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In adult conversaCons, the majority of turn transiCons are realized with no-gap-no-overlap (Sacks et al. 
1974) and an average gap of only 200 milliseconds between turns. Younger children, however,  take up 
to 1.8 seconds to respond (e.g. Garvey & Berninger 1981 and Levinson & Torreira 2015). Around the 
age of 12 months, children begin uWering their first words and simultaneously develop interacCve and 
linguisCc skills, causing their turn-gap duraCon to increase and their turn-Cming to slow down (Hilbrink 
et al. 2015). This delay, especially prominent in conversaCons involving three or more parCcipants, can 
lead to misunderstandings, as it becomes unclear who will speak next (Dunn & Shatz 1989). Sibling 
dynamics, parCcularly with a need to capture the mother’s aWenCon quickly, intensify this challenge 
(Casillas et al. 2016). Toddlers (mean 22.7 months) without siblings tend to perform beWer in 
producCon tasks than toddlers with siblings, whereas those with older siblings demonstrate superior 
comprehension skills (aWenCon to own name and recepCve vocabulary) due to exposure to a more 
varied linguisCc input (Dunn & Shatz 1989 and Malmeer & Assadi 2013). 
Research suggests that turn-taking organizaCon is sensiCve to changes in infants’ social moCves, 
implying that older siblings may improve a toddler’s turn-taking skills (GraCer et al. 2015). We hence 
hypothesize that 12-24-month-olds with preschool-aged siblings will exhibit shorter turn-gaps in 
conversaCons compared to age-matched children without older siblings. We recorded two groups of 
German toddlers in a natural play se,ng at home. Turn-taking of 16 random 3-minute conversaCons 
of eight 15–23-month-old only-children with their mother was compared to a similar number of 
conversaCons of children that have a 3–5-year-old sibling. ConversaCons were sampled from 
interacCons with their mother alone (dyads) and from interacCons including the elder sibling (triads). 
We coded long silences (>3.6s), gaps (silences between speaker turns), pauses (silences within speaker 
turn), no-gap-no-overlap, turns and overlaps. A 𝜒2 test showed an unequal distribuCon of codings 
across se,ngs (𝜒2(14), p<0.0001). Gap duraCons before a toddler’s turn differed across groups. They 
were generally longer in only-children than in siblings-dyads and shortest in sibling-triads. Moreover, 
gap duraCons for only-children decreased over age, while gap duraCons for siblings were not affected 
by age (Figure 1).	
Our data show developmental differences in the acquisiCon of turn-taking skills between only-children 
and children with elder siblings. Children with siblings approach the adult model of no-gap-no-overlap 
(or short turn transiCons in general) earlier than only-children. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Figure 1: Average gap duraCon before toddler’s turns across se,ngs and age. 

 
References: 
 
Casillas, M., Bobb, S. C., & Clark, E. V. (2016). Turn-taking, Cming, and planning in early language 

acquisiCon. Journal of Child Language, 43(6), 1310–1337. 
hWps://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000915000689 

Dunn, J., & Shatz, M. (1989). Becoming a ConversaConalist despite (Or Because of) Having an Older 
Sibling. Child Development, 60(2), 399. hWps://doi.org/10.2307/1130985 

Garvey, C., & Berninger, G. (1981). Timing and turn taking in children’s conversaCons. Discourse 
Processes, 4(1), 27–57. hWps://doi.org/10.1080/01638538109544505 

GraCer, M., Devouche, E., Guellai, B., InfanC, R., Yilmaz, E., & Parlato-Oliveira, E. (2015). Early 
development of turn-taking in vocal interacCon between mothers and infants. Fron>ers in 
Psychology, 6. hWps://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01167 

Hilbrink, E. E., Ga,s, M., & Levinson, S. C. (2015). Early developmental changes in the Cming of turn-
taking: A longitudinal study of mother–infant interacCon. Fron>ers in Psychology, 6. 
hWps://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01492 

Levinson, S. C., & Torreira, F. (2015). Timing in turn-taking and its implicaCons for processing models 
of language. Fron>ers in Psychology, 6. hWps://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00731 

Malmeer, E., & Assadi, N. (2013). Language ProducCon and Comprehension: The Effect of Pre-school 
Aged Siblings on Toddlers Language Development. Theory and Prac>ce in Language Studies, 
3(7), 1226–1231. hWps://doi.org/10.4304/tpls.3.7.1226-1231 

Sacks, H., Schegloff, E., A., & Jefferson, G. (1974). A Simplest SystemaCcs for the OrganizaCon of Turn-
Taking for ConversaCon. Language, 50(4), 696–735. 

 

0.4

0.8

1.2

1.6

16 18 20 22
Age in months

G
ap

 d
ur

at
io

n 
be

fo
re

 to
dd

le
r's

 tu
rn

 in
 s

ec

setting
only−child (N=263)

sibling dyad (N=163)

sibling triad (N=66)


