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Context 

Socio-economic context? 
Increasing life expectancy (Berr et al., 2011) > Research in the area of aging has strong social, cultural, 
and economic implications 

!  cf. European recommendations (EY 2012 and Europe 2020): active aging at home by enabling an 
autonomous life in good health & solidarity between generations 

Linguistic context? 
Only very little attention has been paid to date to the study of pragmatic competence of very old 
healthy people (>75 years) from the angle of language production in real-world settings (Bolly, 2011; 
Bolly & Sandoz, 2012) 

!  Yet, there is a change in the communication mode in the elderly, which shows, among others, 
increased (off-target) verbosity (Arbuckle et al., 2004) and change in the interlocutors’ behavior 
(cf. the notion of elderspeak – Kemper et al., 1996) 
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CorpAGEst Project [2013- ] 

!  Pragmatic competence 
The ability to use available linguistic resources in a contextually appropriate fashion: “Such resources 
include pragmatic strategies like directness and indirectness, routines, and a large range of linguistic 
forms which can intensify or soften communicative acts” (Kasper, 1997) 
 

!  (Inter)subjective and empathic ability 
The ability to be in-tune with others, to understand their point of view, and to interact with them  
 

! Multimodal approach (speech + gesture) 
The multimodal approach adopted (incorporating text, sound and gesture) seeks to understand 
language interaction in its globality, by questioning the way in which the various language and gestural 
dimensions interact to make sense in real-world settings 
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An ‘ecological-like’ approach to the pragmatic competence and, more specifically, to the 
empathic ability of very old healthy people (> 75 y.)  

Aim of the project (University of Louvain & Paris 8) 
In response to socio-economic concerns in aging, the project aims to investigate the communicative 
competence of very old healthy people in their natural environment (Chafe, 1992) 



The center “Le Bien Vieillir” 

Objectives  
To yield society to better understanding of aging, taking its many faces into account 
To favor self-esteem for the elderly people and caregivers 
 

Who and where?  
Experts and practitioners working with the elderly (Namur, Belgium) 
 

3 permanent members 
1.  Valentine CHARLOT (doctor in Psychology; PhD in the field of Aging and memory; certificate in 

Gerontology): researcher, consultant, speaker, clinical psychologist and trainer in the association 
!  Neuropsychologist, co-founder and president of the association “Le Bien Vieillir” 

2.  Caroline GUFFENS (degree in Law and in Labour Studies; diploma director of residential home; certificate 
in Gerontology): researcher, consultant, speaker and trainer 
!  Home director (during 7 years) and temporary administrator (during 10 years), she is co-founder and Board 

member (secretary and treasurer) of the association  
3.  Virginie CARLIER (graduated in Psychology; diploma of home director): administrator and instructor as a 

freelance for “Le Bien Vieillir” 
!  Neuropsychologist, especially with the elderly (during several years) and executive assistant in homes 
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It directly collaborates in the project at every step of its development " This guarantees 
the founding of the research questions in the reality of professionals’ needs 



The center “Le Bien Vieillir” 
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Main axes 
# Considering the diversity of aging (individual experiences vs. global view) 
$ Questioning the issue of living places 
%  Values : quality of life, dignity, autonomy and role of actor, experience of life and sharing (reciprocity, 

inter-generation), respect and well-fare (well-being for all stakeholders) 
 

Mission and services? 
Research 

!  Field actions tracking factors of wellness in aging research (e.g., living places, quality of life in 
institution, impact of professionals’ training, etc.) 

Training 
!  Continuous training of professionals supporting the elderly and participation in initial training (e.g., 

certificate for being a “dementia referent”) 
Information 

!  Papers, books and participation in various conferences, seminars, debates (themes: communicating in 
later life, depression, sexuality of the elderly people, the Snoezelen approach, etc.) 

Guidance 
!  Support and training of elderly relatives or elderly themselves with a view to support their 

understanding of aging (difficult or not) and to better guide their action (e.g., center for people 
concerned with Alzheimer’s Disease) 

Support for thought 
!  Advice and support in short or long term projects 



CorpAGEst – Hypothesis 
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(Inter)subjective verbal (e.g., quand même in Ex. 1) and gestural units (e.g., gazing 
towards the interlocutor – Ex. 2) are highly relevant cues for the measurement of the 

empathic ability of communicating persons when interacting in their natural environment 



CorpAGEst – Hypothesis 

Ex. 1: Jeanne: et anorexique je ne parvenais pas à le retenir / j’ai / alors je pense à quelque ch/ je 
pensais à anus (rires) / comme c’est quand même le tube digestif et qui est en bas (rires) et ça va depuis 
lors je n’oublie plus (rires) et encore l’autre jour aussi un mot / tiens je ne sais p/ tu vois / si / j’ai / 
j’oublie certains mots 
(ID code: ageJM1; Pseudo: Jeanne; Age: 90; Source: Corpage 2012; Task 1 Line life; Time code: 1:13:10) 
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CorpAGEst – Hypothesis 

Ex. 1: Jeanne: et anorexique je ne parvenais pas à le retenir / j’ai / alors je pense à quelque ch/ je 
pensais à anus (rires) / comme c’est quand même le tube digestif et qui est en bas (rires) et ça va depuis 
lors je n’oublie plus (rires) et encore l’autre jour aussi un mot / tiens je ne sais p/ tu vois / si / j’ai / 
j’oublie certains mots 
(ID code: ageJM1; Pseudo: Jeanne; Age: 90; Source: Corpage 2012; Task 1 Line life; Time code: 1:13:10) 
 

Ex. 2: Léon: maintenant on apprend la philosophie / m’enfin qu’est-ce que tu veux / je sais pas si ça 
servira un jour mais enfin  
(ID code: ageAF; Pseudo: Léon; Age: 78; Source: Corpage 2012; Task 2: Self-perception of aging) 
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mais enfin (ID code: ageAF; Pseudo: Léon; Age: 78; Source: Corpage 2012; Task 2: Self-perception of aging) 

 
 

(Inter)subjective verbal (e.g., quand même in Ex. 1) and gestural units (e.g., gazing 
towards the interlocutor – Ex. 2) are highly relevant cues for the measurement of the 

empathic ability of communicating persons when interacting in their natural environment 



CorpAGEst – Research questions 
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Intra and inter-individual variation 
Is there any change in the use of pragmatic markers (be they verbal or gestural) expressing an 
(inter)subjective stance as a function of 

!  the speaker’s age? (45-65, 65-75, up to 75) 
!  the social tie between interlocutors? (familiar vs. unknown interviewer) 
!  the nature of the task? (interactive with focus on past events vs. self-centered with focus on 

actual life) 

Intra and inter-modal variation 
To what extent each mode (speech and gesture) may have an impact on the overall empathic ability? 
And to what extent they may interact and be balanced in order to preserve an optimal communicative 
ability? 



CorpAGEst – Method 

Establishment and annotation of a novel corpus that is both representative of the target 
population (here, very old healthy people) and the object of study (here, the verbal and 
gestural pragmatic markers) 
> Maximally interoperable principles, taking into account existing international standards 
 

Data 
!  Semi-directed, face-to-face interviews between an adult and a very old subject living at home 

or in a residential home 
!  16 interviews (2 interviews per subject) 
!  8 very old subjects (>75 y. old)  
!  Approx. 13.5 hrs (average duration: 50 mins./interview) 
!  Approx. 120,000 words 
+ Control corpus: 4 middle-old (45-65 y. old), 4 old subjects (65-75 y. old) 

Recordings > taking pre- and post-processing into account 
!  2 video signals (2 cameras) + 1 (or 2) sound signal(s) 
!  Formats compliant with the center’s standards for permanent corpus storage  

&  audio (digital recording, .wav, mono recording, frequency 22.000 Hz and 16 bits) 
&  video (codec: H264 = AVCHD; .m2ts converted in MPEG4) 
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Discourse markers annotation  
(MDMA Project, Valibel – Bolly et al.) 

CorpAGEst – Pragmatic annotation 
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EXMARaLDA software: Partitur-Editor  
“Extensible Markup Language for Discourse 
Annotation” 
http://www.exmaralda.org/en_index.html  

Multi-level gestural annotation  
(Marie Curie Project – Bolly & Boutet) 

ELAN software: “EUDICO Linguistic Annotator” 
Gestures, facial displays, eye contact 



Cooperation and impact 

The impact of the cooperation between university researchers and aging specialists 
(more directly concerned with seniors’ “real life”) can be perceivable in terms of 
benefits within several areas, among others: 
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1.  Data collection: Profiling of the study and control subjects, contact with residential 
homes, technical feasibility of interviews, establishment of the interview guide 

2.  Results interpretation: complementary perspective 
3.  Data accessibility: (meta)data archival in an open-source storage format, freely 

available for professors, researchers, aging specialists and practitioners 
4.  Visibility: website describing the project and its scientific/societal implications 
5.  Publication: joint publication of a brochure for the general public; scientific 

publications, seminars, international conferences/collaborations    
6.  Dissemination: groups of discussion on the (non-)verbal communication of elderly 

people (with professionals, families, friends and/or seniors); university course on 
multimodality and aging 



Cooperation in data collection (Step 1) 
Establishment of the interview guide 
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'  Interview guide adapted from the interview 
procedure previously established for Corpage 
(Bolly, Masse & Meire, 2012) 
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'  Interview guide adapted from the interview 
procedure previously established for Corpage 
(Bolly, Masse & Meire, 2012) 

'  Design of tasks 

Task Type 1st Interview  
(Interviewer: family member) 

2nd Interview  
(Interviewer: unknown person) 

Task A  
Interactional descriptive task 
with a focus on past events 

Task 1A 
‘Make a timeline of your life 
indicating milestones of aging’ 

Task 2A 
‘Indicate major societal or technological 
changes on the timeline of your life’ 

Task B 
Self-centered explicative task 
with a focus on actual life 

Task 1B 
‘Explain your self-perception of 
aging at the present time’ 

Task 2B 
‘Explain how you feel in your everyday 
environment at the present time’ 



Cooperation in data collection (Step 1) 
Establishment of the interview guide 
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'  Interview guide adapted from the interview 
procedure previously established for Corpage 
(Bolly, Masse & Meire, 2012) 

'  Design of tasks 

'  Informed consent (spoken/written) 
'  Writing of data card (for anonymized 

metadata), ginving information about 
•  Interaction situation (duration, level of 

formality, etc.) 
•  Interviewer/interviewee (age, sex, education, 

profession, mother tongue, geographic origin, 
living environment, social tie between 
interlocutors, level of subjective health, etc.) 

Task Type 1st Interview  
(Interviewer: family member) 

2nd Interview  
(Interviewer: unknown person) 

Task A  
Interactional descriptive task 
with a focus on past events 

Task 1A 
‘Make a timeline of your life 
indicating milestones of aging’ 

Task 2A 
‘Indicate major societal or technological 
changes on the timeline of your life’ 

Task B 
Self-centered explicative task 
with a focus on actual life 

Task 1B 
‘Explain your self-perception of 
aging at the present time’ 

Task 2B 
‘Explain how you feel in your everyday 
environment at the present time’ 



Cooperation in data collection (Step 1) 
Contact with residential homes 
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'  Mutual choice of the residential home 
'  Contact taken with the direction (official 

agreement needed if not in private room) 
and with caregivers’ staff 

'  Planning for interviews according to cares, 
meals, activities, etc. 

'  Help in solving misunderstandings and 
managing unpredictable factors (financial 
contribution for renting the interview room, 
hospitalization of one planned resident, etc.) 



Cooperation in data collection (Step 1)  
Technical feasibility 
‘Ecological-like’ interviews (real-world settings) 
'  From lab conditions to more ecological settings (# external room > () private room) 
'  From invasive to less invasive material ($ from 3 to 2 cameras; ) no more background screen) 
'  Appropriate distance between interlocutors () relatively close: technical and human requirements) 
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Cooperation –> Shared benefit 
Data accessibility (Step 3)  

CoCoON « COllections de COrpus Oraux Numériques » (ex ‘CRDO’)  
!  Storage, filing and (open) access 

[Une archive ouverte où les] ressources sont entreposées dans un serveur qui en assure un stockage sécurisé, et qui 
en permet l'accès. Une description de chaque document vient alors enrichir un catalogue qui permettra de faire 
connaître leur existence à tous et surtout de pouvoir les retrouver parmi l'ensemble des autres documents.  (…) Le 
choix des descripteurs utilisé est inspiré par les choix faits dans la communauté OLAC (Open Language Archives 
Community). 

http://cocoon.tge-adonis.fr/exist/crdo/index.htm 
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Archival of the corpus primary data (sound and video) and the metadata: deposit the 
corpus in a resource center, in a permanent storage format under an OAI-PMH format 
'  Freely available for professors, researchers, aging specialists and practitioners 



Cooperation in publication and 
dissemination (Steps 5-6)  

'  Results are/will be disseminated to the scientific area through 
•  Scientific publications, seminars, communications at international conferences, national and 

international collaborations (UNamur, UCLouvain, Paris 8, Neuchâtel) NOW!  
•  Student dissertations (e.g., F. Sprumont at UCLouvain, 2013) NOW! 
•  Organization of international conference on “Multimodality and Aging” (LPTS 2014, UNamur 

SOON; ADYLOC seminar, Paris 8 PLANNED) 
•  University course on multimodality and aging PLANNED 
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'  Results will be disseminated to the general public through 
•  Groups of discussion on the (non-)verbal communication of elderly people (with 

professionals, families, friends and/or seniors) PLANNED 
•  Joint publication of a brochure for the general public is envisaged (planned in collaboration 

with V. Charlot) PLANNED 



The knowledge acquired will be transferable to other disciplines (our wish!) 
!  Psychology (e.g., “Does anxiety have an impact on the elderly’s pragmatic competence”) 
!  Sociolinguistics (e.g., “To what extent does the everyday environment of older people have an 

impact on their successful aging?”) 
!  Computer sciences (e.g., “To what extent can pragmatic phenomena be processed 

automatically?”) 
!  Health sciences (e.g., “What is the impact of medication on the pragmatic competence of very 

old healthy people?”) 

Conclusion 
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Annotated data will be especially useful for the social sciences where large corpora 
are being used more and more to support new insights, in a way which was not 

imaginable few years ago  



This collaboration will open up new prospects 
!  Developing enriched pragmatic and multimodal annotation systems to study language  
!  Enrichment of the discussion of the concrete strategies to be implemented to improve the 

care for very old people 

Conclusion 
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Annotated data will be especially useful for the social sciences where large corpora 
are being used more and more to support new insights, in a way which was not 

imaginable few years ago  

Mutual enrichment 
!  Interdisciplinary perspective on communication with and by the elderly people 
!  Intellectual sharing and greater awareness  
!  Complementarity: more distant/academic (<university) and 

closer/‘realistic’ (<association) views 
!  Participation in the global thought on aging 
!  Access to bibliographic sources 
!  New horizons for funding research (university & ASBL) 
!  Expanded impact 
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Corpus linguistics & Ecological data 

Corpus > ‘technological revolution’ 
Growing power of computational systems and electronic bodies of text (from 1980’s) 

1. Sampling, representativeness, homogeneity: data must be collected in a systematic way, 
under controlled conditions, to mirror the ‘true’ distribution of the language/variety under study  
2. Machine readability: to save time and guarantee replicability, a corpus should be electronic 
and properly annotated 
 

Ethnomethodology and video data (Conversation Analysis framework)  
Praxeological view of language and action (socially and temporally situated) (Mondada, 2006, 2007)  

!  Language = interactive and emergent phenomenon (NOT autonomous system) 
!  Language and action = embodied phenomena (NOT logocentric) > Multi-Modal resources 
!  Reflexivity of video practices/analysis: “Practices are irremediably indexical (Garfinkel and Sacks, 

1970), reflexively tied to the context of their production and to the practical purposes of their 
accomplishment” (Mondada, 2007: 810) 

Ecological data: a gradual view rather than polarity 
!  Non invasive/non obtrusive methodology * Invasive/obtrusive methodology 
!  Naturally occurring data * Elicited data 
!  Spontaneous language * Directed data 
!  ‘Real’ data * Primary data (sound, video) * Secondary data (transcription, annotation) 

 
 

   Sinclair, 1991, 2000 ; McEnery et Wilson, 1996 ; Habert et al., 1997 ; Kennedy, 1998 ; Tognini-Bonelli, 2001; 
Römer, 2009 
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