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This study introduces dassBNC2014, a manually annotated subset of the 
Spoken British National Corpus 2014 designed to capture directive speech 
acts in everyday conversation. In natural language processing (NLP), 
speech act annotations in open-domain dialog remain scarce, while 
manually annotated data are fragmented and inconsistently accessible. With 
dassBNC2014, we aim to address the persistent gaps in existing resources. 
Our annotation scheme combines the ISO 24617-2 framework with insights 
from speech act theory to achieve an intermediate level of granularity, 
which is both theoretically grounded and operationally feasible. Analysis of 
the annotated directives shows that they constitute a heterogeneous set of 
practices varying systematically in interactional locus, temporal orientation, 
deontic strength and action type. These findings refine the theoretical 
description of directive force, establishing dassBNC2014 as a resource for 
advancing corpus-based speech act research and supporting the 
development of NLP models capable of recognizing directive speech acts in 
authentic conversational data. 
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1. Introduction 

Speech acts are considered a fundamental unit of human communication (Searle, 
1969: 16; Searle & Vanderveken, 1985: 1). Understanding how speech acts are real
ized in naturally occurring conversations is central to uncovering the interplay 
between linguistic forms, contextual factors, and communicative functions in 
the real world. However, the systematic identification and annotation of speech 
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acts remain a major challenge, largely due to their inherent form-function mis
match (see Kohnen, 2015: 54; Milà‑Garcia, 2018: 265; Rühlemann, 2018: 19). Con
sequently, the development of large, pragmatically annotated corpora has lagged 
behind. However, such resources are essential not only for advancing theoretical 
research on speech acts but also for supporting practical applications in natural 
language processing (NLP), such as dialog systems, semantic interpretation, and 
automatic recognition of functional language in human-computer interaction. 

Despite ongoing efforts, research-ready, pragmatically annotated corpora 
remain rare across both linguistics and NLP. Within linguistics, SPICE-Ireland 
(Kirk, 2016) represents one of the few large-scale efforts to cover speech acts 
across discourse types based on Searle’s taxonomy. Other corpora, such as 
HKCSE-SAC (Seto, 2016) and SPAAC (Leech & Weisser, 2003), are restricted 
to specific registers such as business discourse and telephone interactions and 
employ tag sets created by individual researchers. In NLP, the most widely used 
dataset remains the SWDA from the 1990s (Jurafsky et al., 1997), which has 
become the de facto benchmark for dialog act classification. Other corpora, such 
as ICSI-MRDA (Janin et al., 2003), the AMI Meeting Corpus (Carletta, 2007), the 
HCRC Map Task Corpus (Anderson et al., 1991), Verbmobil (Jekat et al., 1995), 
and DialogBank (Bunt et al., 2016) under the ISO 24617-2 framework, are limited 
in size and scope and vary in taxonomy. These resources are geared toward com
putational tasks and fall short of supporting a detailed theory-informed linguistic 
analysis. 

Taken together, existing corpora across both linguistics and NLP have yet to 
provide a sufficiently solid foundation to support the empirical and theoretical 
demands of speech act research. In linguistics, expert-annotated data are often 
fragmented and seldom integrated into accessible standardized resources. Manual 
annotations are frequently only described in publications and are not made avail
able to the research community (e.g. Bilbow, 2002; Gagné, 2018; García, 2004; 
Xu & Hao, 2019, among others). With the exception of Weisser’s series of studies 
(Leech & Weisser, 2013; Weisser, 2020), the field has largely neglected the devel
opment of a unified annotation framework. Most studies have adopted ad hoc 
schemes tailored to specific research goals, resulting in a highly inconsistent land
scape that limits comparability and cumulative progress. Although more stan
dardized frameworks exist in NLP, high-quality pragmatic annotation in everyday 
open-domain conversations is still lacking. These limitations highlight the need 
for a more integrated and theory-informed approach to corpus development. 

This study introduces dassBNC2014: a directive-annotated subset of the 
Spoken BNC2014, developed to facilitate the investigation of directive speech 
acts in open-domain everyday conversation. We adopt ISO 24617-2 (2020), 
the current international standard for speech act annotation proposed by the 
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NLP community, as a guiding framework and integrated it with a linguistically 
grounded subclassification of directives suited to pragmatic research. This initial 
focus on directives reflects their centrality in pragmatic theory, and the dis
tinctive challenges they pose to both linguistic analysis and automatic retrieval 
in NLP. Inherently functional and often indirect, directives are highly context-
dependent, contributing to persistently low accuracy rates in automated identifi
cation, which is a limitation that is further exacerbated by the lack of high-quality 
annotated corpora. By foregrounding this category, this study seeks to establish a 
principled and extensible methodology for future annotations. In the long term, 
this work forms part of a broader initiative to annotate all five of Searle’s (1979) 
major speech act categories, building comprehensive speech act-annotated cor
pora that can be fully exploited in both linguistics and NLP studies. 

Central to the current research is a high-quality, manually annotated corpus 
of directive speech acts supported by a systematically developed classification 
scheme. This corpus captures a wide range of naturally occurring directives and 
enables fine-grained empirical analysis beyond traditional introspection-based 
accounts. After illustrating the background and goal of the research (Section 1), 
we review the existing classification schemes and introduce our own operational 
taxonomy, which is grounded in prior empirical observations and tailored to the 
needs of linguistic analysis (Section 2). We then describe the process of anno
tating directives in the Spoken BNC2014 (Section 3) and present an overview of 
how directives are realized in everyday conversations, highlighting key contrasts 
with traditional, theory-driven classifications (Section 4). Finally, we summarize 
the main contributions of this study and suggest directions for future research 
(Section 5). 

2. Speech act taxonomies in previous research and the present study 

In this section, we begin by reviewing the classic classifications of speech acts pro
posed by Austin and Searle, whose seminal work also inspired the development of 
a variety of bottom-up taxonomies in the field of NLP. Drawing on insights from 
both traditions, we then outline the operational taxonomy for directive speech 
acts employed in the present study. 

2.1 Austin’s and Searle’s classifications 

Although he did not use the term “taxonomy,” Austin (1962) was the first to pro
pose a structured classification of speech acts, identifying five types of speech 
acts based on performative verbs. Searle (1979) criticized this framework for 
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conflating performative verbs with illocutionary acts and for lacking clear clas
sification principles. He introduced a revised taxonomy grounded in felicity 
conditions, distinguishing five categories: assertives, directives, commissives, 
expressives, and declaratives. Owing to its systematicity, clarity, and theoretical 
coherence, Searle’s classification has become the most influential and widely 
adopted framework in speech act research. 

Despite being developed through introspection, Searle’s taxonomy remains 
prevalent in corpus-based studies that examine more complex naturally occurring 
discourse. For example, De Felice et al. (2013) adapted Searle’s categories to anno
tate speech acts in business emails, whereas Bell (2020) applied them directly to a 
corpus of tweets. However, the framework has been criticized for its rigidity and 
inability to account for the fuzzy multifunctional nature of real speech acts. Flöck 
(2016) and Weisser (2020) argue that both Austin’s and Searle’s models are insuf
ficiently grounded in empirical discourse data. Researchers have often modified 
Searle’s taxonomy to accommodate the specificities of their corpora and alterna
tive frameworks have been proposed (see Section 2.2). Recognizing the challenges 
involved in applying Searle’s original classification to naturally occurring dis
course, many studies have narrowed their focus to specific speech act types, such 
as apologies (e.g. Deutschmann, 2003; Su & Wei, 2018), thanks (e.g. Funke, 2022; 
Jautz, 2013), and requests (e.g. Flöck, 2016; Merrison et al., 2012), and investigated 
their contextual realization using corpus data. These studies have yielded impor
tant empirical insights into how particular speech acts are performed in context. 
At the same time, they remain rooted in Searle’s “armchair” taxonomy (Levinson, 
2017: 206), within which certain patterns of variation observable in authentic dis
course may remain underexplored. 

2.2 Bottom-up taxonomies 

As previously discussed, Austin’s and Searle’s classifications are primarily theo
retical. However, annotation of speech acts in the real world must address the 
complexities and nuances of authentic language usage. Over the past decades, 
two distinct lines of research on bottom-up taxonomies have emerged: speech act 
annotation taxonomies dedicated to corpus linguistic research, and those primar
ily applied in NLP tasks. 

In the field of linguistics, apart from Weisser’s contributions, few scholars 
have developed systematic speech-act annotation frameworks suited to authentic 
discourse. Most existing studies adopt ad hoc schemes based on Searle’s taxonomy, 
which are designed to meet the specific needs of individual projects. These frame
works are typically limited in scope, not standardized, and lack reusability. García 
(2004) proposed 10 subtypes of directives for her own study, while Seto (2016) 
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developed 69 speech act categories for the business sub-corpus of the Hong Kong 
Corpus of Spoken English (HKCSE). 

Weisser’s work, originally intended to support computational dialog mod
eling, has progressively shifted toward facilitating linguistic analyses. Under the 
EAGLES initiative, SPAAC (Leech & Weisser, 2003) introduced a semiautomatic 
annotation framework using C units and 41 functional tags for task-oriented dia
log. This was later extended to the development of DART (Weisser, 2019), which 
expanded the tagset to 132 categories across four iterations, thereby enabling 
highly granular and nuanced annotations. However, despite sustained efforts by 
a single author to develop and refine DART, its uptake has remained limited, and 
it has not yet become a widely adopted annotation standard for speech acts in 
the field. Moreover, although supported by accompanying tools (SPAACy and 
DART), its logic-based approach lags behind the deep-learning methods that 
now dominate computational annotation, further restricting its relevance and 
scalability. 

Taxonomies developed within NLP, from the initial generic scheme DAMSL 
to the international standard ISO 24617-2, share the common objective of serving 
as effective frameworks that facilitate the automatic recognition of speech acts. A 
key feature of these efforts is their collaborative development, resulting in system
atic annotation schemes that are continuously tested and refined using authentic 
language data. The DAMSL (Allen & Core, 1997) introduced a multidimensional 
scheme that was later simplified into the widely used SWBD-DAMSL (Jurafsky 
et al., 1997). To better handle multiparty discourse, MRDA (Dhillon et al., 2004) 
incorporates syntactic and prosodic cues and allows multilabeling. MALTUS 
(Popescu-Belis, 2004) further streamlines annotations using constrained tag com
binations. A more theoretically grounded model, DIT++ (Bunt, 2009), intro
duced ten dialog dimensions and distinguished between general- and 
dimension-specific functions. It laid the foundation for ISO 24617-2, the current 
international standard (2012, revised 2020), which retains DIT++’s multi-
dimensional structure, defines 63 communicative functions, and uses the “func
tional segment” as its annotation unit. Supported by the creation of DialogBank, a 
multilingual corpus annotated according to ISO standards offers a robust, seman
tically grounded, and operationally viable framework. It currently represents the 
most comprehensive approach to speech act annotation and is widely adopted in 
both computational and linguistic research. 

This study considers ISO 24617-2 to be the most suitable annotation scheme 
because of its rigorous design and widespread acceptance within the research 
community. In Verdonik’s (2023: 156) comparative analysis of several schemes, the 
ISO 24617-2 tagset turns out to be well-documented and strictly developed. It 
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follows the criteria of empirical and theoretical validity, requiring every commu
nicative function to be clearly distinguished from other functions. The tagset is 
exclusive, and Verdonik (2023) has no problem using it in terms of the potential 
ambiguity of the tags. Weisser (2015: 90) criticizes ISO 24617-2 for conceptually 
deviating from a pragmatic perspective, favoring a semantic view of speech acts 
as information-state updates rather than pragmatically relevant features. How
ever, the successful application of the ISO 24617-2 scheme to various language 
data, along with Verdonik’s observations (2023: 154) indicates that ISO 24617-2 
still retains the essential elements of the original pragmatic speech act theory. 
These elements ensure the continued relevance and utility of the scheme for lin
guistic analysis. 

2.3 Our operational taxonomy for directives 

The annotation guidelines for directives in our study build on the ISO 24617-2 
scheme but are also adapted to refine certain linguistic definitions, particularly the 
subtypes of directives, as will be discussed in this section. By balancing the stan
dardization afforded by ISO 24617-2 with the flexibility of linguistically motivated 
refinements, this approach supports consistent annotation across future studies, 
while preserving the adaptability necessary for detailed pragmatic analysis. It also 
facilitates integration with computational retrieval methods developed for NLP. 

Directives are defined here as utterances in which the speaker intends the 
hearer to perform an action, regardless of whether the intention is sincere or 
whether the action is actually carried out. This definition includes indirect, 
humorous, and non-literal uses, thereby capturing a wide functional range. The 
annotation follows the two guiding principles proposed by Bunt (2009): (1) 
adopting the addressee’s perspective and (2) prioritizing communicative function 
over form. To determine this function, annotators rely on linguistic and nonlin
guistic indicators, and next-turn responses (Flöck, 2016). 

As demonstrated in Figure 1, at the highest level of classification ISO 24617-2 
distinguishes between two main general-purpose communicative functions: 
information transfer (e.g. providing or requesting information) and action discus
sion (e.g. initiating or negotiating actions). Directives belong to the latter category 
as they aim to elicit concrete actions from hearers. While linguistically oriented 
frameworks, such as Searle’s taxonomy and SWBD-DAMSL, tend to classify all 
questions as directives, this study adopts a more fine-grained approach. Only 
action-initiating questions (e.g. can you pass the salt?) were treated as directives, 
whereas pure information requests (e.g. how’s the weather?) are excluded. 
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Figure 1. ISO 24617-2 classification of general-purpose communicative functions in 
conversation 

Directives are further distinguished from commissives, where the speaker com
mits to a future action, in contrast to directives that target the hearer’s actions. 
Although this distinction has long been recognized in classical speech act theory 
(Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), such introspection-based classifications do not 
account for responsive acts that are prevalent in natural conversations. ISO 
24617-2 addresses this by distinguishing between non-responsive and responsive 
variants of both directives and commissives. The speaker initiates non-responsive 
acts independently, as seen in Examples (1a) and (2a), whereas responsive acts 
arise in a direct reaction to a preceding speech act, as illustrated in Examples (1b) 
and (2b).1

(1) a. Would you like some coffee? (commissive — offer) 
b. Yes, please. (response to offer — responsive directive) 

(2) a. Can I have a bit of sugar and a splash of milk, please? (directive — 
request) 

b. Sure. Here you go. (response to request — responsive commissive) 

This study focused exclusively on non-responsive directives that initiate new dia
logic moves and influence the forward trajectory of interactions. In the DAMSL 
framework (Core & Allen, 1997), such acts fall under Forward Communicative 
Functions, a classification that is maintained in many subsequent annotation 
schemes. In contrast, responsive directives typically take formulaic forms such 
as yes, sure, or okay, which exhibit limited structural or functional variability. 
These formulaic expressions offer limited variability and communicative com
plexity, making them less relevant in linguistic studies. 

1. For expository purposes, unattributed examples are constructed by the author. Attested cor
pus examples are marked with citations, indicating the corpus file, utterance number and sub-
utterance number. 
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While ISO 24617-2 provides a high-level classification, further subcategoriza
tion of directives is essential for a detailed linguistic analysis. However, there is no 
consensus on the number of directive subtypes that should be distinguished. For 
instance, Searle and Vanderveken (1985) listed directive verbs without proposing 
a systematic categorization. Bach and Harnish (1979: 47–49), adopting a reason-
based view of directives, identified six subtypes: requestives, questions, require
ments, prohibitives, advisories, and permissives. Alston (2000) differentiated 
between institutional and non-institutional directives based on the nature of 
obligation, while Hindelang (1978) distinguished binding from non-binding 
directives, further subdividing the latter according to speaker or hearer prefer
ences. 

Although these theories provide valuable insights, corpus-based analyses 
require a more operational and empirically grounded taxonomy. In this study, we 
adopted a data-driven iterative categorization process that emerged during anno
tation. Our goal was to capture the functional diversity of directives, as realized in 
spontaneous conversations. 

Figure 2. A data-driven subcategorization of directive speech acts 

First, we draw a major distinction between task-oriented and discourse-managing 
directives (see Figure 2). Task-oriented directives are most commonly examined 
in speech act theory and are aimed at eliciting physical, verbal, or cognitive 
actions. In contrast, discourse-managing directives regulate interactions rather 
than task performance. They tend to be more conventionalized and exhibit less 
variation. 

In task-oriented directives, further distinctions are made based on the nature 
of the actions involved. These distinctions include directives of verbal actions (e.g. 
pardon, tell me more), cognitive actions (e.g. guess, imagine if), and other proper 
actions with a broader spectrum of verbs. Within the category of proper actions, 
additional subtypes are recognized, including situational, prospective, absurdist, 
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and expressive directives. Notably, situational directives are central to traditional 
discussions on speech acts, whereas the other three subtypes occupy more periph
eral positions in the directive family. Situational directives focus on immediate, 
context-dependent actions that often require a prompt response. For instance, can 
you pass me the salt? exemplifies this type as it necessitates immediate action in 
the current situation. Situational directives can be further delineated according to 
the intended beneficiaries of the action (ISO 24617-2, 2020: 49; see also Couper-
Kuhlen, 2014: 628). A suggestion such as you can stay there if you want assumes 
that the proposed action is in the addressee’s interest and presents it as an option 
rather than a mandate. A request, by contrast, typically benefits the speaker and 
requires the hearer’s consent to act (e.g. could you pass me a plate, please?). Finally, 
an instruction represents a prototypical directive where the speaker assumes the 
hearer’s capacity and willingness to act, as illustrated by go right round until 
you get to just above that. Although these subtypes are analytically distinct, their 
boundaries are often contextually fluid and nuanced. Prospective directives are 
less immediate and frequently adopt a suggestive or evaluative tone (e.g. you could 
rent the room out to cover the mortgage). Absurdist directives are characterized by 
humor, exaggeration, or deliberate absurdity, and are typically not intended to be 
interpreted as serious (e.g. we should throw a party at the bottom of the ocean). 
Lastly, expressive directives usually take the form of an imperative to communi
cate politeness, well-wishes, or emotional support. Examples include expressions 
like have fun, take care, or enjoy yourself. 

Discourse-managing directives are geared toward shaping the conversational 
process. They operate at the turn-taking, attention management, and discourse 
organization levels. Utterances such as hang on, wait, or hold up regulate temporal 
sequencing and turn allocation; expressions like listen, look, or mind you guide 
the hearer’s attention; while formulations such as let’s move on to…, we’ll come 
to this later, or let’s wrap this up mark transitions, initiate topic shifts, or signal 
closure. Although often realized as brief and conventionalized imperatives, these 
directives play a crucial role in maintaining interactional coherence. 

3. Corpus design and data annotation 

This section details the corpus design and data annotation procedures. Specifi
cally, it introduces the source corpus, the dataset sampling strategy, and the fur
ther segmentation of basic units, before outlining the annotation process and the 
assessment of inter-annotator agreement. 
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3.1 The source corpus: Spoken BNC2014 

This study draws on the Spoken British National Corpus 2014 (Spoken BNC2014) 
to systematically extract and analyze instances of directive speech acts. The Spo
ken BNC2014 is an 11.5-million-word corpus of orthographically transcribed 
spontaneous conversations involving L1 speakers of British English from across 
the UK, recorded between 2012 and 2016 (Love et al., 2017). Designed to reflect 
informal, naturally occurring dialog, the Spoken BNC2014 primarily comprises 
interactions that are neither text-governed nor task-oriented, making it a valuable 
resource for analyzing speech acts in everyday conversation. 

The present study relies on the transcribed textual component of Spoken 
BNC2014 rather than the audio recordings. This decision is motivated by two 
considerations. First, the transcribed texts are directly accessible for large-scale 
corpus processing. Second, existing studies on the automatic retrieval of speech 
acts predominantly operate on textual representations, which allows the present 
methodology to remain compatible with, and reusable for other comparable cor
pora. It is nevertheless acknowledged that reliance on transcription alone 
inevitably entails the loss of certain phonetic and prosodic cues that may con
tribute to the interpretation of directive force. 

In the corpus, each transcribed text is encoded in XML format. The basic 
unit of transcription is the utterance, defined as a single speaker’s uninterrupted 
stretch of speech, enclosed within <u> tags. These tags include metadata such as 
turn number (n=“?”), speaker ID (who=“?”), annotation confidence (whoConfi
dence=“?”), and overlapping speech (trans=“overlap”), where applicable. In addi
tion to verbal content, the transcriptions incorporate basic paralinguistic features, 
including pauses (<pause dur=“?”/>), background sounds (<vocal desc=“?”/>), 
truncated speech (<trunc>), and unclear segments (<unclear>). This detailed 
structure facilitates reliable identification and contextual analysis of directive 
speech acts in authentic conversational settings. The corpus is enriched with 
detailed speaker metadata including gender, age, education level, and social class. 
This sociolinguistic information makes it particularly well-suited for linguistic 
analyses. 

3.2 Data sampling and sentence segmentation 

The Spoken BNC2014 comprises 1,251 transcribed recordings, totaling 987 hours 
of spontaneous British English and over 11 million tokens (Love et al., 2017). 
Although the corpus offers a rich and diverse dataset for spoken language 
research, analyzing it in its entirety is neither feasible nor methodologically 
appropriate for the current study. This is especially true in the case of directive 
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speech acts, which are characterized by a significant form-function mismatch. 
As directives often lack consistent surface markers and are heavily dependent on 
contextual interpretation, they cannot be reliably identified through simple key
word searches. Instead, accurate retrieval requires close manual reading, which is 
a labor-intensive but necessary step to ensure the construction of a high-quality, 
reusable dataset for future linguistic research. 

The present study adopted a stratified sampling strategy, selecting a subset 
of 61 recordings with a total duration of 40 hours, 14 minutes, and 44 seconds 
(see Table 1). Sampling was based on the speaker relationship types categorized 
in the corpus metadata. Of the seven predefined categories, five were retained 
for the analysis: (1) close family, partners, and very close friends; (2) friends and 
extended family; (3) acquaintances; (4) colleagues; and (5) strangers. Categories 
with sparse or ambiguous data, such as “friends and one stranger” and “uncatego
rized” were excluded. In selecting the recordings, priority was given to maximiz
ing demographic diversity across speakers. This stratified subset ensures broad 
coverage of interactional contexts, speaker roles, and directive realizations, while 
remaining manageable for in-depth, qualitative analysis. 

Table 1. An overview of the sampled data from the Spoken BNC2014 

Relationship between 
speakers 

Number of 
recordings 

Number of 
samplings 

Length of samplings 
(hh:mm:ss) 

Close family, partners, very 
close friends 

  911 21 14:29:08 

Friends, wider family circle   263 14 11:10:40 

Acquaintances    29  9 05:22:57 

Colleagues    35 10 05:19:57 

Friends and one stranger     1 – – 

Strangers     7  7 03:52:02 

Uncategorized (NA)     5 − − 

SUM 1,251 61 40:14:44 

Before annotating the directive speech acts, it is necessary to establish an appro
priate unit of analysis. The default unit in the Spoken BNC2014, namely, the 
speaker utterance, is often too coarse, especially when the turns are long and con
tain multiple unrelated clauses. Actually, the analytical unit should not be so large 
that multiple speech acts are conflated within a single unit. This could intro
duce noise and reduces the reliability of speech act annotations. To improve pre
cision, this study adopts sub-utterances as the basic annotation unit, targeting 
syntactically and pragmatically independent segments within speaker turns. We 
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implemented automated segmentation using the GPT-4o-mini prompted by the 
few-shot strategy. This ensured consistency, efficiency, and scalability across the 
datasets. A full example of the prompted and segmented outputs is provided in 
Appendices A and B. 

To evaluate whether this segmentation strategy yields analytically stable units, 
we compared the distribution of token counts across different units within each 
file. Specifically, we compared three units: entire utterances, units segmented 
by the <pause dur=“?”/> tag and sub-utterances segmented using GPT-4o-mini. 
Importantly, this comparison is not intended to privilege uniform unit length as 
a linguistic ideal, nor to deny the natural variability of utterances in spontaneous 
conversation. Rather, token-count variability is used here as a diagnostic indica
tor to identify potential under-segmentation within the same discourse context. 
Excessive variability may signal that a segmentation method inconsistently groups 
multiple acts into a single unit. 

Table 2. An overview of three units based on different segmentation approaches 

Relationship between 
speakers 

Token 
count 

Number of 
utterances 

Number of 
segments by 

pause 

Number of segments 
by GPT-4o-mini 

Close family, partners, 
very close friends 

161,951 18,173 20,516 26,197 

Friends, wider family circle 120,238 12,409 15,123 18,796 

Acquaintances  69,268  6,972  8,484 10,002 

Colleagues  76,080  7,026  8,347 10,739 

Strangers  42,487  4,249  4,547  6,372 

SUM 470,024 48,829 57,017 72,106 

The boxplot in Figure 3 reveals notable variations in token counts across these 
methods. The coefficient of variation (CV), defined as the ratio of the standard 
deviation to the mean, was calculated for the three variables, T_U, T_S1, and 
T_S2, to assess their relative variability. 

Across all five speaker relationship categories, GPT-4o-mini produced the 
most segments with the lowest token count variability (CV = 0.158), outperform
ing the pause-based (CV = 0.284) and utterance-level units (CV = 0.358). This pat
tern suggests that the LLM-based segmentation yields more stable analytical units 
within comparable discourse conditions. Therefore, it was selected as the unit of 
analysis for identifying directive speech acts in spontaneous conversation.2

2. During subsequent manual annotation, each annotator examined and annotated sub-
utterances individually. Inappropriate or ill-formed segmentation units would be expected to 
make annotation difficult or infeasible; however, no such issues were reported. 
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Figure 3. A boxplot for average token per file across three different units 

3.3 Annotation process 

As outlined in Section 3.2, we adopted sub-utterances as the annotation unit. A 
central concern in the annotation process is to define what constitutes a complete 
speech act. Following Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984: 200), a directive sequence 
may comprise three components: an address term, a head act, and an adjunct. 
The head act represents the nucleus of the directive and is independently suf
ficient to realize the act. Address terms index the speaker-hearer relationship, 
whereas adjuncts serve to strengthen or support the act, often by providing rea
sons (such as the cause of the request), consequences (such as potential outcomes 
if the act is not performed), or positive reinforcement. For instance, consider 
Example (3): 

(3) Babe, can you shut the door? There’s a draft in here. 

The first element babe functions as the address term. The head act, can you shut 
the door? directly refers to the intended action. The adjunct, There’s a draft in 
here provides the reason for the request and justifies the desired action. In more 
implicit realizations, however, the adjunct itself may serve as the head act (e.g. It’s 
a bit cold here). 

To ensure analytical consistency, each directive must contain exactly one head 
act, which is labeled {head}. Address terms were not annotated, as person names 
and other identifying information are anonymized in the Spoken BNC2014. 
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Given the prevalence of interruptions and incomplete turns in spoken discourse, 
we introduced the label {incomplete} to capture fragmented head acts that cannot 
independently perform the intended function. The label {mixed} is assigned when 
a sub-utterance contains both a head act and an adjunct. Adjuncts are uniformly 
annotated as {adjunct} irrespective of whether they appear in complete or frag
mented form. Consequently, each sub-utterance was assigned one of the four 
mutually exclusive tags: head act, incomplete, mixed, or adjunct. 

When a directive spans multiple units, all contributing sub-utterances are 
annotated to ensure a comprehensive representation. For example, in file S6J2, 
the directive find a body that you’re comfortable in unfolds across several units: 
you just have to {incomplete}, it’s about finding a body that you’re comfortable in 
{head}, and that’s you know/healthy and that you can be satisfied with {adjunct}. 
Furthermore, in cases where multiple fragments representing different speech 
acts occur within a single unit, the entire sub-utterance is annotated as a directive 
if any portion performs the directive function. This approach is particularly rel
evant for discourse-managing directives such as wait, which frequently occur 
in utterance-initial positions and serve to regulate conversational flow while co-
occurring with non-directive elements. 

3.4 Annotators and inter-annotator agreement 

In this study, each sub-utterance was evaluated by the annotators solely to deter
mine whether it constituted a directive speech act, resulting in an exhaustive 
binary annotation of all sub-utterances. Despite its binary nature, annotating such 
pragmatic phenomena presents a significant challenge, particularly because of 
the inherently subjective nature of interpretations. This is particularly true for 
implicit directives, which heavily depend on contextual inferences and often lack 
overt linguistic forms. We employed a double-annotation protocol with cross-
checking to ensure reliability and consistency. Each file was independently anno
tated by chief and assistant annotators. Following the initial annotation, the two 
annotators engaged in structured discussions to reconcile discrepancies and pro
duce a final version. To assess inter-rater agreement, Gwet’s AC13 was used as the 
reliability metric. This measure is especially appropriate for highly imbalanced 
datasets, such as the current one, in which directive speech acts account for less 
than 5% of all utterances in natural conversations. 

3. Gwet’s AC1 was used to assess inter-annotator agreement because the dataset is highly imbal
anced, with directive speech acts accounting for only about 3% of all sub-utterances. 
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Table 3. Inter-rater reliability between chief annotator and 12 assistant annotators 

Assistant annotator Annotated length (hh:mm:ss) Inter-rater reliability (Gwet’s AC1) 

AN01 07:07:21 95.93% 

AN02 05:05:02 91.85% 

AN03 04:09:45 92.90% 

AN04 03:07:41 94.74% 

AN05 03:06:11 93.97% 

AN06 03:02:47 90.46% 

AN07 02:59:24 93.58% 

AN08 02:51:13 91.65% 

AN09 02:48:35 87.11% 

AN10 02:41:47 90.33% 

AN11 02:16:40 90.83% 

AN12 00:58:18 90.73% 

As shown in Table 3, the inter-rater reliability scores were consistently high across 
all 12 assistant annotators, ranging from 87.11% to 95.93%. These results indicate 
a high level of annotation consistency. The annotated corpus (dassBNC2014) is 
openly available on GitHub: (https://github.com/buyingo/dassBNC2014). 

4. A landscape of directives in everyday conversation 

Based on the annotated data from dassBNC2014, this section outlines the distri
bution of directive speech acts in everyday conversation. The analysis suggests 
that directives do not form a homogeneous class but rather a heterogeneous set of 
interactional practices. 

4.1 Overview of dassBNC2014 

Our annotated dataset, referred to as the Directive Annotated Subset of Spoken 
BNC2014 (dassBNC2014), comprises 40 h, 14 min, and 44 s of recorded conver
sations containing 72,106 sub-utterances. Of these, 2,333 were manually identified 
as directives, representing approximately 3.24% of all the sub-utterances in natu
rally occurring conversations. For brevity, the distribution of annotated directives 
in the dassBNC2014 is summarized in Table 4 by speaker relationship type. 
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Table 4. Distribution of annotated sub-utterances as directives in dassBNC2014 

Relationships Length (hh:mm:ss) Sub-utterances Directives 

Close family, partners, 
very close friends 

14:29:08 26,197  957 (3.65%) 

Friends, wider family circle 11:10:40 18,796  699 (3.72%) 

Acquaintances 05:22:57 10,002  239 (2.39%) 

Colleagues 05:19:57 10,739 361 (3.36) 

Strangers 03:52:02  6,372    77 (1.21%) 

SUM 40:14:44 72,106  2,333 (3.24%) 

Figure 4. Directive ratios across different relationship groups 

Analysis of these distributions revealed marked differences in the prevalence of 
directives across relationship types. The highest directive ratios occurred in inter
actions between friends and members of the wider family circle (3.72%), fol
lowed by those between close family members, partners, and very close friends 
(3.65%). In contrast, conversations between acquaintances (2.39%) and strangers 
(1.21%) showed substantially lower directive usage, whereas interactions between 
colleagues (3.36%) fell between these extremes. A one-way ANOVA confirmed 
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significant differences in directive ratios across relationship categories (F = 3.89, 
p = 0.007, df1 = 4, df2 = 56). A subsequent Tukey’s HSD post hoc test identified 
significant pairwise differences between the most intimate group (close family, 
partners, and very close friends) and two other groups: (1) acquaintances 
(padj = 0.0428) and (2) strangers (padj = 0.0174). 

Table 5 presents the distribution across the subtypes4 of annotated directive 
speech acts. It is presented as an exploratory attempt to map the range of directive 
practices observed in natural conversation, rather than as a definitive taxonomy. 
These subtypes were quantitatively analyzed based on both the number of sub-
utterances and average tokens per speech act, offering valuable insights into their 
roles in natural conversation. 

Table 5. Distribution of directive speech acts across subtypes 

Categories Number of sub-
utterances 

Average token per 
speech act 

Task-oriented Verbal action  75 (3.21%)  6.61 

Cognitive action  94 (4.03%)  9.43 

Proper 
action 

Situational Request  396 (16.97%)  8.71 

Suggest  482 (20.66%)  9.18 

Instruct 217 (9.30%)  6.78 

Prospective  822 (35.23%) 15.50 

Absurdist  69 (2.96%)  9.64 

Expressive  14 (0.60%)  5.77 

Discourse-
managing 

Time/turn management  53 (2.27%)  6.00 

Attention management  78 (3.34%)  6.46 

Discourse structuring  33 (1.41%)  6.53 

As demonstrated in the table above, task-oriented directives constitute the major
ity of the annotated directives in dassBNC2014. Of the 2,333 sub-utterances anno
tated as directive speech acts, 2,169 (92.97%) are task-oriented directives designed 
to facilitate external tasks or activities, thereby advancing goals beyond immediate 
conversational exchange. The remaining 164 sub-utterances (7.03%) are classified 

4. The subtype classification was conducted by one of the authors based on the previously 
identified directive speech acts. It was developed through an iterative process and was intended 
as an analytical categorization rather than an independent annotation task. Accordingly, no 
inter-rater agreement was calculated for the subtype classification. 
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as discourse-managing directives, which regulate the flow, turn-taking, and struc
ture of the interaction without eliciting actions external to the dialog. 

Within the task-oriented categories, three subtypes are distinguished accord
ing to the nature of the action being directed. Directives of verbal action account 
for 3.21% of the sub-utterances, with an average of 6.61 tokens per speech act. 
Directives of cognitive action represent 4.03% of the sub-utterances and have an 
average token length of 9.43. The largest proportion of task-oriented directives 
(85.73 %) fell under proper action directives, which can be subdivided into sit
uational, prospective, absurdist, and expressive directives. Situational directives, 
including requests (16.97%), suggestions (20.66%), and instructions (9.30%) form 
a significant portion of the data. These directives are context dependent and typ
ically call for immediate responses or actions in the short term. Requests and 
suggestions average 8.71 and 9.18 tokens, respectively, while instructions have an 
average length of 6.78 tokens. Prospective directives (35.23%), which focus on 
future-oriented actions or plans, exhibit the longest average token length (15.50), 
reflecting their evaluative and reflective nature. Other subtypes of task-oriented 
directives, such as absurdist directives (2.96%) and expressive directives (0.60%), 
while less frequent, convey humor or emotional support, with average token 
lengths of 9.64 and 5.77 tokens, respectively. 

Discourse-managing directives, which regulate the flow of conversation, 
include attention management (3.34%), time/turn management (2.27%), and 
discourse-structuring directives (1.41%). These directives tend to be brief, averag
ing token lengths ranging from 6.00 to 6.53. 

4.2 The heterogeneous nature of directives 

Corpus evidence from dassBNC2014 shows a clear “theory-corpus” misalign
ment. Classic accounts concentrate on task-oriented directives for proper actions, 
especially situational directives, which are context-bound moves requiring imme
diate uptake (e.g. requests, suggestions, and instructions), and prospective advice-
like proposals, which are longer, evaluative, and future-oriented with attenuated 
obligation. In our data, these account for 46.94% and 35.23%, respectively, leaving 
17.83% outside these widely discussed categories. 

The remaining 17.83% comprises several less-frequently discussed types. 
Within task-oriented directives, directives for proper-action also include absur
dist directives (2.96%), which maintain directive form but nullify uptake through 
hyperbole or implausibility, and expressive directives (0.60%), where imperatives 
convey goodwill (e.g. have fun, take care) with minimal deontic force. In addition, 
within the task-oriented domain, verbal action directives (3.21%) elicit explicit 
speech responses (e.g. could you repeat that?) and cognitive-action directives 

[18] Guying Zhou and Jiajin Xu



(4.03%) prompt mental operations such as considering or evaluating (e.g. consider 
this). Finally, discourse-managing directives (7.03%) regulate participation, atten
tion, and sequencing (e.g. hang on, listen, let’s move on). Collectively, these cat
egories demonstrate that directive practices extend well beyond the canonical 
focus of existing theories, underscoring the heterogeneous nature of directives. 
The following section begins with a discussion of the subtypes of task-oriented 
directives and then turns to discourse-managing directives. 

4.2.1 Task-oriented directives 
First, a macrolevel split of directive speech acts may be drawn according to 
their interactional locus, thus distinguishing between task-oriented and discourse-
managing directives. The interactional locus concerns whether the illocutionary 
force of a directive is directed outward toward an action in the extra-linguistic 
world (task execution) or inward toward the organization and management of the 
conversation itself. Externally oriented directives typically involve actions such as 
moving an object, operating a device, or arranging a schedule and thus fall within 
the task-oriented category. 

Among task-oriented directives, the subtype most extensively examined in 
both speech act theory and empirical research is situational directives, under the 
broader category of directives for proper action. Directives for proper action are 
those in which the target is an actual, concrete action as opposed to speaking (ver
bal action) or engaging in mental processes (cognitive action). Situational direc
tives focus on immediate, context-dependent actions that often require a prompt 
response. For instance, can you pass me the salt? exemplifies this type as it neces
sitates immediate action in the current situation. In theoretical treatments, par
ticularly those grounded in introspection, scholars have often and almost tacitly 
concentrated on this subtype as reflected in Searle’s (1979) inventory of direc
tive illocutionary verbs. Correspondingly, empirical studies, especially corpus-
based ones, tend to focus on this subtype. In the literature on directive speech 
acts, requests have attracted the most attention, with substantial contributions 
from Flores-Salgado and Castineira-Benitez (2018), Flöck (2016), Gagné (2018), 
Merrison et al. (2012), and Urbanik (2017), among others. 

Although Searle (1979: 11–12) criticized Austin’s taxonomy for conflating per
formative verbs with illocutionary acts, he also relied on an unsystematic inven
tory of directive verbs, offering little internal differentiation among the five major 
speech act categories. Such a verb-based inventory conflates lexical semantics 
with illocutionary force, and when applied to naturally occurring conversational 
data, it may cause data sparsity. From a more practical and corpus-oriented per
spective, we adopt a beneficiary-based distinction for situational directives (see 
Couper-Kuhlen, 2014: 628; ISO 24617-2, 2020: 49). A suggestion, such as that in 
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Example (4), assumes that the proposed action is in the addressee’s interest or 
promotes a common interest shared by both speaker and hearer, and presents 
it as an option rather than a mandate. By contrast, a request typically benefits 
the speaker and requires the hearer’s consent to act, as in Example (5). Finally, 
instruction represents a prototypical directive in which the speaker assumes the 
hearer’s capacity and willingness to act, as illustrated in Example (6). 

(4) (suggest) erm we can go this afternoon if you like (SUGJ, u = 438, s = 1) I’ve got 
nothing else to do once I’ve finished off the schedules (SUGJ, u = 438, s = 2) 

(5) (request) can you point that heater thing toward your window (SG3P, u = 162, 
s = 7) because I can’t see in my mirror? (SG3P, u = 162, s = 8) 

(6) (instruct) oh look there’s where I work (S2LC, u = 4, s = 1) 

This three-fold subclassification offers analytic clarity while remaining sufficiently 
broad to ensure robust empirical coverage. This is unlike a finer-grained verb 
inventory that introduces semantically specific subtypes, such as threaten or plea, 
which may be intuitively appealing but are rarely attested in sufficient numbers. 

Table 6. Structural characteristics of situational directive subtypes 

Average token per 
speech act 

Average sub-utterance per 
speech act 

Prototypical pattern 

Instruct 6.78 1.11 {head} 

Request 8.71 1.27 {adjunct}op{head}{adjunct}op 

Suggest 9.18 1.25 

Even for situational directives, the three subtypes exhibit distinct characteristics. 
Regarding average tokens per speech act, instructs are the shortest, with an aver
age length of 6.78 tokens, followed by requests at 8.71 tokens, and suggests at 
9.18 tokens (see Table 6). These differences in length stem primarily from the 
structural variations. Instructs are typically realized by a single head act. Of the 
217 sub-utterances annotated as instruct, 195 were identified as heads or mixed 
units, corresponding to 195 distinct directive acts. The remaining sub-utterances 
served only as adjuncts or incomplete fragments. This yields an average of 1.11 
sub-utterances per instruct. By contrast, requests are somewhat longer and struc
turally complex. A total of 396 sub-utterances were annotated as requests, com
prising 312 complete directive acts, equating to an average of 1.27 sub-utterances 
per request. Suggests are the longest subtype. Of the 482 sub-utterances annotated 
as suggest, 385 were identified as head or mixed units, yielding an average of 1.25 
sub-utterances per act. Taken together, requests and suggests tend to be more 

[20] Guying Zhou and Jiajin Xu



elaborated than instructs. While instructs are usually realized by a single-head act, 
requests and suggests often incorporate additional supporting fragments along
side the head. These adjuncts are optional rather than obligatory. They may pre
cede the head, follow it, or occur in both positions. This optional expansion 
is reflected in their prototypical structural pattern {adjunct}op{head}{adjunct}op, 
which accounts for the comparatively greater average length of requests and 
suggests. 

Unlike situational directives, prospective directives are less immediate and fre
quently adopt a suggestive or evaluative tone, encouraging the addressee to reflect 
on long-term possibilities or arrangements without necessarily implying a strong 
desire for action on the part of the hearer. In other words, they differ in tempo
ral orientation and deontic strength. Prospective directives resemble advice, as 
described in speech act theory, and represent a borderline case between direc
tives and assertives (see Ruytenbeek, 2017: 26). As noted by Searle and Van
derveken (1985: 202), advising can be either directive or assertive about the state 
of affairs represented by propositional content. Compared with situational sug
gestions, prospective advice generally exhibits a minimal degree of speaker inten
tion for the addressee to act, focusing instead on evaluating the potential action; 
see Example (7). 

(7) exactly but if you’re going to like if you’re going to the UK (S2C9, u = 461, s = 1) 
you kind of need to go like June like July or August September (S2C9, u = 461, 
s = 2) cos you want it you want to take a stab at it being warm don’t you? 
(S2C9, u = 461, s = 3) 

This divergence is reflected in the linguistic forms. Prospective directives are also 
considerably longer than their situational counterparts, averaging 15.50 tokens. 
Their elaborated structure typically unfolds across multiple annotation units. Of 
the 822 sub-utterances identified as prospective directives, 523 were coded as 
heads or mixed units, corresponding to 523 distinct speech acts. On average, 
therefore, each prospective directive spans 1.57 sub-utterances, compared to just 
over one unit for situational directives. This extended span indicates their dis
cursive function; rather than realizing a directive in a concise head act, prospec
tive directives often combine evaluative commentary, explanatory justification, 
and elaboration. In many cases, it is difficult to determine whether the evaluative 
or directive component carries greater weight. This ambiguity illustrates how 
prospective directives mediate the relationship between stating one’s opinions and 
inviting a course of action. 

Another unique category of directives for proper action is absurdist direc
tives, which are characterized by humor, exaggeration, or absurdity. They are 
not intended to prompt actual action but instead convey humor, playfulness, or 

dassBNC2014: A directive speech act annotated corpus [21]



indirect emotional attitudes through exaggerated or non-sensical expressions, as 
in Example (8): 

(8) I’m throw can you throw that California book out the window? <vocal 
desc=“laugh” /> (SQ9R, u = 287, s = 1) 

Their temporal orientation remains indeterminate and their deontic strength is 
close to zero, as the speaker does not seek to impose any real-world obligation on 
the hearer. Rather, they exploit the directive format as a rhetorical resource to cre
ate shared amusement, mitigate tension, and indirectly express affective stances. 
Absurdist directives closely resemble situational directives in terms of form. They 
average 9.64 tokens per speech act. In total, 56 absurdist directives were identified 
and distributed across 69 sub-utterances, corresponding to an average of 1.23 sub-
utterances per speech act. 

A minor yet noteworthy category within the directive domain is what we 
term expressive directives (0.60%). They are typically imperative forms, delivered 
not to elicit action but to convey emotion, politeness, goodwill, or wishes (see 
Examples (9) and (10)). On average, expressive directives contain 5.77 tokens per 
speech act and span 1.08 sub-utterances, reflecting their concise and formulaic 
nature. 

(9) okey-doke my love have fun be good alright be good bye (S35K, u = 24, s = 4) 

(10) please don’t rain (SFNQ, u = 576, s = 1) 

While these expressions retain their imperative structure, their pragmatic func
tions diverge sharply from canonical directive force. Previous research (e.g. Han, 
2000; Jary & Kissine, 2014; Wilson & Sperber, 1988) has categorized such forms 
as good-wish imperatives, whose defining property lies in the addressee’s lack of 
control over the desired state i.e. whether one enjoys oneself, remains safe, or 
rains. Therefore, the deontic obligation typically associated with imperatives is 
either attenuated or absent. 

This can be understood in terms of pragmaticalization (Diewald, 2011), 
whereby pragmatic meanings become increasingly encoded and conventional
ized. Through recurrent use in specific interactional contexts such as leave-taking 
or small talk, the original action-oriented meaning fades, while subjective and 
intersubjective meanings are foregrounded and conventionalized. This trajectory 
aligns with the processes of (inter)subjectification (Traugott & Trousdale, 2013), 
whereby speakers recast directive morphology as a vehicle for expressing a per
sonal or relational stance. At the constructional level, such changes result in con
structionalization, stabilizing a form-function pairing in which the imperative 
form is systematically associated with the wish expression. 
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Verbal- and cognitive-action directives are marked as peripheries. The former, 
directive speech act of verbal action, directs hearers to engage in speech-related 
tasks. Utterances such as can you tell me…?, please explain this…, or could you 
repeat that? explicitly directed the addressee to perform verbal acts, reflecting 
the speaker’s intention to elicit a response. In our corpus, verbal-action directives 
average 6.61 tokens per speech act and span 1.04 sub-utterances; see Example (11). 

(11) say it again? (STWC, u = 1721, s = 1) 

The second subtype, directives of cognitive action, targets subjective cognitive 
engagement, encouraging the hearer to think, evaluate, or imagine, rather than 
undertake immediate physical actions. Common realizations include consider 
this…, think about that…, or imagine if… (see Example (12)). These directives 
average 9.43 tokens per speech act and 1.03 sub-utterances. 

(12) imagine if the curtains were shut<pause dur=“short” /> (SY8A, u = 138, s = 1) 

These two subtypes are considered peripheral cases of task-oriented directives 
because, in everyday conversation, verbal and cognitive actions are typically 
assumed to occur by default. Speakers generally expect listeners to process their 
contributions and respond naturally without requiring explicit instructions. This 
implicit nature is considered as one of the reasons for distinguishing between 
information directives (e.g. interrogatives) and genuine action directives. Only 
when a speaker explicitly emphasizes the need for the addressee to perform verbal 
or cognitive actions using overt expressions, such as those listed above, do these 
actions attain a more prominent communicative role. In such cases, they are ele
vated to the status of action directives, which are comparable to those that target 
tangible or physical actions. 

4.2.2 Discourse-managing directives 
Traditional accounts of speech acts (e.g. Austin, 1962; Bach & Harnish, 1979; 
Searle, 1979) have concentrated almost exclusively on task-oriented acts, with 
little consideration given to those explicitly serving discourse-managing func
tions. However, researchers have realized that such discourse-managing acts play 
a significant role in annotating speech acts during naturally occurring conversa
tions. Bottom-up speech act taxonomies have increasingly incorporated system
atic treatments of this category. For instance, the early DAMSL scheme (Core & 
Allen, 1997) recognized Communication Management as a distinct component 
within its information level; the ISO 24617-2 standard (2020) offers a fine-grained 
differentiation of dimension-specific communicative functions, including time 
management, turn management, and discourse structuring; and Weisser (2003, 
2020) designates dialog control as a discrete speech act type. 
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Defined in terms of interactional locus, discourse-managing directives are 
those whose illocutionary effects are oriented toward the organization of talk 
itself. Their functions are to regulate participation, allocate attention, and shape 
an evolving discourse structure. In this sense, they constitute a class of meta
communicative acts that operate within the conversation, rather than projecting 
actions beyond it. 

They can be further categorized into three subtypes: time and turn manage
ment, attention management, and discourse-structuring directives. Directives for 
time and turn management regulate time and turn allocations. Examples include 
expressions such as hang on, wait, hold up, and shut up, which momentarily pause 
or redirect the flow of interaction to achieve smoother conversational coordina
tion. Directives for attention management guide hearers’ focus toward specific 
discourse elements. These directives emphasize key points and align the listener’s 
focus with the speaker’s communication priority. Examples include listen, look, 
mind you, and you see, all of which serve to emphasize the following content the 
speaker intends to highlight. Discourse structuring directives shape the overall 
organization and coherence of the conversation. These directives guide conversa
tions by introducing new topics, transitioning between points, or signaling clo
sures. Expressions such as let’s move on to…, we’ll come to this later, and let’s wrap 
this up help speakers manage the macro structure of the interaction, ensuring that 
it remains logical and cohesive. As evidenced in our dataset, discourse-managing 
directives are notably concise and are often expressed as direct imperatives con
sisting of only a few words. 

Despite these functional differences, the three subtypes share notable similar
ities. All are expressed with brevity, typically in the form of a minimal imperative: 
their average lengths ranged between 6.00 and 6.53 tokens, and almost all are real
ized as single sub-utterances. This compactness reflects what conversation ana
lysts describe as sequence-organizing practices (Heritage, 2013; Schegloff, 2007), 
where minimal tokens perform important work in sustaining interaction. 

4.3 Summary 

Traditional speech act research, grounded primarily in introspection (Austin, 
1962; Searle, 1969, 1979; Searle & Vanderveken, 1985), tended to treat directives as 
a homogeneous class, typically represented by prototypical commands, requests, 
etc. However, our systematic corpus-based investigation of naturally occurring 
conversations reveals that directive speech acts display a far greater degree of het
erogeneity than previously recognized. 

Situational directives remain closest to the canonical type. They are imme
diate in temporal orientation, moderate to strong in deontic force, and encom
passed requests, suggestions, and instructions. Prospective directives, often realized 
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as advice, extend this domain by displaying a long-term orientation and weaker 
deontic strength. Their illocutionary profiles blend directive and assertive func
tions, as they involve evaluation rather than overt imposition. 

The other types depart even further from traditional accounts. Expressive 
directives (e.g. take care, please don’t rain) retain imperative form but have under
gone pragmaticalization, serving as formulaic expressions of goodwill with min
imal directive force. Absurdist directives, marked by humor or exaggeration, 
similarly nullify deontic strength and fell outside the sincere conditions presup
posed in Searle’s classical theory. 

In addition, the data indicate peripheral but functionally significant subtypes. 
Verbal and cognitive directives explicitly solicit speech or thought rather than 
concrete actions. Their boundaries with information-seeking questions are often 
blurred, underscoring the need to treat them as distinct categories in their own 
right. Discourse-managing directives regulate turn-taking, attention, and the 
overall structure of the conversation. Although these forms exhibit a strong deon
tic orientation, they are often taken for granted and thus remain under-theorized 
despite their central role in sustaining conversational organization. 

Taken together, these findings underscore that directives are not a monolithic 
category, but a heterogeneous family of practices that vary in interactional locus 
(inward or outward), temporal orientation (immediate or long-term), deontic 
strength (ranging from zero to strong), and action type (proper action, interaction-
supporting action or discourse-managing action). Thus, a corpus-based perspec
tive enables us to capture the full range of directive forms in everyday 
conversation and reconceptualize directivity as a gradient phenomenon encom
passing prototypical, expressive, humorous, interaction-supporting, and 
discourse-organizational uses. 

5. Conclusion 

This study introduced dassBNC2014, a manually annotated corpus of directive 
speech acts in everyday British English conversations. The corpus addresses the 
major shortcomings of existing resources. In both linguistics and NLP, current 
corpora remain insufficient to meet the empirical and theoretical demands of 
speech act research. By integrating insights from ISO 24617-2 with categories 
from speech-act theory, the corpus provides a standardized and publicly available 
dataset that combines analytical precision with practical applicability. 

Unlike earlier research based on introspection or constructed examples, this 
corpus grants direct access to directives as they unfold in authentic interactions, 
enabling us to move beyond static verb inventories to capture the heterogeneity 
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of directive practices in discourse. Our data demonstrate that directives are not 
a monolithic category, but a family of practices varying in temporal orientation, 
deontic strength, and interactional locus, with subtypes ranging from situational 
and prospective to expressive, absurdist, verbal, cognitive, and discourse man
agement. These findings refine the typology of directives and highlight the over
looked dimensions of directive force from attenuated and expressive uses to 
metacommunicative control. Beyond these descriptive insights, dassBNC2014 
opens promising avenues for future research. Pragmatics enables a systematic 
investigation of directive subtypes neglected in theory. Computational linguistics 
provides data for modeling one of the most challenging cases of form-function 
mismatches in dialog and for advancing automatic recognition of pragmatically 
rich phenomena. As training data, it supports the development of models that 
can be transferred to other conversational corpora to retrieve directive speech 
acts beyond surface form. As evaluation data, it provides a benchmark for assess
ing the extent to which different computational approaches, ranging from tradi
tional supervised classifiers to contemporary large language models, are able to 
recognize directive speech acts in natural conversation. In particular, it allows sys
tematic testing of model performance on pragmatically challenging cases, such as 
implicit or weakly marked directives, where automatic recognition remains diffi
cult. By creating a high-quality, pragmatically annotated corpus accessible to the 
community, dassBNC2014 establishes a shared empirical foundation that can fos
ter cumulative progress across disciplinary boundaries. 
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Appendix A. Prompt used to conduct batch segmentation via the OpenAI 
API 

You are an expert in sentence segmentation. 
I will give you an English conversation. Please read and understand the conversation. Your task 
is to analyze and segment each utterance based on the context meaning. You should break each 
utterance down into sentences that represent independent and complete units of meaning. 
Only perform segmentation WITHOUT making any changes to the original content. 
DO NOT delete any XML tags in the sentence. 
One example: 
Conversation: 

’’’ 
<u n=“33” who=“S0282”>it kind of fits in logically with <pause dur=“short” /> the other ser
vices that are available there</u> 
<u n=“34” who=“S0651”>yeah</u> 
<u n=“35” who=“S0282”>so <pause dur=“short” /> I want I need to understand from you what 
your thinking was about location cos you suggested a specific place</u> 
<u n=“36” who=“S0651”>I did <pause dur=“short” /> I think erm talking about the business 
<pause dur=“short” /> plan then</u> 
’’’ 

Result you return: 

’’’ 
<u n=“33” who=“S0282”> 
<s n=“1”>it kind of fits in logically with <pause dur=“short” /> the other services that are avail
able there</s> 
</u> 
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<u n=“34” who=“S0651”> 
<s n=“1”>yeah</s> 
</u> 
<u n=“35” who=“S0282”> 
<s n=“1”>so <pause dur=“short” /></s> 
<s n=“2”>I want I need to understand from you what your thinking was about location</s> 
<s n=“3”>cos you suggested a specific place</s> 
</u> 
<u n=“36” who=“S0651”> 
<s n=“1”>I did <pause dur=“short” /></s> 
<s n=“2”>I think erm talking about the business <pause dur=“short” /> plan then</s> 
</u> 
’’’ 

Appendix B. Annotation statistics for each file in dassBNC2014 

File Length Number 
of 

tokens 

Number 
of 

utterances 

Number of 
sub-

utterances 

Sub-utterances 
annotated as 

Directives 

Assistant 
annotator 

S2C9 02:12:00 25,137  1,836  3,305  47 AN02 

S2CY 00:14:25  2,647    299    401  14 AN07 

S2LD 01:07:58 11,856  1,511  2,095 148 AN10 

S32W 01:00:29 14,563  1,297  1,938  27 AN01 

S35K 01:28:53 18,768  2,544  3,204 127 AN09 

S3A9 00:15:01  1,894    231    333  40 AN11 

S3VM 00:10:04  2,066    148    283   3 AN01 

S56S 01:06:24 14,694  1,630  2,333   7 AN05 

S7QE 00:46:17  6,672    904  1,126  38 AN11 

S7QU 00:22:58  5,579    196    676  25 AN03 

S8NX 00:41:29  7,707    816  1,168   3 AN11 

SAVN 01:05:33  9,203  1,019  1,425  85 AN01 

SBQ6 01:11:25 15,885  1,570  2,395  44 AN08 

SEUM 00:12:00  2,720    339    438   3 AN11 

SF7M 00:21:16  3,049    365    531  42 AN09 

SFXE 00:45:12  7,663    791  1,192   5 AN01 

SKGU 00:34:00  8,520    617  1,161  62 AN08 

SMBC 00:16:06  2,784    320    448   7 AN06 

SP84 00:49:01  8,316    735  1,187  13 AN01 

SQ63 00:15:41  3,354    325    449   6 AN06 
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Appendix B. (continued) 

File Length Number 
of 

tokens 

Number 
of 

utterances 

Number of 
sub-

utterances 

Sub-utterances 
annotated as 

Directives 

Assistant 
annotator 

SQRA 00:18:25  4,060    517    725  10 AN09 

SR7T 00:21:53  5,591    727  1,018  37 AN11 

SRGA 00:47:38  6,480    774  1,107  43 AN07 

STQF 00:25:21  4,196    352    578  17 AN09 

STWC 01:59:47 18,069  2,924  3,787 163 AN05 

STXT 01:19:36 13,412  1,569  2,308 104 AN07 

STY2 00:37:45  6,429    537    975  52 AN07 

SUGJ 01:00:56 15,613  1,010  1,765 140 AN10 

SXFR 00:12:38  2,387    327    452  24 AN03 

SY5K 00:55:01 11,529    816  1,430  29 AN06 

SYEZ 01:00:17 12,585  1,570 2,094  45 AN06 

SZKE 00:35:42  5,479    658    906  20 AN06 

S2A5 00:12:20  1,834    233    323  26 AN10 

S2LC 00:57:57  9,448    883  1,344  30 AN03 

S2PS 00:20:52  5,644    876  1,042  32 AN12 

S55B 00:20:58  4,928    694    819  21 AN04 

S66E 00:26:41  5,273    457    711   8 AN01 

S7JF 00:27:49  6,340    503    828  41 AN01 

S8GL 00:23:26  6,865    901  1,185  26 AN03 

S8Q6 00:14:06  2,519    257    363  11 AN08 

S9WP 00:22:19  3,649    209    445  21 AN02 

SC7H 00:14:26  3,043    192    381   3 AN03 

SG3P 00:14:40  2,610    192    378  37 AN09 

SHXF 00:30:27  6,113    325    588  12 AN01 

SN2R 00:30:38  4,771    470    718  53 AN03 

SPY2 00:49:42  8,914    940  1,331  23 AN01 

SRBZ 00:51:42  9,434    624  1,146  30 AN08 

SRVR 00:30:32  6,529    480    886  22 AN01 

SY8A 00:12:51  1,958    244    357  15 AN03 

SZT4 00:17:42  3,615    403    548  17 AN04 

S2EF 01:25:40 16,139  2,496  3,123 115 AN02 

S2TP 00:12:59  2,919    444    532  22 AN01 
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Appendix B. (continued) 

File Length Number 
of 

tokens 

Number 
of 

utterances 

Number of 
sub-

utterances 

Sub-utterances 
annotated as 

Directives 

Assistant 
annotator 

S38P 00:54:38 12,276  1,862  2,324  98 AN04 

S6J2 01:09:22 13,546  1,019  1,755  80 AN04 

S8WS 00:37:26  7,242    503    948   9 AN12 

SBBP 00:18:52  4,206    416    663  13 AN01 

SFNQ 01:05:03 18,182  1,897  2,918  64 AN02 

SJDK 00:16:13  4,157    473    626   8 AN03 

SN7D 00:20:33  4,432    490    673   7 AN10 

SQ9R 00:58:38 10,521    820  1,432  52 AN03 

SUU4 00:25:01  4,010    252    486   7 AN04 
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