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Gestures are elemental components of social communication and aid comprehension of verbal messages; however,
little is known about the potential role of gestures in facilitating processing of semantic complexity in an
ecologically valid setting. The goal of this study was to investigate whether cognitive load, as indexed by semantic
complexity, is modulated by the presentation of gestures accompanying speech. Twenty healthy participants
watched 16 video clips of a short narrative while instructed to carefully listen to and watch the narrator while
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) data were acquired. The videos contained passages with and
without various co-speech gestures, as well as passages where the semantic complexity was either low or high, as
measured by the metric of idea density. Increasing semantic complexity led to reduced activation within the
default mode network (DMN); whereas, presents of gestures decreased activation in language-related regions (left
middle temporal gyrus and left inferior frontal gyrus) and increased activation in high-level visual and multimodal
regions of occipitotemporal cortex. Most interestingly, an interaction between semantic complexity and gestures
was observed in a language-related area in left anterior temporal cortex; speciﬁcally, increasing gestures led to a
greater drop in activation with high vs. Low semantic complexity. These results provide evidence that the
facilitation of gestures on semantic processing, particularly for complex narratives, is reﬂected in the neural
substrates of language processing.

1. Introduction
Complexity is an abstract concept associated with numerous systems
in our everyday life. One of these systems is language. However, the
calculation of complexity in language represents a challenge. To achieve
this task, different metrics have been developed. The clear majority of
complexity metrics has focused on syntactic complexity (Cheung and
Kemper, 1992). In contrast, there are few metrics with a focus on the
complexity of the content, which may be especially relevant for the
detection of mental disorders (Snowdon et al., 1996). One metric for
content complexity is idea density (hereafter ID)1, which measures the
quantity of ideas expressed with a speciﬁc number of words in spoken
and written language (Spencer et al., 2012). Ideas represent elementary
propositions such as predicates, adjectives, or connectives (Snowdon
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et al., 1996). Propositions are described as semantic units, which
contribute to building the general meaning of a sentence (Bryant et al.,
2013). Thus, they not only represent the content but also the relationship
between the elements of a phrase (Farias et al., 2012). Currently,
different methods for the calculation of ID exist, some of which are based
on Turner and Greene’s (1977) described methods. However, the majority of recent studies utilized an automatic program for the calculation
of ID in English language texts: Computerized Propositional Idea Density
Rater (CPDR) (Brown et al., 2008). Moreover, ID has been adopted in
various studies that analyzed the complexity of produced speech of
diverse populations: patients with dementia (Engelman et al., 2010;
Iacono et al., 2009; Kemper et al., 2001; Mortimer and Borenstein, 2012;
Riley et al., 2005; Sirts et al., 2017), older subjects (Farias et al., 2012;
Ferguson et al., 2014; Kemper et al., 2001; Mitzner and Kemper, 2003;
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Moreover, they enhance the performance in memory tasks (Goldin-Meadow et al., 2001; Straube et al., 2009) and have an important role
in language acquisition and foreign language learning (Goldin-Meadow
and Alibali, 2013; Macedonia, 2014).
As gestures and their neural processing have been investigated
extensively in recent years, there is mounting evidence that they inﬂuence
the perception of language positively (Beattie and Shovelton, 1999; Dick
et al., 2009; Holle and Gunter, 2007; Hostetter, 2011; Kelly et al., 2004;
Kircher et al., 2009; McNeill, 1992), complementing the spoken message
through visual information, which clariﬁes the meaning for the recipient
(Straube et al., 2013b). Studies have mostly investigated three types of
gestures: iconic gestures, which refer to concrete entities or physical
€
properties (Green et al., 2009; Holle and Gunter, 2007; Ozyürek
et al.,
2007; Wu and Coulson, 2005); metaphoric gestures, which are descriptive
and refer to abstract speech units (Kircher et al., 2009; Schülke and
Straube, 2017; Straube et al., 2011, 2013b); and beat gestures, which
stress speech prosody and emphasize relevant features of the sentence
(Bernard et al., 2015; Biau and Soto-Faraco, 2013; Dimitrova et al., 2016;
Hubbard et al., 2009). The focus of recent neuroimaging analysis into
gestures was on the integration of speech and one speciﬁc kind of gesture,
investigating how the combination of semantic and audiovisual information blends into one representation (Green et al., 2009). The studies
suggest that iconic, metaphoric, and beat gestures preferentially activate,
respectively, the left temporo-occipital cortex (Green et al., 2009), the left
fronto-temporal cortex (Straube et al., 2013b) and the left superior temporal gyrus, STG (Hubbard et al., 2009). Furthermore, the ﬁrst studies
combining EEG and fMRI techniques have provided a more holistic
perspective on the integration of gestures, as temporal and spatial aspects
of speech-gesture processing can be assessed simultaneously (He et al.,
2015, 2018b). As previous studies mostly used artiﬁcial stimuli, including
short sentences, unimodal gesture or mismatch conditions, to examine
speech-gesture integration, investigations on the effect of gestures on the
neural processing of continuous narratives with varying semantic
complexity are still missing so far.
Several studies have analyzed co-speech gestures and speciﬁc complex
linguistic structures (He et al., 2018a; Kircher et al., 2009; Straube et al.,
2009, 2013b). The authors of these studies focused on processing of abstract vs. Concrete speech and gestures. Similar to the processing and
integration of complex information of other kinds, the interpretation of
abstract metaphoric material was found to require the recruitment of
additional cognitive resources, likely for several reasons (Straube et al.,
2013b). First, a semantic conﬂict between the literal and the abstract level
has to be detected. Second, certain properties from one element have to be
transferred to the other in order to interpret the meaning of a metaphoric
construction in a given context or situation. McNeil et al. (2000) also
investigated the inﬂuence of gestures depending on the complexity of the
language in a group of infants. The authors concluded that gestures had a
positive impact on comprehension when the content was complex for the
children. There are also studies analyzing gestures in a narrative context
(Wilson et al., 2008), and although the complexity is thought to have an
inﬂuence on the processing, it was not assessed in a standardized manner.
In summary, in contrast to the assessment of language production, the
perception of language has not been intensively studied with respect to
semantic complexity. Although a negative relationship between DMN
activation and the complexity of a task can be assumed, an empirical
investigation using standardized procedures for the assessment of semantic complexity is missing to date. Furthermore, the facilitative role of
gestures has been demonstrated in several studies, however, little is
known about how gestures inﬂuence the perception of language
depending on semantic complexity. Therefore, the purpose of the current
study is to investigate the neural correlates of semantic complexity and
the gesture-related neural facilitation while processing a narrative with
varying degrees of complexity. To this end, we present an audiovisual
continuous story to the subjects without any explicit task. This paradigm
allows us to approach these questions and to analyze speech perception
within an ecologically valid context (Hasson et al., 2018). For the

Spencer et al., 2012, 2014), patients with aphasia (Bryant et al., 2013;
Fromm et al., 2016), patients with schizophrenia (Cohen et al., 2014;
Covington et al., 2007; Moe et al., 2016), and people with mild cognitive
impairment (Roark et al., 2011). High ID values are associated with
intact cognition despite Alzheimer's disease (Iacono et al., 2009),
whereas low values are related to greater cognitive impairment (Snowdon et al., 1996). Evidence in the literature suggests that ID is a reliable
metric for the assessment of semantic complexity, a practical tool for the
early diagnostic and prediction of mental disorders and pathology, and
an indicator of language deterioration (Ferguson et al., 2014). Thus, the
metric gives an insight into the expressivity of language and the cognitive
reserves of participants. Moreover, ID has the advantage of being easy to
calculate even for non-experts users and presents an ecologically valid
method (Chand et al., 2012a; Farias et al., 2012). Despite growing
research estimating semantic complexity in the produced texts of speciﬁc
populations, little is known with regard to the neurobiological correlates
of ID, especially during the processing of naturalistic stimuli.
In general, the activation of default mode network (hereafter DMN) is
associated with the complexity of a given task. The DMN (also called
“resting state network” or “task negative network”) comprises a group of
functionally connected brain regions, known to be active during the
absence of goal-directed or cognitively demanding tasks (Raichle et al.,
2001). DMN activation is associated with internal tasks such as
self-reﬂection, thinking, remembering, planning, social cognition, and
passive states (Andrews-Hanna et al., 2007; Fransson and Marrelec, 2008;
Hu et al., 2017; Mazoyer et al., 2001; Supekar et al., 2010). Some postulate
that the DMN is deactivated if the task provokes no self-related mental
processing (Fransson and Marrelec, 2008). Alternatively, there is evidence
suggesting that the DMN remains active, although attenuated, during
diverse activities, which may be not cognitively demanding for the subjects (Bosch et al., 2010; Mazoyer et al., 2001; Wilson et al., 2008). Thus,
there seems to be a relation between the attenuation of the DMN and the
difﬁculty and requirements of the task (Broyd et al., 2009; Esposito et al.,
2006; Greicius and Menon, 2004). In fact, in several studies, the DMN
remained active, at least partially, during language-related tasks, e.g., the
perception and production of discourse (AbdulSabur et al., 2014; Binder
et al., 1999; Seghier and Price, 2012; Wilson et al., 2008; Xu et al., 2005).
Additionally, the network was found to be associated with semantic processing (Wilson et al., 2008). Despite the putative relation between DMN
activity and complexity measures and its involvement during the
perception of discourse, a study measuring the complexity in terms of ID is
still missing. In particular, the relationship between DMN and semantic
complexity has not yet been examined in “real-life situations” in which
auditory-visual information such as co-speech gestures are presented in a
natural and coherent context.
Social communication is a complex process that requires simultaneous integration of multisensory cues like gestures, facial expressions
and lip movements with auditory speech signals (Dick et al., 2009;
Goldin-Meadow and Alibali, 2013; Hostetter, 2011; Hubbard et al., 2009;
Kelly et al., 2004). Comprehension of language is incremental and dynamic in nature. It also depends on the integration of additional information, such as meaningful hand and arm movements (McNeil et al.,
2000). In this respect, gesture provides the interlocutor with useful
(extralinguistic) material and increases the probability of interpreting the
message in accordance with the intent of the speaker (Dick et al., 2009;
Goldin-Meadow and Alibali, 2013). Gestures also provide insight into the
thoughts and points of view that remain unspoken (Goldin-Meadow,
2006; McNeill, 1992). In fact, gestures inﬂuence the way in which we
express ourselves because they allow the speaker to send information in a
more efﬁcient way, because not all kinds of gestures are bound by rules,
unlike speech, and because gestures express information that may not be
possible to code through words (McNeill, 1992). Thus, gestures impact
communication by helping with the disambiguation of the message (Dick
et al., 2009; Holle and Gunter, 2007), organizing and stressing important
features of a narrative (Goldin-Meadow and Alibali, 2013; McNeill,
1992) and even retaining the attention of the listener (Hostetter, 2011).
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semantic complexity analysis of the story, we examine segments of ten
words each, which were categorized depending on their semantic
complexity and the number of gestures presented concurrently. Through
this method we were able to form trials without interfering with the
continuous presentation of the video. There was no manipulation
depending on the type of gesture, but the different gestures were
randomly distributed across the story and importantly, the frequency of
the different gesture types did not differ between segments with high or
low ID (further details in the method section) and all gestures were
naturally produced and therefore matching the sentence context. We had
four main hypotheses. First, we hypothesize a reduction of DMN activation for segments with high compared to low semantic complexity (ID),
due to the increased processing effort. Second, increase of activation in
bilateral occipital and temporal regions due to the processing of
co-speech gestures in addition to speech. Third, reduced neural activation for speech accompanied by gestures (compared to speech only episodes) in language related areas (e.g. left temporal and inferior frontal
cortices). Fourth, the increase in activation in language-related areas for
highly complex speech is expected to be modulated by the presentation of
gestures, as we hypothesize that processing of ideas is facilitated,
maintained, and associated to other ideas, when they are represented in
both speech and gestures.

Fig. 1. Example of the stimuli videos. A sentence of the story was translated
into English and depicted in the speech bubble for illustrative purposes. The still
frame from the video shows the actor gesturing the last part of the sentence:
“between Mandalay and Prome”, represented by the left and right hand,
respectively. The arrows indicate the direction of the hand movements, and the
numbers indicate the order of the movements.

2. Methods

Table 1
Example of the calculation of idea density within a segment.

2.1. Participants

[Samir war ein armer indischer Junge, so arm wie der] Staub auf der Landstraβe.

Twenty right-handed subjects (Oldﬁeld, 1971) took part in the
experiment (13 males and 7 females). All participants were native
speakers of German and had normal or corrected-to-normal vision and
none reported any hearing deﬁcits. The mean age of the participants was
25.4 years and the range was 22–35 years. None of the participants reported any relevant medical or psychiatric illnesses. All subjects gave
written informed consent prior to participation in the study. Permission
for the study was obtained from the local ethics committee at Philipps
University Marburg.

ʻSamir was a poor, Indian boy, as poor as the dust on the country roadʼ
No. Of ideas
1. War, Samir, ein Junge
*Samir was a boy
2. Junge, armer
*boy, poor
3. Junge, indischer
*boy, Indian
4. So arm wie der Staub
*as poor as the dust
ID ¼ 4

The square brackets show the limits of the segment, always encompassing ten
words. Ideas between segments (as idea number 4) were counted in the segment
where they started, and in the segment where they ended.

2.2. Stimuli
A set of 16 video clips were presented to the subjects. The videos
showed an actor narrating a slightly modiﬁed version of the short story
“Der Kuli Kimgun” (Dauthendey, 1909). For better comprehension of the
story, foreign words were replaced by common German equivalents. The
story was unknown to all of the subjects. The actor presented in the
videos was asked to tell the story as naturally as possible and to include
gestures of any kind using hands and arms. The actor decided freely when
and how to make the gestures, which were all matching the semantic
content of the story. The presentation of the videos lasted 32:12 min,
with individual clips lasting between 1:02 and 3:31 min. An example of
the stimuli is presented in Fig. 1.

-ing were left out. Ideas that were part of two segments were counted both
in the segment in which they started and in the segment in which they
ended. The calculation of the ID value proposed in the manual is estimated as follows: counting all propositions in a text, then dividing them
by the number of total words and multiplying the result by 10. The
subsequent result is the number of ideas expressed per 10 words (Chand
et al., 2012b). Through this method, the semantic complexity of the
whole text is independent of the length of the sentences. But, since in our
case the segments of the story always consisted of 10 words, the number
of ideas identiﬁed in a segment was automatically the ID value of the
respective segment (no division by the number of total words). Table 1
shows the procedure of the calculation of the ID. Each segment of our
story had an ID between two and nine. Segments that included the end of
one video and the start of the next were not analyzed, since a pause of
6–14 s between videos (jitter period) would be modulated. After the
complexity analysis, the number of gestures that appeared in each
segment were counted. All kinds of gestures (metaphoric, iconic and beat
gestures) were equally weighted because we hypothesize a general
facilitative effect of gestures irrespective of gesture type2. Each segment
had between zero and four gestures. Gestures that started in one segment
and concluded in the next, were also counted in both segments.

2.3. Experimental design and procedure
After acquisition, the entire story was examined in segments of 10
words each for the semantic complexity analysis. A total of 330 segments
were deﬁned. Through this method, it was possible to identify passages
of the story that were less complex than others, facilitated the calculation
of the trial's onsets (milliseconds needed to utter the ten words of each
segment), and we did not interfere with the continuous presentation of
the videos. After the division of the story, the segments were analyzed to
calculate their ID. The manual by Chand et al. (2012b) was used as an
orientation for the analysis. The rules for the identiﬁcation of ideas were
adapted as much as possible for the German language. For example,
comparisons are not included in the manual by Chand et al. (2012b), but
for this analysis they were counted, given that they modiﬁed the phrase.
Other categories not present in the German language such as the gerund

2
The frequency of the different kinds of gesture did not differ signiﬁcantly in
the low- and high-ID conditions χ2 ¼ 5.1959, p-value ¼ 0.267781.
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the ﬁrst level comprised the onsets and durations of all six conditions, as
well as the six movements parameters of each subject. The hemodynamic
response function (HRF) was modeled by the canonical HRF. A standard
full factorial second level analysis was then performed.
A Monte Carlo simulation of the brain volume of the current study
was employed to determine an adequate voxel contiguity threshold
(Slotnick et al., 2003). It is suggested that this correction provides
sensitivity to smaller effect sizes and also corrects for multiple comparisons across the whole brain volume (Slotnick, 2017). Assuming an individual voxel type 1 error of p < 0.001, a cluster extent of 87 contiguous
resampled voxels was indicated as necessary to correct for multiple
comparisons at p < 0.05. Thus, voxels of clusters with at least 87 voxels
and a signiﬁcance level of p < 0.001 are reported for all contrasts. All
described coordinates of activation are located in MNI space. For the
anatomical localization of the clusters, the AAL toolbox was employed
(Tzourio-Mazoyer et al., 2002).

Six different conditions were established based on the aforementioned calculations of ID and number of gestures. All the segments with
an ID equal to or below ﬁve, were counted as less complex and segments
which had an ID value equal to or above six were counted as highly
complex. This division was made in relation to our values (ranging from
two to nine), given that there is no established value which can be seen as
a standard or reference of average complexity. This is due to the fact that
in the case of language production ID values are inﬂuenced by the size of
the analyzed text and the number of subjects participating in a study
(Spencer et al., 2012). Other studies concerning ID in language production have deﬁned high values as the top two-thirds and low values as the
bottom third (Snowdon et al., 1996). However, we decided to divide the
values into just two categories to create an equal split of four values each
(i.e., 2–5 and 6–9). This approach (instead of a parametric) has been
chosen to facilitate the interpretation of the complex interaction between
the factors gesture and ID. To calculate this interaction, the low and high
ID segments were further separated according to the number of gestures
presented in the segment: no gestures (high_ID_noG, low_ID_noG), one
gesture (high_ID_1G, low_ID_1G) and two or more gestures (high__ID_2G,
low_ID_2G). This division, depending on the number of gestures, was
chosen in order to investigate whether the reduction of cognitive load
was related to the number of gestures presented. There was no signiﬁcant
interaction in numbers of trials (χ2 ¼ 3.058; p ¼ 0.214; frequency: 17
low_ID_noG, 13 high_ID_noG; 91 low_ID_1G; 53 high_ID_1G; 83 low_ID_2G; 73 high_ID_2G) and segment duration (F (1,324) ¼ 0.410,
p ¼ 0.664, eta-square ¼ 0.003; Average durations: 4.46 low_ID_noG; 5.10
high_ID_noG; 4.60 low_ID_1G; 4.87 high_ID_1G; 4.87 low_ID_2G; 5.20
high_ID_2G) between the factors gesture and ID. However, we had fewer
trials without gesture and longer duration for the high complexity conditions (main effect complexity; F (1, 324) ¼ 13.355, p < 0.005; high:
mean ¼ 5.07sec., SD ¼ 1.05; low: 4.71sec., SD ¼ 0.92). We regarded
these differences in main effects as unproblematic as our analyses are
focused on the interaction between both factors.
During the scanning process, the participants were instructed to pay
attention to the video, watch the movements of the actor and listen
carefully to the story. The avoidance of using an artiﬁcial task enabled us
to analyze the perception of language and gestures in a more naturalistic
way. The participants observed the video through a mirror mounted on
the head coil. In order to make sure that the subjects listened to the
narrative, they were asked to answer a questionnaire containing details
of the story (e.g. critical moments, narrative shifts etc.).

3. Contrasts of interest
To test for the main effect of ID, the differential contrasts of
low_ID > high_ID and high_ID > low_ID were computed. For the main
effects of speech (conditions noG) and speech with gesture (conditions
1G and 2G), the two contrasts speech > gestures þ speech and
gestures þ speech > speech were computed. Finally, the interaction
between complexity and gestures was also assessed in order to investigate the reduction of activation depending on the complexity of the story.
For these analyses, a linear effect of number of gestures was assumed
leading to the following contrast weights: 1 for noG, 0 for 1G and þ1 for
2G. Weights for all high ID conditions were further multiplied by 1 (1,
0, 1, 1, 0, 1). However corresponding analysis with the noG and 1G
condition only led to comparable effects.
4. Results
Comparing low with high complexity conditions independently of the
number of gestures, we observed stronger activation for the low
complexity conditions in classic DMN regions. (for details see Table 2;
Fig. 2). In contrast, no regions reached the signiﬁcance threshold for the
high conditions as compared to the low conditions.
For the contrast speech > gestures þ speech, we observed two clusters
of activation within perisylvian regions: the ﬁrst one localized in the pars
orbitalis of the left inferior frontal gyrus (IFG) and the second cluster
localized within the left superior temporal gyrus (STG) and the anterior
part of the middle temporal gyrus (MTG). Thus, these areas showed
reduced activation for the presentation of gestures (see Fig. 3B and C).
Exploratory analyses revealed that this effect was reliable across runs (see
supplemental material, Fig. 2) and already present in segments with
meaningless gestures (see supplemental material, Fig. 3). For the contrast
gestures þ speech > speech, we observed stronger bilateral activation in
the middle occipital gyrus, in the posterior MTG and left precuneus, regions likely including areas thought to be involved in the processing of
visual motion: middle temporal visual area (MT; Tootell et al., 1995.), the
visual presentation of hands: left lateral occipitotemporal cortex (LOTC;
Bracci et al., 2012) and bodies: extrastriate body area (EBA; Downing,
2001). The extent of activation was increased for a higher number of
gestures (see Fig. 3E and F). This gesture related effect also included
regions of the posterior temporal lobe which had previously been related
to speech and gesture integration (see supplemental material, Fig. 4). The
interaction analysis of gestures x complexity revealed complexity
dependent activation decrease in the left anterior MTG (see Fig. 4).
Exploratory analyses across runs revealed no signiﬁcant interactions
with the factors ID and Gesture, suggesting that the time course of the
story did not inﬂuence the reported effects. Only, a main effect in the
bilateral temporal lobes, were found indicating a BOLD reduction in the
second part of the narrative (see supplemental material, Fig. 1).

2.4. fMRI data acquisition
MRI data acquisition was performed on a 3-T scanner (Siemens MRT
Trio series). The functional images were obtained using a T2*-weighted
echo-planar image sequence (TR ¼ 2 s, TE ¼ 30 ms, ﬂip angle ¼ 90 , slice
thickness ¼ 4 mm, interslice gap ¼ 0.36 mm, ﬁeld of view ¼ 230 mm,
matrix ¼ 64  64, voxel size ¼ 3.6 x 3.6  4.0 mm, 30 axial slices
orientated parallel to the AC-PC line). The images were acquired in two
runs. During the ﬁrst run 450 functional images were obtained (15 min)
and in the second run 520 (17 min, 20 s). This was due to the varying
lengths of individual videos.
2.5. Data analysis
The MRI images were analyzed using Statistical Parametric Mapping
(SPM12; www.ﬁl.ion.ucl.uk) implemented in MATLAB 7.9 (Mathworks
Inc. Shevorn, MA). The ﬁrst two volumes were discarded from the
analysis to minimize T1-saturation effects. Afterwards, all images were
registered to the ﬁrst image of the ﬁrst run and co-registered to the
anatomical volume, normalized into MNI space and smoothed with an
eight mm isotropic gaussian ﬁlter. A high-pass ﬁlter (cut-off period 128 s)
was used. Statistical analysis was performed in a two-level procedure.
The design matrix for the modulation of single-subject BOLD responses at
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Table 2
Activation peaks and cluster extents for the contrasts low_ID > high_ID, speech > gestures þ speech and gestures þ speech > speech as well as the interaction of gestures
and complexity.
Contrast

Anatomical
region

Cluster extent

Hem.

low complexity > high complexity
Supramarginal
Middle occipital gyrus, middle temporal gyrus, superior temporal gyrus, angular gyrus
Anterior cingulate
Superior frontal gyrus, middle frontal gyrus
Middle temporal
Angular gyrus, middle occipital gyrus, superior temporal gyrus
Precuneus
Posterior cingulate cortex, middle cingulate
speech > gestures þ speech
Pars orbitalis
Pars triangularis
Middle temporal
Ssuperior temporal gyrus, hippocampus
gestures þ speech > speech
Middle occipital
Middle temporal gyrus, superior occipital gyrus, calcarine, inferior occipital gyrus, middle
Middle temporal
occipital gyrus, inferior temporal gyrus, fusiform
Precuneus
Superior parietal gyrus, inferior parietal gyrus
interaction (gestures x complexity)
Middle temporal
superior temporal gyrus, superior temporal pole

MNI Coordinates

tvalue

No.
Voxels

26
10
14
34

4.69
4.57
4.53
4.52

990
1406
910
871

30
36

8
2

4.94
4.58

261
402

46
48
8

74
68
72

6
2
56

14.36
12.31
4.20

5039
5430
161

52

2

20

4.01

96

x

y

z

L
R
R
L

56
10
56
6

50
44
50
56

L
L

50
44

L
R
L
L

Voxel activations were thresholded at p < 0.001 uncorr. and only clusters bigger than 87 voxels are reported (montecarlo cluster corrected at p < 0.05). Lateralization of
the activation clusters is indicated by L (left) and R (right).

Fig. 2. Activation increase for low complexity. The clusters of activation showed in A cover the anterior cingulate/middle prefrontal cortex, posterior cingulate
cortex/precuneus, bilateral middle temporal and angular gyrus, and left supramarginal gyrus. The bottom of the panel (B) the bar graph shows the activation pattern of
the cluster localized at the anterior cingulate/middle prefrontal cortex, indicating strongest activation during the low complexity conditions.

5. Discussion

complexity. More speciﬁcally, we examined whether passages of low and
high ID within a natural story elicit different neural correlates during
comprehension. In addition, we investigated whether gestures modulate
the cognitive load induced by the sequential presentation of numerous

In our study, we investigated the extent to which co-speech gestures
facilitate processing of natural stories with varying degrees of semantic
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Fig. 3. Gesture related activation decrease (speech > gestures þ speech) and increase (gestures þ speech > speech). B shows the activation of the cluster
localized in the left anterior MTG and C shows the cluster localized in the left IFG. E shows the activation of the cluster localized in the left posterior MTG and F the
cluster localized in the right posterior MTG.

during the perception of complex structures. Similarly, Xu et al. (2005)
investigated the inﬂuence of contextual complexity on language processing and stressed the activation of DMN regions when a narrative was
processed in comparison to the presentation of single sentences. These
interpretations are, to some extent, in accordance with our results. During the low ID conditions, it might be speculated that the DMN supports
the processing of the utterances and that the available resources are
sufﬁcient with respect to task performance. But, if the DMN is involved in
semantic processing in general, one would expect an involvement of the
DMN during the processing of the high ID conditions as well, which is not
supported by our results. Despite the intrinsic involvement of the DMN in
the semantic processing, given that thinking and planning require the
interpretation of concepts (Binder et al., 1999; McKiernan et al., 2006), it
might be the case that when semantic complexity increases the resources
available for the interpretation of narratives do not sufﬁce and other
regions may be involved in order to meet the demands. Similarly, Seghier
and Price (2012) linked the DMN to semantic processing and reported
stronger deactivation in the PCC and mPFC due to severe demands on
semantics. These ﬁndings are consistent with our results since both regions were deactivated potentially driven by semantic complexity effects.
Nevertheless, the authors stressed that the semantics affect the activation
of diverse parts of the DMN differently. They conclude that, if attention is
focused on external stimuli, which impose severe demands on semantic
processing, the regions which are involved with internal activities
deactivate in order to accomplish the task. This explanation would support the attenuation of the DMN in our experiment.
Alternatively, it could be argued that the speciﬁc properties or characteristics of the DMN regions allow the recipient to interpret the story.
For example, the PCC and precuneus are associated with the processing
of episodic memory and with the management of attentional resources
according to the demands of the task (Mazoyer et al., 2001). Likewise, the
involvement of the dorsal part of the mPFC is connected to the deduction
of the communicative intent of utterances (Willems et al., 2010) and the
interpretation of the intentions and motivations of the characters in a

propositions. This follows the notion that utterances containing several
propositions require more cognitive resources and cause more cognitive
load for the interlocutor (Kintsch and Keenan, 1973). As hypothesized,
we found reduced BOLD signal in DMN regions during high compared to
low complexity conditions. Furthermore, gestures reduced activation for
speech processing within the left MTG and left IFG
(speech > gestures þ speech), while activation of occipital regions and
posterior
MTG
was
related
to
gesture
processing
(gestures þ speech > gesture). Finally, the interaction analysis indicated
that gesture related activation reduction in language areas was strongest
for high complex passages.
5.1. Discourse perception and default mode network
A direct comparison between low- and high-complexity conditions,
independently of the number of gestures, revealed greater activity for the
low conditions in the anterior cingulate cortex, middle prefrontal cortex
(mPFC), MTG, supramarginal gyrus, angular gyrus, precuneus, and posterior cingulate cortex (PCC)– regions that, with the exception of the
MTG, are known to be part of the DMN (Chen et al., 2017; Raichle et al.,
2001).
Previous research ﬁndings further point to a relationship between the
DMN and language-related tasks (Binder et al., 1999; Seghier and Price,
2012; Wilson et al., 2008; Xu et al., 2005). For example, Binder et al.
(1999) observed that regions involved in semantic retrieval were similar
to the regions activated during resting conditions. Another approach
which presented similar results to ours are reported by Wilson et al.
(2008). The authors postulate that the DMN is intrinsically involved in
semantic processing, especially during the interpretation of discourse.
For example, the authors explain the activation of the PCC/Precuneus as
to these regions linking the perceived information with previously acquired knowledge. Interestingly, the authors also lightly touched upon
the subject of semantic complexity, and they hypothesized that regions
that are involved in the semantic processing should be more active
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Fig. 4. Interaction analysis of gestures and complexity. The top of the panel (A) shows the cluster of activation covering the left MTG, STG and superior temporal
pole. At the bottom of the panel (B), the bar graph shows the activation pattern of the cluster showed in A.

perception of complex structures used as stimuli.

narrative (Xu et al., 2005). AbdulSabur et al. (2014) conclude that the
network seems to help with inferring the mental states of others and
building a situation model of the narrative and the characters, providing
the demands allow it (AbdulSabur et al., 2014). This interpretation is in
line with our results, but only with respect to the low complexity conditions. Here, the complexity or the demands of the narrative might allow
the involvement of the DMN regions in these functions. But when
complexity increases this seems not to be the case anymore.
In sum, the activation of the DMN during the low ID conditions
supports our original hypothesis linking increasing semantic complexity
to higher cognitive load. As stated above, the number of propositions
presented probably increase the cognitive demands for the interpretation
of the narrative (Kintsch and Keenan, 1973). In other words, more resources are needed for the interpretation of complex structures which
contain numerous propositions. Since the attenuation of the DMN depends directly on the cognitive load of the task (Broyd et al., 2009), we
found no attenuation of the DMN during the low conditions. Following
this, minimal resources seem to sufﬁce to process utterances with low ID.
In contrast, for the processing of complex structures, the increased demand is reﬂected in a stronger attenuation of the DMN and might indicate the effective management of resources in order to realize a task (Dick
et al., 2010) and the motivation to focus on the content and at the same
time block internal thoughts (Spreng et al., 2009). This activation pattern
supports the validity of ID as suitable measure of semantic complexity,
not only for the quantiﬁcation of the ideas produced by subjects themselves, as used in the majority of the previous studies, but also for the

5.2. Modulation of speech-related activation through the presentation of
gestures
Another important focus of the current study was the effect of gestures on the neural processing of complex speech. As expected, we found
stronger activation of the left MTG and IFG for speech-only conditions in
contrast to co-speech gestures. In these regions, the addition of gestures
makes the narrative easier to understand, thus requiring less effort to
interpret the speech. Besides, the presentation of gestures elicited, as
expected, increased activation in the occipital regions and the posterior
MTG bilaterally. These activations can simply be attributed to the
increased visual input when gestures are present. However, areas relevant for integrating speech and gestures are also likely to be involved. For
example, similar results concerning the STS/MTG and their involvement
in the integration of visual and auditory information are also reported in
other studies (Dick et al., 2009; Green et al., 2009; He et al., 2015, 2018b;
Holle et al., 2008; Kircher et al., 2009; Straube et al., 2011, 2018).
Straube et al. (2011) found activation within the posterior MTG bilaterally during the perception of iconic gestures. In contrast, the IFG
seemed to be involved in the integration of metaphoric gestures. Additionally, He et al. (2018b) focused on the temporal integration of gestures. In their two-stage model of integration, it is stressed that the
STS/MTG play a fundamental role in the integration of inputs from
multiple modalities at the ﬁrst step of the model.
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story only once to avoid any habituation effects and maintain the model
as naturalistic as possible. Besides, the presentation of gestures in isolation is not common in real life communication (except for emblems in
speciﬁc contexts). Despite the fact that number of trials per conditions
and duration are not exactly matched in this naturalistic approach, there
was no signiﬁcant interaction between our factors of interest (gesture and
ID). Furthermore, those differences we found in the main effects (lower
number of trials in the no-gesture condition and longer durations in the
high complexity conditions) do not offer an explanation for our results as
we found for example more activation in the no-gesture condition in the
left IFG and MTG and higher activation of the DMN network regions for
low complexity conditions. Second, all kinds of gestures (metaphoric,
iconic, emblematic and beat) were treated equally for the present analysis, as it is the ﬁrst study investigating the interaction of semantic
complexity and gesture. Exploratory analysis suggest that the facilitative
effect of gesture might be related to gesture meaning, however, the results remain inconclusive due to insufﬁcient power. Therefore, it would
be interesting to further analyze whether the facilitative effect of gestures
varies depending on the kind of gesture presented in larger studies or
with longer videos and higher gesture frequency. Finally, no established
method or manual for the analysis of ID for the German language exists. It
would be helpful to have a reference in order to make comparisons between studies or even to have an equivalent of the current automatic
program for the calculation of ID (CPDR, Brown et al., 2008) for other
languages.

5.3. Interaction gestures x complexity
The main focus of this study was on the interaction between the
facilitating effect of gestures and semantic complexity. In fact, we found
that activation of the left MTG for highly complex sematic structures was
speciﬁcally reduced when gestures were presented. Thus, our results
highlight the potential role of the MTG in processing complex semantic
information. Accordingly, subjects seem to proﬁt from the additional
visual information provided by co-speech gestures especially in highly
demanding conditions. Similar results have been reported by Kircher
et al. (2009), for the interaction of speech and metaphoric gestures. The
authors described activation reductions related to the presentation of
gestures in a cluster encompassing the STS and the left insula - adjoining
regions of the MTG. The activation decreases in the study were related to
semantics, given that the reduction was not found in the unknown language condition. Therefore, the presentation of metaphoric gestures led
to more efﬁcient processing. Thus, the decrease of activation in the left
MTG caused by the presentation of gestures can be seen as a sign of lower
processing demands when interpreting high proportions of ideas in a
narrative. In addition, there is further evidence signaling a facilitation
effect of gestures indicated by reduced functional connectivity between
the involved regions (Skipper et al., 2007).
However, as Hostetter (2011) has postulated, the degree of inﬂuence
of gestures depends on three factors: 1. the type of information they
convey (concrete vs. abstract), 2. the information content of the gestures
(redundant vs. new) and 3. the age of the listeners (children proﬁt more
from visual information than adults). With regard to the ﬁrst factor, the
story contained concrete and abstract speech as well as gestures, since the
narrative consisted in large parts of ﬁgurative language. Concerning the
information the gestures conveyed, it could be argued that the information was mostly redundant, because the actor only expressed information contained in the story itself. In other words, it was not
spontaneous speech in which the speaker relied on gestures to cover
additional information. Besides, it could be speculated that the function
of the gestures in our experiment was not to express additional information, but rather to reinforce or illustrate the information uttered by the
actor. Finally, in respect to the third factor, all the subjects of our
experiment were adults. But despite these characteristics, we could
observe reduction in activation for some regions when information was
presented in combination with visual cues. We hypothesize that gestures
had a facilitating effect because the story was completely new to the
subjects and during the high conditions much information was coded,
which was relieved by the reinforcement or redundant sending of information. McNeil et al. (2000) also stated that the effect of gestures
depends not only on the relation between speech and gesture, but also on
the complexity of the message. This conclusion is in accordance with our
results as the effect of gestures was stronger in high-complexity conditions than in low-complexity conditions, at least in the left MTG. Thus, it
could be the case that subjects proﬁt more from visual gesture information when numerous propositions are presented. In the low complexity
conditions, on the other hand, subjects could interpret the gestures as too
redundant, leaving little space for improvement (Hostetter, 2011). These
results stress the importance of treating comprehension as a dynamic
phenomenon, which depends on the demands of the task and also on the
external contextual cues supporting it (McNeil et al., 2000).

7. Further research
Future investigations employing the same paradigm could be conducted with a different target population. It could be useful to investigate
whether the DMN is also active during low ID conditions in patients with
schizophrenia since there is evidence that the network is activated
differently in these patients (Broyd et al., 2009; Fransson and Marrelec,
2008; Hu et al., 2017). Additionally, patients with schizophrenia exhibit
difﬁculties with regard to the interpretation of complex constructions
such as metaphors (Bonis et al., 1997; Kircher et al., 2007; Straube et al.,
2013a), which are numerous in the story. Furthermore, they have
problems in relating speech and gesture semantics (Nagels et al., 2019;
Schülke and Straube, 2018), which might weaken the potential facilitating effect of gestures in these patients. Moreover, the same experiment
could be conducted with an older group of subjects, since the mean age of
our subjects was very low (24.5 years) and there is evidence that ID could
be perceived differently by older subjects (Spencer et al., 2012). On the
other hand, the DMN could show different patterns of activation within a
group of older subjects (Andrews-Hanna et al., 2007). Finally, it might be
interesting to analyze whether there are speciﬁc gender differences in
respect to the perception of complex structures, since most ID studies
examined a group of either women or men, and our study was performed
with a mixed group.
8. Conclusion
Three notable conclusions can be drawn from this study. First, the
DMN attenuated during high complexity conditions, indicating that
activation of the DMN depends on the complexity of a narrative. Second,
activation of language-related areas was modulated through the presentation of gestures, indicating the facilitation of speech processing
through complementary visual information. Last, the left MTG played a
fundamental role in processing highly complex semantics and beneﬁtted
the most from the visual information from gestures, suggesting that the
supporting effect of gestures is particularly pronounced when cognitive
demands are high.

6. Limitations
Notably, the present study has some limitations. First, there is no
control condition where the actor performed the exact same story
completely devoid of gestures or a gesture only condition. All our comparisons were made between different passages of the same story. Thus, it
would be interesting to compare exactly the same passage with and
without the presentation of gestures and observe whether the activation
of the DMN is stronger in this scenario. However, since direct repetitions
are not common in real life communication, we decided to present the
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