a signer
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In the annotation process, enacting articulators were first identified and annotated on altogether six independent tiers: eye
gaze, head, face, torso, and dominant and non-dominant hand. If one of these articulators was engaged in enactment, an anno-
tation cell with the value e (i.e. enactment) was created for the appropriate tier with a duration that matched the duration of
the articulation of the enactment. When a signer’s hand did not enact the actions of a referent’s hand, but instead enacted an
instrument with which or to which something was done, the annotation cell was given the value i (i.e. hand as instrument). It
should be noted that the value e was added to annotation cells in the tier eye gaze when the signer’s eye gaze was enacting a
referent’s eye gaze. However, the tier facewas used for annotations in cases inwhich the signer’s eyes enacted other actions of
the eyes than a gaze, such as the closing, opening or squinting of the eyes, for example in a situation in which the signer was
enacting a ‘reaction to a very bright light’ by closing their eyes and changing the orientation of their head. Those stretches of
discourse where CA included enactment of the utterances or thoughts of a referent were annotated in the tier Quotation.

After the first step, the viewpoint of the signer (i.e. the narrator or the character), referred to henceforth as the role, and its
prominence (i.e. full, partial) were determined on the basis of the annotations of the enacting articulators (Cormier et al., 2015).
Following Cormier et al. (2015), this was done using two tiers: one tier for the primary role and another for the secondary role.
Cormier et al.’s (2015) data included a maximum of two simultaneous roles per signer. This was the case also with the
majority of CA sequences in our data. However, in some cases (n ¼ 6), when a storyline included two characters who were
doing or experiencing the same thing simultaneously, it was impossible to distinguish whether the signer’s face and body
enacted only one referent or both of them. In these cases, the utterances were annotated with only one character role
annotation cell with both roles marked inside it. The data also included one highly complex utterance in which the signer is
simultaneously enacting the actions of two referents with different parts of her body (two internal viewpoints of two
characters) while producing a partly lexical sign (an external vantage point of the narrator). This utterance was annotated as
including altogether three simultaneous roles.

The annotations for overt, reduced and subtle CA types emerged from the articulatory and role annotations, as explained in
Cormier et al. (2015) and Jantunen et al. (2020b). In overt CA, a relatively high number of articulators was always engaged in
the enactment, and the primary role was always that of a character. Exceptions were those instances in which a signer was
enacting a static state of a referent (e.g. the character ‘stares at something in a torpid or perplexed manner’), in which several
articulators may not be activated but the end result is a clearly overt enactment of the action. In overt CA there was no
secondary narrator role and no lexical signs were produced during it. CA that enacted language events (marked as quotation)
was annotated as overt CA if it involvedmanual actions that re-enact lexical and partly lexical signs uttered by the referent, or
the referent’s thoughts, and if no narrator role was assigned for that CA sequence. In reduced CA, slightly fewer articulators
were annotated as enacting thanwas the case in overt CA, although not as few as in subtle CA. The primary role in reduced CA
was that of a character and the secondary role that of the narrator. In reduced CA the signer produced lexical sign(s). In subtle
CA, the number of articulators annotated as enacting was relatively low and the narration was done mostly by using lexical
and partly lexical signs. The primary role in subtle CA was always that of the narrator and the secondary role that of a
character (See also Jantunen et al., 2020b).

For the sake of clarity, wewill demonstrate this process through the series of expressions in Fig. 2. The expression in Fig. 2a
is annotated so that the enacting articulators include the hands, eye gaze, head, face and torso, which all represent a character
screaming; the primary role is ‘character’ and there is no secondary role of a narrator. The expression in Fig. 2b is annotated so
that the enacting articulators include the head and face. The enactment is produced with a slow movement of the head
(raising the chin), a mouth action, and an eye-brow movement, all representing screaming. The enactment is so prominent
that the primary role in the expression is ‘character’. The secondary role is ‘narrator’, which can be seen in the fact that, during
the enactment, the signer produces the lexical sign SCREAM from the external viewpoint of the narrator. The expression in
Fig. 2c is annotated so that the enacting articulator is the face. However, the enactment produced with the face is not very
prominent: it can be seen mainly in the area of the eyes and eye-brows while the mouth action is non-enacting (mouthing
‘huu’, representing the Finnish word ‘huutaa’ meaning ‘to scream’). As most of the articulators are not engaged in the
enactment and the prominent viewpoint is of the narrator (including the hands that produce the sign SCREAM), the primary
role is ‘narrator’ and the secondary role is ‘character’.

If a signed utterance did not include any CA, there were no annotations on articulatory tiers and the primary role was
always that of the narrator. In these utterances, no secondary role was assigned and they were defined as non-enacting
signing. Following the methodology of Jantunen et al. (2020b), we annotated non-enacting signing automatically with
ELAN’s Create annotations from gaps function on the basis of the CA summary tier, which identified continuous stretches of
discourse representing the same character. The criteria for determining the constructed action types and the lack of con-
structed action are summarized in Table 2, following Cormier et al. (2015).

Finally, annotations for the overall duration of the signing of a particular signer were made in the Story tier. The Story tier
annotations were used to calculate the relative share of CA in the signer’s story or of the signer’s engagement in the con-
versation. In signed stories, the whole narration of a signer was given one continuous Story-level annotation cell (Story 1). In
conversations, each continuous turn – a sequence during which a signer continuously holds the floor for longer than for a
mere response or reaction to their interlocutor’s signing – was given a Story-level annotation with an individual identifier
according to the order in which it occurred in the data (Story 1, Story 2 etc.). The sum of the duration of all of these story
annotations was considered to be the total duration of the engagement of one signer in a conversation. The story-level an-
notations were used for calculating the share of CA in the stories and conversations of each signer.



Table 2
The method used to determine CA types and non-enacting signing according to the presence of roles (Cormier et al., 2015; Jantunen et al., 2020b).

CA type Primary role Secondary role Description

none narrator none Narration with no elements of constructed action (i.e. regular narration). Native signer intuition:
out of character.

overt character none Clear use of constructed action (strong/many articulators), possibly simultaneous quotation of an
utterance of the character. Native signer intuition: fully in character.

reduced character narrator Some use of constructed action (use of articulators for constructed action between overt and subtle),
possibly simultaneous quotation of the character’s utterance. Native signer intuition: mostly in character.

subtle narrator character Some elements of constructed action (weak/few articulators), possibly simultaneous quotation
of the character’s utterance. Native signer intuition: mostly out of character but also a bit in character.
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3.3. Quantitative analysis

After the annotation phase of the study was completed, we calculated the frequency of CA in each story and conversation
on the basis of the duration of the tokens of different types of CA. In order to do this, the duration of the annotations referring
to subtle, reduced and overt CA in each story and conversation were added together, extracted from ELAN and gathered in
Excel. Additionally, the duration of all those instances in each story or conversation that did not include any CA were added
together, gathered in Excel and classified as non-enacting signing. Finally, the overall duration of each signed story was
extracted from ELAN and gathered in Excel according to the duration of the annotation cells on the Story tiers. The same was
done for the conversations by adding together the duration of all the annotation cells on the Story tier for each continuous
turn in conversation by each signer. This total duration describes the active participation of a signer in a story or conversation.
The share of CA in each signer’s contribution to the story and conversation was calculated by converting into percentages the
duration of the CA annotations in relation to the duration of the Story annotations.

On the basis of the above information, we established the proportion of CA in each story and conversation – overall, and
according to different types of CA. These datawere created according to the research questions of the study. The data included
information on the distribution of non-enacting signing and subtle, reduced and overt CA according to each signer in both
discourse types.

After establishing the distribution of different types of CA, statistical analysis was done to evaluate the significance of the
results we had found. For this purpose, tests were done to investigate whether there was a statistically significant difference
in the overall use of CA and in the use of CA types between the signers’ stories and conversations (research objective i). In order
to do this, the stories and conversations were treated as related samples, and theWilcoxon signed-rank testwas used to evaluate
whether the observed difference in the use of CA between the samples was statistically significant. The nonparametric
Wilcoxon signed-rank test compares whether the population mean ranks of the two samples differ. The test was chosen
because it does not presume that the difference between the means of the two samples is normally distributed.

Statistical testswere alsodone to investigatewhether signers’ overall use of CAand their use of CA typeswasstatistically different
in stories and conversations according to their age (research objective ii). In order to do this, the signers were divided into two
groups thatwere treated as independent samples: younger adults (aged18–40) and older adults (aged 50–79). Following this, the
differences between the use of CA in the two samples were analyzed with theMann-Whitney U test for independent-samples. The
Mann-Whitney U test is a similar nonparametric test to the Wilcoxon signed-rank test in that it does not presume a normal
distribution for the tested variables in the population. Both tests are good choices if the studied population is quite small (�30).

All of the statistical tests were done in SPSS. As the overall duration of the signed stories and conversations varied ac-
cording to the individual signers, the absolute duration of CAwould not be a reliable measure unit for the statistical tests. For
this reason, the tests were done on the basis of relative shares (percentages) of CA and its types in the materials. The per-
centage shares of CA types and non-enacting signing in each story/conversation were calculated, transferred from Excel to
SPSS, and used for the statistical analysis.
4. The use of CA in the stories and conversations

In this study we set out to investigate (i) whether the use of CA is different in the storytelling and conversations of adult
FinSL signers and (ii) whether FinSL signers use CA types differently in storytelling/conversations according to their age. The
results of the study for question (i) are presented in Sections 4.1–4.2 and for question (ii) in Section 4.3.
4.1. The overall use of CA in signed stories and conversations

The data of the current study show, firstly, that the signing of both the stories and the conversations of adult FinSL signers
include constructed action. Secondly, the results show that the stories include a lot more CA than the conversations.
Approximately 39 percent (Md 37,1; SD 14,6) of the duration of an average story included CA whereas only approximately 5
percent (Md 3,7; SD 4,2) of the duration of an average conversation included CA. The relative share of CA in the stories and
conversations are shown in Fig. 3 for each signer. The dark grey bars demonstrate the relative share of CA in each story and the
light grey bars the relative share of CA in each conversation (how much each signer uses CA in a conversation). The figure
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demonstrates the variation between individuals in the use of CA in both discourse types. Although the signers’ turns in
conversation included an average of only approximately 5 percent CA, four of the twelve signers used much more CA, 7–13
percent, during their turns in conversation. Fig. 3 also shows the overall difference between the frequency of CA in the two
discourse types, signed stories and conversations. In the statistical analysis we set out to test whether the difference in the
overall use of CA between adult signers’ stories and conversations is statistically significant. The Wilcoxon signed rank test
showed a very significant difference (p ¼ 0.002).
Fig. 3. The relative share of CA in the stories and conversations of adult FinSL signers.
4.2. The use of CA types in signed stories and conversations

In the statistical analysis we also set out to test whether there is a statistically significant difference between the stories
and conversations of adult signers in terms of the use of subtle, reduced and overt CA types. The Wilcoxon signed rank test
showed a very significant difference between the stories and conversations in the use of all three CA types (p¼ 0.002 all three
types). That is, the share of subtle, of reduced, and of overt CA are all significantly different in the two discourse types.

When we look at the results according to the distribution of the CA types and non-enacting signing in stories and con-
versations, the data show that overt CA seems to be the most frequent CA type in both stories and conversations (Figs. 4 and
5). As we can see from the figures, non-enacting signing is the dominant strategy in 9 of the 12 signed stories and in all 12
conversations. Although overt CA is the most frequently occurring CA type in both stories and conversations, it seems that in
conversations the difference between the share of overt CA and the share of reduced and subtle CA is slightly smaller than in
signed stories.
Fig. 4. The distribution of subtle, reduced and overt CA and non-enacting signing in the stories of adult FinSL signers.



Fig. 5. The distribution of subtle, reduced and overt CA and non-enacting signing in the conversations of adult FinSL signers.
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When we look at the relative distribution of CA types in the statistical descriptions presented in Tables 3 and 4, we
see that in both the average story and the average conversation, overt CA constitutes the largest share, that of subtle
CA is smaller, and the share of reduced CA is the smallest. However, in the average conversation, the difference be-
tween the share of overt CA and the share of subtle CA is much smaller than in the average story. That is, in stories,
adult signers clearly use overt CA much more than the other CA types, whereas in conversations they use overt CA
only slightly more than other CA types. These differences are demonstrated in the boxplots in Fig. 6. In the boxplots,
the whisker below the box displays the minimum value, the bottom of the box the first quartile, the line inside the box
the median (i.e. second quartile), the top of the box the third quartile, and the whisker above the box the maximum
value.
Table 3
Descriptive statistics for the relative share of CA types in the stories of adult FinSL signers.

Minimum % Maximum % Mean % Median % Std. Deviation %

Overt CA 6.48 35.84 19.59 16.52 10.81
Reduced CA 3.21 13.29 7.58 8.15 3.45
Subtle CA 5.91 17.61 11.62 10.84 3.27

Table 4
Descriptive statistics for the relative share of CA types in the conversations of adult FinSL signers.

Minimum % Maximum % Mean % Median % Std. Deviation %

Overt CA 0 8.07 2.56 1.71 2.88
Reduced CA 0 3.02 0.69 0.04 1.02
Subtle CA 0 2.91 1.53 1.68 0.93



Fig. 6. Boxplots of the relative share of CA types in the stories and conversations of adult FinSL signers. The scale is exceptionally set to 80 percent in order to
demonstrate the statistical differences.
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4.3. The use of CA in the signed stories and conversations of younger and older adult signers

In addition to comparing two different discourse genres, the current study set out to investigate whether younger and
older adults use CA types differently in signed stories and conversations (ii). Figs. 7 and 8 present the relative shares of CA in
the stories and conversations of younger adults (18–39 years old) and older adults (50–79 years old), respectively.

As can be seen from the blue bars in Figs. 7 and 8, the use of CA is clearly more common in the stories of older signers than
in the stories of younger adult signers. Three of the six older signers produce stories that include around 60 percent of CA,
whereas among the younger adult signers the maximum share of CA in a story is slightly under 40 percent. With regard to the
conversations, demonstrated in the figures with red bars, there is no evident difference between younger and older adults, as
both age groups seem to use CA quite little. In fact, one older signer did not use CA at all in a conversation.
Fig. 7. The relative share of CA in the signed stories and conversations of younger adults.



Fig. 8. The relative share of CA in the signed stories and conversations of older adults.
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In the statistical analysis we set out to test whether this difference between younger and older signers’ use of CA in stories
and conversations is statistically significant. The results of the Mann-Whitney U test showed that the difference is, indeed,
statistically significant (p ¼ 0.026) when it comes to signed stories, but a statistically significant difference was not found
between the conversations of younger and older adults (p ¼ 0.818). The descriptive statistics for the use of CA in younger and
older adults’ stories and conversations are presented in Tables 5 and 6, respectively.
Table 5
Descriptive statistics for the relative share of CA in the stories of younger and older adults.

Minimum % Maximum % Mean % Median % Std. Deviation %

CA younger 20.44 38.05 29.00 29.43 7.55
CA older 25.73 62.12 48.57 51.39 13.44

Table 6
Descriptive statistics for the relative share of CA in the conversations of younger and older adults.

Minimum % Maximum % Mean % Median % Std. Deviation %

CA younger 0 9.7 4.14 3.71 3.67
CA older 0 13.31 5.40 4.19 5.08
As Tables 5 and 6 show, 29 percent of the average story of a young adult includes CA, whereas for an older FinSL signer the
figure is almost 50 percent (M¼ 48.6;Md¼ 51.4). To summarize, the data of the current study show that FinSL signers’ overall
use of CA varies according to their age in stories but not in conversations.

As we found a statistically significant difference between younger and older adult signers in the stories but not in the
conversations, we further investigated the distribution of CA types and non-enacting signing in stories, and whether this
distribution was different according to the signer’s age. The distribution of CA types and non-enacting signing in younger
adults’ and older adults’ stories is shown in Figs. 9 and 10, respectively.

Figs. 9 and 10 show that in younger adults’ stories overt CA is themost frequent CA type only in two cases, whereas in older
signers’ stories overt CA is the most frequent CA type in all but one case. This observation is supported by the results of the
Mann-Whitney U test, which shows that in signed stories the difference in the use of overt CA by younger and older adults is
statistically significant, whereas a statistically significant difference was not found in the use of reduced and subtle CA. The
descriptive statistics for the use of CA types according to age are presented in Tables 7 and 8.



Fig. 9. The distribution of subtle, reduced and overt CA and non-enacting signing in the stories of young adult FinSL signers.

Fig. 10. The distribution of subtle, reduced and overt CA and non-enacting signing in the stories of older FinSL signers.
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As we see in Tables 7 and 8, the average stories of younger adults include a similar share of subtle and reduced CA to
those of older adults. However, the share of overt CA is over twice as large in older signers’ stories as in younger signers’
stories.



Table 8
Descriptive statistics for the relative share of subtle, reduced and overt CA in the stories of older adults.

Minimum % Maximum % Mean % Median % Std. Deviation %

Subtle CA older 5.91 17.61 11.71 11.61 4.01
Reduced CA older 4.89 13.29 9.70 9.785 2.74
Overt CA older 8.91 35.84 27.16 29.62 9.86

Table 7
Descriptive statistics for the relative share of subtle, reduced and overt CA in the stories of younger adults.

Minimum % Maximum % Mean % Median % Std. Deviation %

Subtle CA younger 8.75 15.58 11.53 10.63 2.72
Reduced CA younger 3.21 10.5 5.46 4.47 2.80
Overt CA younger 6.48 19.19 12.02 12.69 4.70
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5. Discussion

5.1. Differences between stories and conversations

In the current study we set out to investigate (i) whether the use of CA is different in the stories and conversations of adult
FinSL signers and (ii) whether age affects the difference in CA usage in these two different genres. Regarding (i), the results of
our analysis showed, firstly, that FinSL signers include constructed action in both signed stories and conversations, and,
secondly, that there is much more CA in signed stories than in conversations. These findings are in line with findings on the
sparseness of CA in Ferrara’s (2012) and Ferrara and Ringsø’s (2019) conversational data on Auslan and Norwegian Sign
Language, as well as with Ala-Sippola’s (2012) report of the sparseness of CA in a translated, pre-structured text in FinSL. The
difference between stories and conversations was significant and substantial despite the large variation among individual
signers in the frequency of use of CA (see Fig. 3; cf. Hodge and Ferrara, 2014; Ferrara and Johnston, 2014; Jantunen, 2017a).
Moreover, the result corresponds to anecdotal evidence – based on the intuition and experiences of FinSL signers – that non-
narrative discourse involves less enactment than does storytelling. However, although less frequent, CA still was used in
conversations by 10 of the 12 adult signers in the data. Three of these 12 signers used CA from 9 to 13 percent of their turns in
conversation. This is a clear indication that CA is a natural part of SL discourse in non-narrative contexts, albeit a less frequent
and more variable one.

The results of the current study also showed that the difference in the frequency of CA between stories and conversations
holds for all three CA types: subtle, reduced and overt CA are all used significantly more in stories than in conversations.
When looking more closely at the distribution of the three types of CA, overt CAwas found to be the most frequent CA type in
both stories and conversations. However, in stories, the signers clearly used overt CA muchmore than reduced and subtle CA,
whereas in conversations this difference was smaller and they used overt CA only slightly more than other CA types. This
means that, according to our data, the relative share of reduced and subtle CA is larger in conversations than in storytelling in
FinSL. This result is in line with Nordlund’s (2019) observations of the subtlety of CA in another non-narrative discourse
context, a translated pre-structured text in FinSL. It may well be that non-narrative contexts include relatively more subtle
and reduced CA, and that if one approaches CA as an articulatorily holistic phenomenon (e.g. Ferrara and Johnston, 2014;
Jantunen, 2017a) while studying non-narrative language use, the more subtle enactments may be overlooked and the view of
the frequency of enactment in these discourse contexts may become biased (see also Cormier et al., 2015). Conversations are,
however, different in their communicational foundations fromother non-narrative discourse types, such as Nordlund’s (2019)
formal signed text. Moreover, conversations are not always necessarily “non-narrative”, as signers may use longer turns of
continuous signing to describe, for example, their past experiences. In our future work, we plan to investigate further how
frequently tokens of CA emerge in these types of contexts in conversations.

As mentioned in the beginning of this section, the share of CA in both stories and conversations was shown to vary, which
supports the earlier observations of, for example, Ferrara (2012), Hodge and Ferrara (2014) and Ferrara and Johnston (2014).
The share of CA in stories varied between 20 and 62 percent. This variationwas found regardless of which storybookwas used
for elicitation (that is, both Frog, where are you and Snowman stories showed a lot of variation). In conversations, the share of CA
varied between 0 and 13.3 percent. Three of the twelve signers did not use CA at all, or used it less than 1 percent of the time
during their turns in conversation.

We can see from the discussion above that the frequency of CA in FinSL seems to be connected to the type of discourse
signers engage in. Both discourse-oriented factors such as genre-specific features of language use and signers’ communi-
cational aims affect what types of discourse strategies are chosen at any given moment. Signed stories are continuous
stretches of discourse with little interaction between the participants. Storytelling as a discourse context invites signers to
liven up the content that is being signed and get the interlocutor engaged in the storytelling. In addition, in storytelling, the
same referents are carried through the story for longer stretches of time. These factors naturally lead to language use that
includes, for example, the chaining of syntactic and discourse level units (guided by the event structure of the story), the
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omission of overt core arguments, and the use of CA (e.g. Jantunen, 2017a,b). As the content of the stories was relatively fixed,
the variation found between the signed stories of different signers are more likely to have been caused by socio-individual
characteristics, such as preferences and experience in storytelling, education or age, as well as the social distance/intimacy
between the interlocutors (see also Hodge and Ferrara, 2014). In the future, complementing corpus-based frequency analysis
with interviews with signers on their possible reasons for using or not using CA in different contexts might be fruitful.

Especially in conversations, the requirements of the interaction and the topic that is being discussed play a significant role.
The topics of the conversations in our data were freely chosen by the interlocutors, as long as they were related to their work,
hobbies or other significant activities in their everyday lives. This means that the frequency of CAmay correspond to the topic
of discussion, in addition to the discourse type and possible socio-individual effects. For example, as the level of animacy has
been reported to have an effect on the use of CA (Hodge et al., 2019), we hypothesize that when the topic of discussion is
related to the actions of animate beings, the probability of a higher frequency of CA increases. Relevant here, too, is an
observation made in Slonimska et al. (2020), that CA may be useful especially in situations which require efficiency in the
information transmission. A topic for future investigation could be whether the event structure of a story or topic in a
conversation, and the complexity of simultaneous information (e.g. the number of simultaneous actions) at a particular point
in the discourse, correlate with the frequency of CA. After all, CA is a semiotically complex structure in which a signer may
convey simultaneously organized information involving several articulators and simultaneous viewpoints. Further research
into the correspondence between discourse topics, event structure and the share of CA in the data would also be very
interesting. However, what is evident is that, regardless of the variety of topics, the use of CA in the data of the current study
was significantly less frequent in all conversations than in storytelling.

To conclude this discussion: although the type of communicative situation plays a significant part in howmuch and what
kind of CA emerges in the discourse, we also presume that some of the most significant factors affecting the use of CA are the
signers’ semiotic objectives in language use, that is, what the signers wish to say. We hypothesize here that the referential
functions of CA – the type of action and participant(s) it refers to –may be connected towhether overt, reduced or subtle form
is used. In other words, we presume that the meanings signers wish to convey have an effect on how CA is used.

For example, conversations may include the reporting of preceding, potential or fictional events that include dialogue.
Therefore, the signed conversations in our data may involve relatively more CA that enacts utterances than the signed stories,
as the stories were produced on the basis of textless story books that do not involve overt dialogue (although this difference is
not clear-cut, as signers may add uttered or thought propositions to a story evenwhen they are not present in the elicitation
material). Following the chosen theoretical-methodological framework, we did not analyze utterance-enacting tokens of CA
separately but tagged them and included them in our overall sample of CA tokens. However, a comparison of the frequency of
utterance-enacting CA between signed stories and conversations is an interesting topic that we plan to investigate further in
our future work. The same applies for CA that has other referential functions, such as the enactment of feelings, attitudes,
physical reactions and other non-linguistic actions.

When looking at all the instances of CA that were tagged as enacting language events in the stories and conversations
(n ¼ 191), only a few were annotated as reduced (n ¼ 8) or subtle (n ¼ 16). In these cases, the CA involved only the non-
manually signaled quotation of thoughts or utterances, not the manual lexical and partly lexical signs that re-enact ut-
terances or thoughts by a referent. It may well be that the method of annotating those tokens of CA that enact language
events overemphasizes their overtness: when hands produce quotations of lexical and partly-lexical signs, the CA token is
always annotated as overt, regardless of the prominence of the enactment in other articulators. In addition to being
manually biased, this methodological solution may affect the results on the share of overt CA found in the conversational
data: some tokens of utterance-enacting CA might be considered non-overt if the occurrence of manual lexical quotations
did not automatically make them overt. In our future work, we plan to further investigate the prominence of enactment and
CA type in tokens of CA that quote language events. All in all, discovering whether the referential function of CA connects to
its degree (overt, reduced, subtle) is an important task for future SL studies. In order to get a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of the role of CA in different discourse contexts, it would also be useful to compare FinSL signers’ use of CAwith
non-signing Finnish speakers’ use of CA (see e.g. Ferrara and Hodge, 2018), and with the use of CA by children and adults
acquiring FinSL.

5.2. Differences in the stories and conversations of younger and older FinSL signers

Regarding (ii), the results of our study showed clearly that the overall use of CA is more common in the signed stories of
older adults (50–79 years) than in those of younger adults (18–39 years). However, this kind of difference was not found
between younger and older adults’ conversations, in which both age groups seemed to use CA quite little (as is evident from
the discussion above). According to our data, in the case of storytelling, older signers’ preference for enacting discourse
strategies is clearly stronger than younger signers’.

When lookingmore closely at the distribution of different types of CA, the results also showed that the difference between
older and younger adults is especially significant in the use of overt CA. The average stories of younger and older adults
include relatively similar shares of subtle and reduced CA, but older signers use, on average, twice as much overt CA as young
adults. This indicates that if young signers use CA, they tend to use it together with partly or fully lexical signs.

These findings are in line with the intuitions, experiences and concerns of members of the FinSL community that the FinSL
storytelling of the younger generations is becoming “less lively”. In the future, including more data in the analysis will show
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whether the significance of this difference holds when looking at a sample of FinSL materials that includes even more in-
dividual variation. The results are also in line with the observation that in the FinSL community, older FinSL signers’ artic-
ulation is often considered both to be somehow larger and to include more engagement of the whole body. As presented in
Section 2.4, studies investigating the sociolinguistic variation in SLs have shown that older signers of, for example, BSL may
use more two-handed forms of signs than one-handed forms, and that younger signers of ASL or BSL may produce articu-
latorily lowered signs more frequently than older signers (Stamp et al., 2015; Lucas et al., 2001; Schembri et al., 2009). An
interesting follow-up question for future cross-linguistic investigation is whether the differences in the use of CA of younger
and older adults presented in this study are specific to FinSL or whether other sign languages show similar features as well.

There are several issues that may explain the differences between the younger and older signers’ use of CA, described
above. As has been noted in the research literature on SL sociolinguistics (e.g. Lucas et al., 2001; Schembri and Lucas, 2015),
the changing educational practices of deaf children and young adults during the last few decades may be having an important
effect on the variation found in SLs. The changes in Finnish deaf education (i.e. the disappearance of vocational schools & their
language practices) has had an impact on the intergenerational transmission patterns of FinSL. This has most probably
affected the structure and use of FinSL on many different levels. As Lucas et al. (2001, 95) argue:
‘Age as a sociolinguistic variable may have different effects on linguistic variation, because of the differences in language
policies in Deaf schools in the twentieth century. Thus, while differences in the signing of older and younger people may
appear to be due either to age group differences or to natural language change (such as occurs in all languages), these
differences may also be the result of changes in educational policies, like the shift from oralism to “total communication” (i.e.
manualism) that occurred in the USA, or from total communication to a bilingual–bicultural approach.’
Due to differences in the educational settings of deaf people in Finland, the availability of interpreting services and the
advances in and affordability of information and communications technology, many children acquiring a sign language face a
different linguistic environment from that found in, for example, the vocational schools that followed the oralist paradigm
during a large part of the 20th century. Nowadays, becoming acquainted with different aspects of the FinSL lexicon may
happen at an earlier stage in young people’s lives (assuming that the child’s right to and need for SL teaching and interpreting
services is met), whereas in the past much of the discourse emerged from (andmight have been restricted to) their lives in the
vocational school environment. There are also factors such as individual preferences and personality, or the amount of contact
with the Finnish language and other aspects of multilingualism in the language environment. Theremay also be differences in
experience and skills in storytelling between the older and younger generations of FinSL signers which could affect the
frequency of use of CA. For example, the role of the narrative “oral” tradition in signers’ lives – flourishing in the vocational
schools and traditional deaf clubs – may now be changing, in much the same way as regional dialects have been noted to be
diminishing due to changes in deaf people’s linguistic environments (Stamp et al., 2015). On the other hand, the possibilities
that have emerged from, for example, recent developments in communications technologies have been said to carry potential
for language maintenance (Fenlon and Wilkinson, 2015) and to offer platforms for new “oral” SL traditions. It should also be
noted that due to the aforementioned generational differences, advances in technologies and differences in experiences of
entertainment, signers of different ages may have differing levels of interest in or different attitudes toward the more
traditional picture-based retelling task used in this study.

Finally, one interesting question for future research would be whether the difference in the share of CA between younger
and older signers’ stories is connected to the sociolinguistic effects of the replacement of old signs with new ones in SL
lexicons. Hoyer (2007) and Mckee and Mckee (2011), for example, have discussed the possibility that younger generations of
signers may be moving away from indigenous, more context-dependent signs and signs conceived as more “gestural” and
instead may be starting to use new signs (e.g. loan signs) with more conventionalized formational features that may be
thought to be more prestigious. Sandler et al. (2011), Sandler (2012), Sandler (2016) and Dachkovsky et al. (2018) have
suggested that earlier stages of a sign language involve more holistic use of the body and, as the language develops, signals
from different body parts are used and combined in more semiotically complex ways. Can these suggested tendencies in the
development of the lexicon and structure of sign languages be rooted in the same place as the young signers’ discourse-level
preference or tendency to use less overt enactment in our data?When looking at a larger data set withmore signers andmore
token enactments, would the data show a tendency for younger generations of signers to use less overt CA? Should subtle and
reduced CA be considered as more complex structures than overt CA, and how is this defined as regards articulation, the
combining and organization of articulations, information, compositionality, diagrammaticity, modal affordances and pro-
cessing (see e.g. Karlsson et al., 2008)? In order to discuss the aforementioned issues, more comparative studies are needed of
younger and older signers’ language use, with more extensive samples of data than is used in the current study.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, we have presented a study on the use of constructed action in the storytelling and conversations by younger
and older FinSL signers. The results of the study show that stories include significantly more CA than conversations, and that
themost frequent type of CA in both discourse contexts is overt CA. However, according to the data, when a signer does use CA
in a conversation, the chance of its being reduced or subtle is greater than it is in stories. In addition, the share of CA in both
the stories and conversations of individual signers was shown to vary. The current study points toward the need for inves-
tigation of the functions of CA and discourse-oriented factors, such as the genre-specific features of language use, and the
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communicational aims of signers, and of how these affect the types of CA that are used or not used at a given moment.
Especially in conversations, the requirements of the interaction and the topic that is being discussed play a significant role. For
example, we hypothesize that when the topic of discussion is related to the actions of animate beings, the discussion is more
likely to include a higher frequency of CA (see Hodge et al., 2019).

The results of the study also show that, in storytelling, young adult FinSL signers use significantly less CA than older FinSL
signers. Especially the use of overt CA – in which the signer’s whole body is engaged in the enactment – is less frequent in
young adults’ signed stories, and young adults use relatively more subtle and reduced degrees of CA – in which the signer’s
hand(s) produce(s) lexical or partly lexical signs of FinSL simultaneously with the enactment. In conversations, no such
difference was found between the two age groups. Studies with more extensive samples of data are needed for us to discover
whether these tendencies can be generalized to involve the whole FinSL community, whether they are related to changes in
the language environments of signers of different ages, and whether this affects how FinSL changes over time.
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