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Annotation: This article explores the pragmatic functions of discourse 

markers (DMs) in spoken English, focusing on their role in structuring 

conversation, expressing speaker attitudes, and managing interpersonal relations. 

Drawing from current research in pragmatics and discourse analysis, the paper 

highlights how DMs like well, you know, like, so, and actually serve not only as 

fillers but as essential elements that enhance communication effectiveness. The 

study demonstrates that discourse markers are key tools in managing coherence, 

politeness, hesitation, and engagement in real-time spoken interaction. 
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Introduction 

  Discourse markers (DMs) are small linguistic units that often appear at the 

boundaries of spoken utterances—words like well, so, you know, I mean, and like. 

While they are frequently dismissed as “fillers” or signs of hesitation, linguistic 

research increasingly recognizes their pragmatic and interactional functions. In 

spoken English, where immediacy and fluidity are critical, DMs help speakers 

manage the flow of conversation, express attitudes, signal relationships, and 

enhance listener comprehension. 

The importance of understanding discourse markers has grown in light of 

developments in conversation analysis, second language acquisition, and 

computational linguistics. This paper examines the various pragmatic functions of 

DMs in spoken discourse, offering a nuanced understanding of how they contribute 
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to effective and meaningful communication. 

1. Defining Discourse Markers 

Discourse markers are function words or phrases that do not change the 

propositional content of an utterance but serve to organize, signal, or interpret 

discourse. According to Schiffrin (1987), they operate on several levels: textual 

(organizing speech), interpersonal (relating to others), and cognitive (guiding 

listener interpretation). For instance: 

• So can signal result (So I left the meeting), transition (So, what’s 

next?), or conclusion (So that’s what happened). 

• Well often indicates hesitation, a shift in topic, or softening of 

disagreement. 

These words are frequent in natural speech and are highly context-dependent. 

2. Pragmatic Functions in Conversation 

Turn-Taking and Topic Management 

Discourse markers play a crucial role in turn-taking, helping speakers claim, 

hold, or yield the floor. Markers like you know and I mean act as signals of 

continued speaking, while so or anyway are often used to shift or close topics. 

Example: 

A: I didn’t like the movie. 

B: Yeah, well, I kind of agree... 

Here, well softens the transition and acknowledges the previous speaker 

before offering a nuanced agreement. 

 Politeness and Face-Saving 

DMs such as sort of, just, maybe, and I think are used to soften statements, 

show uncertainty, or avoid imposition—crucial for face-saving strategies in 

politeness theory. 

Could you maybe help me with this? 

In such requests, maybe adds indirectness, making the statement more polite. 

Expressing Speaker Attitude 
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Markers like actually, honestly, and seriously indicate a speaker’s stance or 

attitude. For example: 

Actually, I thought it was pretty good. 

Here, actually serves as a corrective or contrastive signal, suggesting that the 

speaker is offering a different perspective than expected. 

Managing Coherence and Comprehension 

DMs help listeners follow the logic and coherence of a conversation. Words 

like so, therefore, however, and anyway indicate relationships between ideas and 

guide interpretation. 

I missed the bus, so I was late for class. 

In this sentence, so clarifies the cause-effect relationship. 

3. Discourse Markers in Second Language Acquisition 

Non-native speakers often struggle with appropriate use of DMs. Learners 

may overuse certain markers (e.g., like) or underuse others due to unfamiliarity. 

Teaching DMs in ESL/EFL classrooms enhances pragmatic competence, enabling 

learners to sound more natural and engage effectively in spoken interaction. 

Research by Fung & Carter (2007) emphasizes the pedagogical value of 

explicitly teaching DMs, especially in intermediate to advanced proficiency levels. 

Instructional focus should include functions, contexts, and variations in usage. 

4. Discourse Markers in Digital and Media Discourse 

In digital communication (e.g., YouTube, podcasts, social media), spoken 

discourse includes heavy use of DMs to maintain conversational tone. For instance, 

influencers and vloggers frequently use markers like basically, so, you know to 

keep the audience engaged. The presence of these markers contributes to the 

informality, spontaneity, and authenticity of speech in digital contexts. 

5. Cross-Cultural Variations in Discourse Marker Use 

The use of discourse markers is not universal in form or frequency across 

languages and cultures. For instance, while English frequently uses markers like 

you know, like, and well, other languages have their own equivalents that fulfill 
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similar pragmatic roles. In Spanish, for example, pues and entonces serve 

comparable structuring functions, while in Japanese, ano and eto are used as 

hesitation markers. 

These cross-linguistic differences have important implications for 

intercultural communication. Misunderstandings may arise when a speaker from 

one language background interprets an English DM differently or perceives it as 

informal or confusing. Therefore, awareness of DM usage in both native and target 

languages is essential for achieving pragmatic fluency. 

6. Discourse Markers and Gender/Social Variables 

Sociolinguistic research shows that the frequency and type of DMs used in 

conversation often correlate with gender, age, and social identity. Studies have 

observed, for instance, that younger speakers and women tend to use like and you 

know more frequently than older or male speakers, especially in casual or 

emotionally rich conversations. 

This is not necessarily a sign of linguistic weakness but rather reflects 

differences in discourse style and interactional goals. Women may use more DMs 

as a way of managing politeness or encouraging collaboration in conversation. 

These patterns reveal how DMs are embedded in broader social norms and 

communication strategies. 

7. Corpus-Based Insights on Spoken English 

Large corpora such as the British National Corpus (BNC) and Corpus of 

Contemporary American English (COCA) provide quantitative data on DM usage 

in real-world spoken English. For example, analysis from BNC reveals that you 

know appears more than 5,000 times in informal conversations, often functioning 

to seek listener agreement or share background knowledge. 

Corpus studies also highlight how certain markers have evolved over time. 

The word like, traditionally used as a preposition or verb, has become a prominent 

discourse marker among youth, often serving as a quotative (e.g., She was like, 

“Oh my God!”) or a hedge. 
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Conclusion 

Discourse markers are essential elements of spoken English, contributing to 

the smooth and coherent flow of conversation. Their functions extend far beyond 

filler words, encompassing turn management, politeness, emphasis, clarification, 

and emotional expression. Mastery of discourse markers is not only important for 

native speakers but also critical for language learners aiming to communicate 

naturally and effectively. Future research should continue to explore their cross-

cultural variations, pedagogical implications, and computational modeling in 

spoken discourse analysis. 
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