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When my hands are tied, is my language “tied” as well? We find that preventing embodiment handicaps cooperativeness in

communication, resulting in lower ability to make communicational inferences, and consequently to comprehend and to adjust one’s

language.

 
 
[to cite]:

Ann  Kronrod and Joshua Ackerman (2011) ,"My Hands Are Tied – My Lips Are Sealed: Prevented Embodiment Limits

Communicational Cooperativeness", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L.

Chartrand, and Rebecca K. Ratner, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 241.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1010072/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1010072/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 241

My Hands Are Tied – My Lips Are Sealed: Prevented 
Embodiment Limits Communicational Cooperativeness

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
According to Grice’s Cooperativeness Principle (1975), to 

achieve a successful conversation partners make all efforts to under-
stand and to be understood. This requires making inferences about 
each other in order for the speaker to adjust her/his language and 
for the addressee to retrieve the intended meaning of the speaker. 
However, interlocutors do not always make those inferences eas-
ily. One possible situation, in which inference is difficult to make, 
involves prevented embodiment. Research on embodiment reveals 
that bodily simulations of external social or mental states influence 
comprehension and perception (e.g. Wells & Petty 1980, Spivey, Ty-
ler, Richardson, & Young, 2000). For example, Glenberg & Kaschak 
(2002) found that participants were faster at judging the sensibility 
of a sentence when its meaning (forward-backward) was compat-
ible with the hand movement required for the response. Richardson, 
Spivey, Barsalou, & McRae (2003) find that the sentence-movement 
compatibility effect occurs even when the sentences refer to abstract 
actions that involve directional communication, such as “You told 
Liz the story” vs. “Liz told you the story”.

However, to our knowledge no previous research has specifically 
examined how actively preventing the natural expression of embodi-
ment can affect behavior and communication. In this work, we test 
whether limitation of embodiment would distort one partner’s ability 
to make inferences about the other party, causing limited communi-
cational cooperation. As comprehension is claimed to be dependent 
on and aided by embodiment (e.g. Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, Barsalou, 
1999; Glenberg & Robertson, 2000), it makes sense that inference, 
which is part of comprehension, is also grounded in bodily states. But 
what happens when embodiment is prevented, due to situational (e.g. 
holding a box) or medical (e.g. broken arm) reasons? Does prevention 
of embodiment affect our communicational cooperativeness? 

We test this effect in two hypotheses: H1: Prevented embodi-
ment reduces cooperative communication among both parties in a 
conversation, resulting in: a) Lower ability of addressees to pro-
cess language, which requires making effortful inferences about the 
speaker’s intended meaning. This will occur, for instance, in com-
prehension of natural language vs. fixed expressions, and in non-
conventional vs. conventional request phrasing; b) Lower ability of 

speakers to make inference about the hearer, resulting in lower abil-
ity of speakers to adjust their language to the hearer.

We examine these hypotheses in two language comprehension 
and one language production experiments, which manipulate pre-
vented embodiment and measure cooperativeness in communication. 
Studies 1 (N=22) and 2 (N=40) test H1a. We find that comprehen-
sion of sentences containing the verb “stand” and non-convention-
ally phrased requests for actions that are typically performed in a 
standing position occurs more slowly when done in a sitting posture 
(which prevents the embodiment of the sense of “stand”), compared 
with a standing posture. However, idioms and expressions with the 
word “stand” and conventional requests, both requiring less infer-
ential effort and therefore less cooperativeness, were not processed 
more slowly in sitting posture.

Study 3 examines H1b. Participants (N=80), half of them with 
their hands held in a pocket behind their backs (to prevent hand 
movement), were recorded while giving oral instructions for simple 
household tasks that require the hands, such as washing the dishes. 
The instructions were to be given either to imaginary human as-
sistants, or to an imaginary helper robot, assuming that people in-
tuitively should use different communication style with a robot vs. 
humans (e.g. more detailed instructions, less polite communication) 
intuitively attributing lesser knowledge and feelings to the robot vs. 
humans. The recorded instructions were then coded and analyzed. 
Consistent with predictions, participants with full ability to embody 
gave instructions to the robot, which were more detailed than their 
instructions to the human. These participants were less confident in 
the robot’s understanding and tried harder to maintain coherence of 
their instructions to the robot than to the human. However, partici-
pants who were prevented from embodying did not manage to adjust 
their language to the addressees’ needs. Namely, they were similarly 
detailed, confident and coherent with both the robot and the human.

These findings suggest that prevention of embodiment can im-
pair various aspects of communication, including mental processes 
that require combination of information from multiple sources and 
inference making. While communication cooperativeness, as exam-
ined in this work, is important in interpersonal communication, it 
is also highly important in marketing communication and advertis-
ing, as well as in retail behavior and in negotiations. We intend to 
further inquire into the effect of prevented embodiment on general 
interpersonal cooperativeness, e.g. in games, within negotiation and 
business contexts.


