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Abstract 

People find it difficult to talk about abstract concepts such as their future career plans. The discourse marker 
“I think” is used to express uncertainty and soften the force of a proposition. The objective of this paper is 
to demonstrate how specific context and bounded topic of conversation influence the use of the discourse 
marker “I think” in Polish (myślę) as a structuring discourse marker. A total of 23 participants were recorded 
during Career Clean Coaching sessions and the usage of “I think” in the resulting corpus was compared to 
other Polish conversational corpora. The qualitative study of the semantics of “I think” indicates that this 
discourse marker serves a hedging function. The quantitative analysis of the frequency of the discourse mar-
ker “I think” in Polish conversational corpora and in the Career Clean Coaching corpus reveals significant 
differences. The results indicate that pragmatic factors, namely the topic, context and protocol of the conver-
sation, exert a strong influence on the usage of “I think”. 

Keywords: discourse markers, conversations, corpus study, clean coaching, pragmatics

1. Introduction

This paper presents the Career Clean Coaching corpus and compares it with two 
other Polish corpora: goal-oriented dialogue and a sample of natural, everyday conversa-
tions. The aim is to explore how the context of conversations influences the frequency 
of “I think” as a marker of uncertainty. To achieve this, we provide a detailed analysis 
of the Career Clean Coaching sessions and corpus, as well as a semantic distinction of 
the five basic senses of “I think” in Polish, which were annotated in the Career Clean 
Coaching corpus. Our initial study of coaching sessions has suggested that “I think” is 
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a keyword with high frequency, among other cognitive verbs (Konat & Juszczyk 2015). 
This initial finding motivates the analysis of “I think” as a discourse marker in the cur-
rent paper. 

This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents related work concerning the 
role and functions of discourse markers in English and Polish in different communicative 
contexts. Section 3 provides a detailed description of the data used in the study. In this 
section, the features of coaching as conversation are presented and the Clean Coaching 
protocol is introduced, along with the introduction of the Career Clean Coaching (CCC) 
corpus as a material. The fourth section presents the results of Studies 1-3. 

Firstly, it is predicted that the participants (coachees) of Career Clean Coaching ses-
sions will use the discourse marker “I think” mainly to soften the strength of their claims. 
The first hypothesis is that among all possible senses of “I think” in Polish, the most 
frequent will be the one associated with the function of a hedge. This is illustrated in 
our Study 1: Five senses of “I think” in Career Clean Coaching. 

Secondly, we posit that the frequency of usage of “I think” is not solely a character-
istic of an individual speaker but is also shaped by the form of conversation. Our second 
hypothesis is that the specific protocol, as well as abstract topics of Career Clean Coach-
ing sessions, will result in a high frequency of “I think”. To test this, we compared the 
Career Clean Coaching corpus with the corpora of other Polish conversations in Study 2: 
The frequency of “I think” in Career Clean Coaching.

Thirdly, we posit that although the usage of “I think” varies between speakers, the 
context, topic and specific protocol exert a stronger influence. This is explored in Study 3: 
Speaker differences in Career Clean Coaching, where inter-speaker variability is examined.

2. Related work 

The research presented here is informed by theories of cognitive linguistics, conver-
sation analysis and studies on discourse markers. The functions of discourse markers may 
vary depending on the communicative context in which they are used (Tay 2013: 164). 
They may indicate solidarity, rapport, and in-group membership (Cutting 2000), contrib-
ute to the perceived naturalness of conversation (McCarthy 1998), and convey a general 
sense of indirectness, often interpreted as being more polite (or less intrusive) in conver-
sation (Brown & Levinson 1987). Tay’s analyses of psychotherapy extracts suggest that 
discourse markers may be directly motivated by metaphor. In some cases, they may 
signal upcoming metaphorical expressions. Although Tay mentions that his analysis is not 
validated on large corpora, he also gives reasons why the use of discourse markers and 
metaphors may be interrelated. Metaphors are employed in conversation to convey eval-
uations, attitudes, values, perspectives, and beliefs (Cameron & Maslen 2010). Addition-
ally, they are utilized when individuals “struggle to find words to capture difficult to 
describe sensations” (McMullen & Conway 1996: 252). Discourse markers such as “you 
know” or utterance-final “right” occur at significant information state transitions, where 
the objective of the speaker is to reduce an initial asymmetry with regard to some body 
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of knowledge held by the speaker and hearer (Tay 2013: 161). In this paper, we argue 
that “I think” in coaching sessions serves similar functions. 

The data-driven approach, similar to conversation analysis of psychotherapeutic ses-
sions (Ferrara 1994; Pawelczyk 2011; Tay 2013), is employed in this research. The anal-
ysis of coaching sessions as dialogues is framed in conversation analysis, as its scope is 
a professional discourse, and it relies on recorded interactions (sessions) of naturally 
occurring speech. The discourse marker “you know” has been identified as a facilitator 
of intimacy between clients and psychotherapists. This is evidenced by the observation 
that it “mitigates the threat posed to the client in verbalizing highly intimate information” 
(Pawelczyk 2011: 154). The marker is often used to precede a potentially threatening or 
traumatic thought or idea that is about to be revealed by the client. (Pawelczyk 2011: 
151). This is why discourse markers such as “you know” often signal self-disclosure of 
the patient in psychotherapy.

Our study is also closely related to work on discourse markers of uncertainty in 
English and Polish. In this area, studies of “I think” have shown its versatile functions. 
In her study of rape trial discourse, Ponterotto (2014) included the phrase “I think” in 
the category of hedges, which are used by speakers when reporting difficult and traumat-
ic experiences. Mulllan (2010) posits that the extensive use of “I think” is a strategy for 
dealing with uncertainty because it mitigates or softens the force of a proposition. 

The reasons for downtoning a proposition can include being unsure as to the truth or reliabil-
ity of a statement, wishing to claim or disclaim responsibility for a proposition, and mitigating 
or softening a statement out of politeness or consideration for the addressee (Mullan 2010: 59).

In English conversations, “I think” is treated as an indicator of taking an epistemic 
stance (Kärkkäinen 2003). Spoken corpora have been employed to investigate the fre-
quency of the use of “I think” as an indicator of uncertainty (Brezina 2013). The use of 
cognition verbs in the first-person singular may be regarded as a distinctive feature 
of  conversational interactions. Helasvuo (2014) observed that in Finnish conversations, 
the verb “ajatella” – “to think” – appeared among the five most frequent cognition verbs, 
with a total of 132 instances. Among the instances, as much as 90 (68%) were used in 
the first-person singular form. Consequently, this paper focuses on the exact word form 
“myślę” – “I think”, in which speakers are referring to their own cognitive states.

One of the cases where the pragmatic factor – a specific context of usage – influenc-
es the function of “I think” is the use of English either as a first language or second 
language. Baumgarten & House (2010) analysed the functional profiles of “I think” and 
“I don’t know” in conversations between native speakers and in English as a lingua 
franca interaction. Biber (2012) provided quantitative evidence for the influence of the 
discourse register on the frequency of lexemes and structure, demonstrating how conver-
sations differ from information writing. In this paper, we conduct a comparison between 
a balanced corpus, which is mostly written, and our coaching session corpus, confirming 
Biber’s observation. We also provide evidence that pragmatic factors of conversation, 
such as setting, topic, and speakers, can strongly influence the lexical choices of the 
speaker.
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Polish is a null-subject language. Some researchers (see, for example, Posio 2014) 
have argued that the presence or absence of an overt subject in the conversational use 
of “I think” should be considered in analyses. However, in the current study, we did not 
analyse the presence of an overt subject, as it was very rare (only 10 instances), which 
did not allow for generalisations. The position of “I think” in the phrase, either initial 
(Kaltenböck 2009) or final (Sato 2017), has been studied as a meaningful factor. How-
ever, this aspect is not considered in the current study. 

The study presented here demonstrates that the usage of “I think” in natural, spoken 
communication, where the owner of the meaning of “I think” is the actual speaker, differs 
from that in official or written text. The method employed in our study is corpus analy-
sis of language data, which is sometimes referred to as “a combination of interactional 
sociolinguistics and corpus linguistics” (Baker 2010). Finally, this paper aims to contrib-
ute to the study of the pragmatics of Polish spoken language. A study conducted on 
a  sample of 100 articles from the Journal of Pragmatics revealed that only one article in 
the sample addressed Polish as a subject of study. Polish was identified as one of 20 lan-
guages with a single publication, whereas English was studied in as many as 50% of the 
articles (Egbert et al. 2016).

A number of studies have examined the use of the discourse marker “I think” in 
different languages and contexts. A multimodal analysis of the discourse marker “I think” 
in Brazilian Portuguese was conducted on a sample of audio-video recorded interviews 
(Freitag et al. 2021). The use of “I think” and similar phrases was examined in task-based 
group conversations with native and non-native Swedish speakers (Tolvanen 2024). The 
translation of the phrase “I think” from English to Lithuanian and Hebrew was examined 
using the alignment model of phrase-based statistical machine translation, with manual 
treatment of the data (Oleskeviciene & Liebeskind 2021). In conclusion, these studies 
demonstrate the multifaceted and context-dependent nature of the discourse marker 
“I  think”.

3. Material – Coaching Sessions  
 

3.1. Coaching session

A coaching session is a conversation between a coach and a coachee, during which 
the coach employs a specific protocol and mirroring technique to encourage the coachee 
to self-disclose personal and professional experiences. Coaching is provided to employees 
in corporations, entrepreneurs, members of non-governmental organisations, and stu-
dents  in career advising offices. Individuals engage with a coach when they require as-
sistance in developing self-esteem and self-confidence, as well as in enhancing their soft 
skills, including interpersonal communication, public speaking, work performance and 
work-life balance, time and team management, career change and other areas. The pri-
mary reason for selecting coaching is the perception that one’s performance and success 
in life do not align with the expectations of one’s supervisor or oneself. 
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In contrast to other forms of support, such as counselling, psychotherapy, mentoring 
or training, the coach does not typically provide advice to the coachee on how to change 
their attitude or performance. The individual undergoing coaching is referred to as a “cli-
ent” rather than a “patient”. The coach is not a therapist, as the coach does not diagnose 
the client and does not provide them with solutions, advice, or treatment. Instead, the 
coach guides the coachee through the process of change, with the objective of instilling 
self-steering. The role of the coach is to provide support to the coachee in understanding 
the nature of the problem, identifying the desired outcome and the necessary resources, 
and facilitating the coachee’s willingness to change. The coachee is encouraged to provide 
a summary of their experience and to interpret the content of the session. This process 
enables the coachee to gain self-steering and independence in decision-making and ac-
tion-taking. During the coaching session, the coachee is encouraged to explain their sit-
uation, identify possibilities, make decisions and take actions independently. Furthermore, 
coaching differs from psychotherapy in that the coach is focused on the coachee’s future, 
rather than their past experience. The coach also draws the coachee’s attention to their 
resources and helps them to find a solution that is suitable for their situation (Thorpe 
&  Clifford 2003; Pawelczyk 2011; Sullivan & Rees 2008). 

3.2. Coaching sessions model

In this section, we compare coaching with psychotherapy and everyday conversation. 
Since coaching is a form of providing support in conversation, we assume that it is 
similar to consultation or psychotherapy. To contrast coaching discourse with other kinds 
of conversation, we use Ferrara’s model for differentiating psychotherapy from ordinary 
conversation (Ferrara 1994). Ferrara considers regular conversation to be the unmarked 
form of discourse (Ferrara 1994). In regular conversation, both speakers contribute equal-
ly to the content and details. The way in which speakers exchange information depends 
on the specific needs of the individual and the type of information being shared. For 
example, friends or family members meet to share their experiences and to spend time 
together, so the aim, form and topic of conversation are not explicitly stated, and the 
form is less regulated. According to Ferrara’s model, there are seven dimensions which 
distinguish psychotherapy from conversation:

1. Parity 
2. Reciprocality 
3. Routine recurrence 
4. Bounded time 
5. Restricted topic 
6. Remuneration 
7. Regulatory responsibility 

It can be argued that a coaching session differs from a conversation in the same way 
as a psychotherapy session does (see Table 1). All seven features of psychotherapy dis-
course are present in coaching discourse. We propose the application of Ferrara’s model 
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to coaching, which allows us to present how a coaching session is similar to a  psycho-
therapy session.

1.  Parity: on this dimension, a coaching session is uneven, with a lower parity in 
comparison to everyday conversation. The client (coachee) agrees to be supported by the 
coach and allows the coach to conduct the conversation according to a certain protocol.

2.  Reciprocality: This is absent in coaching, as only the coach inquiries about the 
coachee’s experiences and attitudes, rather than the converse.

3.  Routine recurrence: Coaching sessions constitute a fixed element of the coaching 
process, occurring at regular intervals and for a pre-determined duration. These meetings 
are a recurring routine for both parties.

4.  Bounded time: Coaching sessions typically span a duration of between 30 and 
90  minutes.

5.  Restricted topic: The topic of the coaching session may be selected by the client 
(coachee) or proposed by the sponsor (company funding the coaching). Depending on 
the coaching type, the topic may relate to management skills, decision-making and task 
delegation in business coaching or work-life balance, mental health and self-fulfilment in 
life coaching, for example.

6.	 Remuneration: Coaching differs from conversation in that it is a professional 
service provided by trained specialists. Coaches are remunerated either by the client or 
by a sponsor.

7.	 Regulatory responsibility: The coach is responsible for the form of discourse 
development since the coach is the one who opens the session, forms questions for the 
coachee and terminates the session. However, the coach is focused on the coachee’s 
career and experience, and therefore the specific content of the session is dependent on 
the coachee. It is not permitted for the coach to introduce any details of their personal 
life or professional career.

In order to describe Career Clean Coaching sessions, we propose the development of 
a new model based on Ferrara’s existing model. Our new model incorporates three ad-
ditional dimensions: self-disclosure, mirroring, and protocol. The last two dimensions 
have different values in Clean Coaching and psychotherapy, thus constituting the distinc-
tive features of Clean Coaching.

8.	 Self-disclosure: in psychotherapy, coaching or everyday conversations, self- 
-disclosure is understood as “the process of deliberately revealing information about one-
self that is significant and that would not normally be known by others” (Adler & Towne 
1996: 358). However, as Pawelczyk observes, “in psychotherapy, unlike in other social 
contexts, it is the client who is granted extensive clinical and conversational space to 
disclose” (Pawelczyk 2011: 123). Similarly, the coaching session represents another social 
context in which the coach provides the client with a conversational space to disclose 
and freely discuss their experiences and expectations in life. In regular conversation, 
self-disclosure can be mutual and equal, with both parties sharing their experiences and 
exchanging news about their lives.

9. Mirroring is an important aspect of building rapport and occurs naturally and 
spontaneously in conversation (Chartrand & Bargh 1999). Typical mirroring is manifest-
ed through similar body posture, gestures, intonation, and phrases (Kipp 2010). Some 
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psychotherapists and coaches are trained in the practice of mirroring and employ it de-
liberately (Thorpe & Clifford 2003). Psychotherapists frequently repeat their patients’ 
words with the intention of fostering their patients’ self-expression and indirectly requesting 
further elaboration (Pawelczyk 2011: 163). Similarly to psychotherapists, coaches combine 
exact repetitions or paraphrases of their clients’ words with questions to draw attention 
to salient issues of their clients’ experiences. This encourages clients to share their ex-
periences in the process of self-disclosure (Thorpe & Clifford 2003). Such verbal mirror-
ing is also referred to as back-channelling or paraphrasing (Pawelczyk 2011).

10. Protocol: a set of rules and speech acts that are typically employed by dialogue 
participants. However, in contrast to regular conversation, where the protocol is not ex-
plicitly known, the protocol used in psychotherapy or coaching is maintained by the 
psychotherapist or coach, respectively. The specific protocol governing the conduct of 
psychotherapy or coaching sessions varies according to the therapy type and determines 
the general aim and type of support provided. The specific protocol is explicitly known 
to the coach but not to the coachee. The detailed protocol of coaching sessions on which 
our study was based is described in the next section (Clean Coaching Protocol).

Table 1: Comparison between conversation, psychotherapy session and Clean Coaching

Dimensions Conversation Psychotherapy Clean Coaching 

1. PARITY high (dialogue 
partners are equal)

low (in favour of 
psychotherapist) 

low (in favour  
of coach) 

2. RECIPROCALITY high (dialogue 
partners are equal) suspended suspended 

3. ROUTINE 
RECURRENCE no yes yes 

4. BOUNDED TIME no yes yes 
5. RESTRICTED TOPIC no yes yes 
6. REMUNERATION no yes yes 
7. REGULATORY 
RESPONSIBILITY 

dialogue partners 
are equal psychotherapist coach 

8. SELF-
DISCLOSURE mutual and equal patient’s coachee’s 

9. MIRRORING natural 	 and 
spontaneous 

performed by trained 
psychotherapist in 
form of paraphrase 

performed by trained 
coach in form  
of parrot-phrasing 
(exact wording) 

10. PROTOCOL 
does not need to be 
stated and known 
explicitly 

depends on the type 
of therapy Clean Language 

Table 1 summarizes how the coaching session is different from regular conversation, 
but similar to the one between psychotherapist and patient in psychotherapy (Juszczyk 
2017).
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3.3. The Clean Coaching Protocol 

Clean Coaching is a type of coaching that employs a special set of questions and 
techniques, collectively known as Clean Language, which constitute the protocol for the 
session. Clean Language questions were developed by David Grove for psychotherapy in 
the late 1980s and subsequently established as a system by Lawley and Tompkins (2000). 
The protocol is currently employed worldwide in coaching, consultancy, conflict resolu-
tion, interviewing or interrogation, and business management and education (Sullivan 
&  Rees 2008). In the current study, the Polish adaptation of Clean Language is utilised 
(Pieśkiewicz & Kołodkiewicz 2011). In this method, the coach selects questions from 
a  limited set that facilitate the coachee in reflecting on their experience and developing 
metaphors of their experience. Metaphors are believed to facilitate discourse on complex 
and abstract topics, such as the future, development, or job-seeking (Sullivan & Rees 
2008).

In Clean Language, questions are designed to be “clean”, which entails that the coach 
does not propose any metaphorical expression but repeats the coachee’s words without 
modification. This method of questioning is referred to as parrot-phrasing, in contrast to 
paraphrasing, where the coach modifies and reinterprets the coachee’s words. Parrot-phras-
ing results in numerous repetitions of the coachee’s phrases during the session. However, 
this approach simultaneously ensures that the coachee remains consistent and coherent in 
their responses, focusing on a specific topic. 

The prescriptive protocol presented in Table 2 is reconstructed on the Clean Language 
handbook for practitioners (Sullivan & Rees 2008). The session commences with the 
Opening Question (also referred to as the Intention Question), which is typically of the 
following form: “What would you like to have happen?” or “When you think about your 
career, this is like what?”. Subsequently, the coach repeats the coachee’s words and re-
quests further information using development questions, such as “Is there anything else 
about X?” or “What kind of X is that X?” where X represents the client’s previous 
statements. Once the coachee has developed a metaphor for their career, the next stage 
of the session involves the use of so-called attributes and location questions. The coach 
may inquire as to whether the concept in question has a shape or size, or alternatively, 
where it is located. These questions are designed to assist the coachee in identifying 
connections and associations between the concepts. As more metaphors emerge in the 
coachee’s words, the coach may pose the Relationships Question, for instance, “Is there 
a relationship between X and Y?”. At this stage, the coach may also introduce Sequence 
and Source Questions, which are of the following form: “What occurs immediately 
preceding X?” or “What occurs next after X?” to conclude the session. The final stage 
of the session may include the questions, “What is the first thing you know now?” and 
“What is the second thing you know now?”. This series of questions continues until the 
coachee responds to the question about the sixth thing the coachee knows as a result of 
the session. The question typically comprises the following elements: a conjunction (and), 
a pronoun (that, this, these, those), the coachee’s words, and a clean question, followed 
by the coachee’s words again. An example of a  complete question is “And that eagle: 
what kind of eagle is that eagle?” or “And that  rollercoaster: is there anything else about 
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that rollercoaster going fast?” or “And that surprise: does that surprise have a shape or 
a size?”. This general protocol of Clean Coaching was used to obtain the Career Clean 
Coaching corpus for the current study.

Table 2: Overview of the protocol of Clean Coaching session 

Type of question General form of the question 

Intention Question (Open) 
“What would you like to have happen?” 
“When you think about your career this  
is like what?” 

Development Questions “Is there anything else about X?” 
“What kind of X is that X?” 

Attribute and Location Questions “Does X have a shape or size?” 
“Where is X?” 

Relationships Questions “Is there a relationship between X and Y?” 

Sequence and Source Questions “What happens just before X?” 
“When X what happens next?” 

Knowing Questions (Terminate) “What is the first (second, third etc.) thing 
you know now?” 

 
It can be argued that these dimensions of coaching sessions set them apart from 

everyday conversations. These differences in the pragmatic set up of the interaction in-
fluence the lexical choices of speakers. In particular, the frequency of “I think” as a dis-
course marker is worthy of further investigation.

3.4. Clean Career Coaching corpus 

The Clean Career Coaching corpus comprises 23 dialogues concerning the future 
careers of participants. These dialogues were recorded during free coaching sessions on 
professional development and career planning. The sessions were advertised via univer-
sity career offices and a project website. The coaching sessions were conducted according 
to the model presented in Section 3.2 and the set of Clean Questions presented in Sec-
tion 3.3. The participants were between the ages of 25 and 35 and were currently enrolled 
in or had recently graduated from a Master’s or PhD program. This demographic may 
be expected to have concerns about their careers, as some had recently begun their 
professional lives, while others were still engaged in the job search process. Each subject 
participated in two coaching sessions with one of two hired coaches, who assisted them in 
defining career objectives and making decisions about their future careers. The coaching 
sessions were recorded with multiple cameras and microphones. None of the researchers 
were present in the recording room during the actual sessions, and the coach and coachee 
were afforded as much privacy as possible. Written consent for being recorded was ob-
tained from all participants, and each was granted the right to withdraw at any time. 
Consequently, the participants were unaware of the actual aim of the research project, 
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which was a  comprehensive study of multimodal communication in coaching (including 
the analysis of gestural metaphor). Furthermore, participants were afforded the opportunity 
to engage in discourse with the coach prior to and following each session, without being 
recorded, thus enabling them to address any concerns or receive additional feedback.

The coaches who recorded sessions for this study underwent training in accordance 
with the standards set forth by the International Coaching Federation (ICF) and were 
certified as Associate Certified Coaches by the ICF. This certification attests to their 
competence in supporting individuals in their personal and/or professional development. 
Additionally, they received training and certification as Clean Language coaches in the 
Polish version of Clean Language. The coaches who were recorded as part of the Career 
Clean Coaching corpus were hired and remunerated as part of a funded research project. 
Each coachee who was recorded as part of the Career Clean Coaching corpus participat-
ed in two sessions. The average duration of a session in the Career Clean Coaching 
corpus was 40 minutes. While the topic was limited to career-related matters, the coachees 
were permitted to select any aspect of their professional careers. This could include their 
current circumstances, future aspirations, or their general understanding of professional 
careers in the context of other activities in their lives. A portion of the recordings was 
transcribed using ELAN software (Sloetjes & Wittenburg 2008), and the utterances of 
the coachees were utilized in the subsequent analyses. The resulting Career Clean Coach-
ing corpus, which was employed in this study, encompasses 104,914 words from 23 speak-
ers (coachees), 18 of whom are female and 5 of whom are male.

4. Results  
 

4.1. Study 1: The Five senses of “I think” in Career Clean Coaching 

The verb “to think” (“myślę” in Polish) is highly polysemous in Polish, as it is in 
many other languages. A study utilizing dictionary-based annotation enriched with cog-
nitive linguistics concepts of agentivity and conducted on the Polish written corpus re-
vealed varying degrees of agentivity in five distinct senses of the verb “to think” (Koko-
rniak & Konat 2012). Increasing the sense of agentivity is a primary objective for both 
coaches and coachees, and the usage of “I think” may indicate whether the speaker 
perceives themselves as an agent or an experiencer. The objective is to identify the same 
set of five senses in the Career Clean Coaching corpus and to focus on the first-person 
singular form of the verb “I think”.

A manual annotation was conducted on all 300 instances of “I think” in the Career 
Clean Coaching corpus, following the methodology introduced in Kokorniak & Konat 
(2012). The taxonomy employed here adheres to a cognitive view of language, establish-
ing a continuum between the subject as an agent and the subject as an experiencer. The 
subject as an agent is the most active, volitional, controlling and responsible, correspond-
ing to Sense 5. In contrast, the subject as an experiencer is more passive, reflecting and 
re-membering (Sense 1). In order to demonstrate the distinction between the five senses, 
we propose an English equivalent for each example, which we believe is the closest to 
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the given facet of the meaning conveyed by the speaker. At the same time, it should be 
noted that in English, the word “think” can also be used in a word-by-word translation.  

Firstly, the use of “I think” allows speakers to express mental processes in which they 
are not responsible (such as the process of remembering) and non-volitional, as exempli-
fied in Example 1 (Sense 1). An indicator of this sense is the construction “I think 
about” – “myślę o”. An English equivalent of this meaning can be conveyed by the word 
“remember”.

Example 1: 
no taką że czuję ulgę w momencie nawet kiedy sobie myślę o tym że ja tej kłody nie 
mam na rękach
(particle).such.that.feel.relief.in.moment.even.when.1SGthink.about.this.that.I.this.log.
not. have.on.hands 
[I feel relieved in the moments I think that I no longer have this log on my hands.] 

Secondly, the process of thinking may be described as more volitional, whereby the 
speaker is establishing relationships between different concepts in the process of imagi-
nation. This process is volitional, yet the speaker lacks complete control over it and is 
not solely responsible for the truth value of it, as evidenced by Example 2 (Sense 2). In 
English, this can be expressed with the verb “to imagine”.

Example 2: 
nie wiem czy się będę w niej sprawdzać po prostu sprawdzić czy jest faktycznie tak 
jak myślę tak zweryfikować. 
no.know.if.(reflexive).will.in.it.perform.just.simple.check.if.is.really.just. how.1SGthink.
like.verify 
 
[I don’t know if I will perform well in it, just to check if this is really how I think 

it will be, just to verify.] or [I believe that the best way to proceed is to verify this in-
formation.]

Thirdly, when “I think” precedes the proposition, it is employed to diminish the assertion 
that follows, which aligns with Sense 3 in our taxonomy. This usage is frequently accom-
panied by the use of the word “że” (“that”) and generally corresponds to the English use 
of “I think” as a discourse marker used to hedge propositions, as shown in Example 3. 

Example 3: 
ja myślę że to taki cel do którego gdzieś tam dążę to co chciałabym osiągnąć I.think.
that.it.such.aim.to.which.somewhere.there. strive.this.what.would.acheive 
[I think that this is the goal towards which I am striving, something I am striving to 
achieve.]

Fourthly, more volitional usage is related to the expression informing about speakers’ 
plans. In Polish, “to think” may be used to express the plan or intention to do something, 
as we can see in Example 4. (Sense 4). 
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Example 4: 
a ostatnio myślę czy nie zostać krawcową także to się naprawdę może wszystko wy-
darzyć 
and.lately.1SGthink.whether.not.become.tailor.so.it.(reflexive).really.can. everything happen 
[And lately I’ve been thinking whether to become a tailor, so really anything can happen.] 

Fifth, speakers of CCC also employed the phrase “I think” to describe the process of 
deliberating, considering, thinking deeply, and judging reality, as exemplified in Exam-
ple  5 (Sense 5). In this instance, the subject is the most agentive, as she controls the 
process and is able to make conclusions with confidence. She is able to induce or stop 
the process at will. 

Example 5: 
ma minę obojętnie ja nie wiem po prostu mam i od razu coś sobie myślę na przykład 
has.expression.nevermind.I.do.not.know.just.(I)have.and.instantly.something. (I)think. 
for.example w związku z tym aha to on pewnie tak albo taka in.relation.with.this.aha.
so.he.surely.(is)so.or.(she)is(so). 
[Someone is making a face and I – I don’t know, this is how I am – and instantly 
I  am thinking on the base of it: she is probably like that and he is like that.] 
 
The results of manual annotation of the five senses of the phrase “I think” in the 

Career Clean Coaching corpus revealed that the most prevalent sense was “Sense 3: to 
believe in the truth of a proposition”. This sense constitutes 91% of all instances in the 
corpus (see Table 1). 

Table 3: The distribution of the five senses of “I think” in the Career Clean Coaching corpus

Sense Sense description English equivalent Number 
of instances 

Sense 1 to keep in mind remember     4 
Sense 2 to find relationships among things imagine     3 
Sense 3 to believe in the truth of a proposition think 274 
Sense 4 to intend to do something plan     6 
Sense 5 to deliberate, to consider, to think deeply judge   13 
Total instances 300

The results indicate that the most prevalent usage of the phrase “I think” by speakers 
of CCC is the moderate level of agentivity (Sense 3). Coachees rarely refer to the most 
agentive and reflective sense 5, where the responsibility for the judgement is high. Con-
versely, they do not adopt the opposite end of the continuum, as the usage of Sense 1 
is not frequent. The reason for this is that the topic under discussion is abstract and 
complex, namely future career and professional development. Speakers in CCC are not 
yet prepared to assume full responsibility for their actions, as expressed by the phrase 
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“I  think”, and therefore tend to utilize Sense 3 to mitigate the agentivity of their utter-
ances. 

The multiple senses of the Polish expression “I think” reflect the multifunctionality 
of this utterance. As observed by Danielewiczowa (2002), when “I think” in Polish pre-
cedes the proposition (often in the pattern “myślę, że p” – “I think that p”), it serves the 
function of a hedge, softening the commitment to the claim which follows. Daniele-
wiczowa’s definition aligns with our understanding of Sense 3. This indicates that in the 
CCC corpus, the expression “I think” is employed primarily in the capacity of a hedge, 
signifying the coachees’ lack of certainty. This is consistent with the observation of 
discourse markers indicating hesitation and uncertainty in psychotherapeutic sessions. The 
presence of discourse markers indicating uncertainty suggests that coaching sessions are 
similar to psychotherapeutic sessions, as predicted by our application of Ferrara’s model. 

4.2. Study 2: The frequency of “I think” in Career Clean Coaching 

The objective of this study is to ascertain the frequency of “I think” in the Career 
Clean Coaching corpus and to compare it with the frequency in other corpora. In order 
to provide a reference point for the analysis, three corpora of Polish language were 
utilised. The NKJP, ORIGAMI and PELCRA corpora were used, which represent spoken 
language. 

The NKJP (National Corpus of Polish, Przepiórkowski et al. 2010) is a balanced 
corpus, comprising both written and spoken language, with a greater prevalence of the 
former. It contains over 300 million tokens. The ORIGAMI corpus (Karpiński et al. 2008) 
comprises 9,239 tokens from 40 speakers engaged in task-oriented dialogues (folding 
paper figures). The spoken data employed in this study was derived from the Polish and 
English Language Corpora for Research and Applications (PELCRA) (Pęzik 2012). This 
comprised collections of spoken language, dialogues and polylogues. The topics covered 
in this corpus are typically informal, including discussions on holiday planning, health, 
and politics. The participants in the PELCRA corpus provided their consent for the 
recording of their conversations prior to the commencement of the recording process. 
However, they were not informed of the precise moment at which the recording would 
commence. 

Table 4: Comparison of frequencies of “I think” in selected corpora of Polish language

Corpus type Corpus name Total number of 
tokens in corpus 

Frequency 
of “I think” 

Frequency  
of “I think” per  

10 000 tokens 
balanced NKJP 300 000 000 1000 0,03 
spoken PELCRA 2 126 961 1 119 5,26 

ORIGAMI 9 239 5 5,41 
Career Clean Coaching 104 914 300 28,59 
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Table 4 presents the frequencies of the verb “I think” in the compared corpora. Giv-
en the varying availability and size of spoken and written corpora, the size of our sam-
ples also varies. Consequently, the frequency was reported as the number of occurrences 
per 10,000 words. In the balanced version of the National Corpus of Polish, for the total 
sample size of 300 million words, we can observe only 1000 instances of the verb 
“I  think”, which gives us a normalized value of 0.03 per 10,000. This indicates that the 
verb is exceedingly uncommon in this corpus, given that the balanced sample is still 
predominantly composed of written language. The frequent use of the verb “I think” is 
a distinctive feature of spontaneous spoken discourse.

In order to ascertain whether the lexical choices of speakers in career coaching ses-
sions are indeed specific to this discourse, or merely a typical feature of spoken language, 
we conducted a comparative analysis of the CCC corpus with two other types of spoken 
corpora: The spoken corpora under consideration are PELCRA and ORIGAMI. As illus-
trated in Table 4, the relative frequency of the verb “I think” in both the compared 
spoken corpora is comparable, with a value of approximately 5. This suggests that the 
frequency of use of “I think” remains consistent across both standard, everyday conver-
sations (including dia- and polylogues) and task-oriented dialogues. Nevertheless, the 
frequency of occurrence of the verb “I think” increases in the context of career coaching 
sessions, with a rate of 28.69 per 10,000 tokens. 

To ascertain whether the observed differences between career coaching sessions and 
other conversations were statistically significant, we conducted a comparative analysis of 
the frequencies of the phrase “I think” in the three spoken corpora with the Log Likeli-
hood (LL) value. Comparisons of the CCC corpus (coaching sessions) with the PELCRA 
(conversational spoken Polish) and ORIGAMI (task-oriented dialogues) revealed statisti-
cally significant differences (LL value 478.31, p < 0.0001 and LL value 24.75, p < 0.0001, 
respectively). However, the comparison between two other spoken corpora (PELCRA and 
ORIGAMI) revealed no statistically significant differences in terms of the use of the 
phrase “I think”. 

4.3. Study 3: Speaker differences in Career Clean Coaching

As previous research suggested, variability of most features in spoken corpora is high, 
and aggregated numbers should be reconfirmed with tests taking between-speaker varia-
bility into account (Brezina & Meyerhoff 2014). The data also reflected this high degree 
of between-speaker variability, as illustrated in Figure 1. The histogram shows the vari-
ability in the frequency of the utterance “I think” (normalized per 10,000 tokens) between 
speakers. Five speakers uttered the phrase between one and five times, with the lowest 
number being 4.82. Seven speakers uttered the phrase between ten and twenty times, and 
four speakers uttered it between twenty and thirty times. As the data is highly right 
skewed, the remaining values are unequally distributed. The highest frequency, found in 
only one speaker, is 243 instances (normalized per 10,000).
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Figure 1: The distribution of frequencies (normalized per 10 000 tokens) of “I think” between 
speakers in Career Clean Coaching corpus. 

To account for the high between-speaker variability, intergroup comparisons were 
performed using the Mann–Whitney U Test analysis (speakers from CCC versus PELCRA 
speakers). In order to obtain a reference corpus of a similar size and characteristics to 
the target (CCC) corpus, a systematic sample was created from PELCRA1. Currently, 
PELCRA does not allow for global identification of speakers, thus it is not possible to 
determine which utterances belong to a particular speaker. However, for each utterance, 
data about gender, age and education level are provided in the PELCRA results. Con-
sequently, in order to create a corpus with a similar size and gender balance to that of 
the CCC corpus, it was necessary to create 23 artificial ‘speakers’. The PELCRA sam-
ple was divided into 23 ‘speakers’ based on age, gender and education. This resulted 
in 18 female speakers and 5 male speakers, all aged between 25 and 35 and with 
a higher education degree. This data was used to conduct a Mann Whitney U Test (see 
Table 5). 

Table 5. A comparison of the frequency of the use of the phrase “I think” between 
speakers in the CCC and Pelcra corpora is presented in Table 5. The highest frequency 
of the use of “I think” among female speakers is as high as 243.68 instances per 10,000. 
However, this speaker was an outlier. As illustrated in Figure 1, the histogram reveals 
that only two speakers (both female) in the total CCC corpus achieved a value above 
100 instances per 10,000 tokens. The second speaker attained a value of 173.61. In the 
context of everyday conversations (PELCRA corpus), the highest observed value was 19.96 
instances per 10,000 (for a female speaker), with the next speaker (male) exhibiting  

1  It was not possible to preserve gender balance in our group due to the lack of male participants volun-
teering in coaching sessions. This is why for the Mann–Whitney U Test test we created the sample with 
equally high number of females. In this group the effect of the pragmatic setting (being in the coaching 
session or conversation) is still statistically significant. 

 
1  1  0  0  1  1  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  1  0  1   
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Table 5: Comparison of the frequency of the use of “I think” between speakers in CCC  
and Pelcra corpus

  Career Clean Coaching PELCRA 

Speaker ID Speaker 
Gender Words Sum of 

“I think”
Frequency 
per 10 000 Words Sum of  

“I think”
Frequency 
per 10 000 

1 

Female 

  5344   11   20.58 3107   3   9.66 
2   1055     3   28.44 4157   5 12.03 
3   1440   25 173.61 3999   1   2.50 
4   3380     6   17.75 5135   2   3.89 
5   5246     4     7.62 6538   1   1.53 
6   3458   14   40.49 4682   4   8.54 
7 11154     9     8.07 4199   2   4.76 
8 11202   34   30.35 5668   2   3.53 
9   1489     2   13.43 6139   2   3.26 
10   6767   67   99.01 3700   4 10.81 
11   2726   22   80.70 8285 13 15.69 
12     996     1   10.04 3471   1   2.88 
13   4016     7   17.43 4168   2   4.80 
14   1108   27 243.68 3996   3   7.51 
15   5871   30   51.10 4370   1   2.29 
16   2289     5   21.84 4709   0   0.00 
17   1948     3   15.40 4509   9 19.96 
18   6417   12   18.70 4328   2   4.62 
19 

Male 

  1381     4   28.96 4185   2   4.78 
20   3617     3     8.29 3560   7 19.66 
21   1996     2   10.02 3559   2   5.62 
22 12454     6     4.82 3899   3   7.69 
23   3879     3     7.73 1498   0   0.00 
SUM  99233 300 (Av.)30.23 101861 71 (Av.)6.97 

a value that was very close to this at 19.66. Figure 2 presents the distribution and out-
liers between the two groups of speakers. The distribution of the frequency of the utter-
ance “I think” between 23 speakers in the Career Clean Coaching Corpus (left) and the 
sample of spoken Polish (PELCRA corpus – right) is presented in Figure 2. This figure 
shows the number of instances of the utterance per 10,000 tokens.
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Figure 2: Distribution of the frequency of “I think” between 23 speakers in the Career Clean 
Coaching Corpus (left) and the sample of spoken Polish (PELCRA corpus – right), normalized 
per 10,000 tokens

To account for the high between-speaker variability observed in this data, intergroup 
comparisons were performed using the Mann–Whitney U Test analysis (speakers from 
CCC versus PELCRA speakers). The U-Mann Whitney test yielded statistically significant 
differences between two groups of speakers, returning U-values of 61 and 100, respec-
tively, for normalized per 10,000 tokens and actual values. The Z-test was significant at 
p < 0.01, indicating that the two groups of speakers differed with regards to their fre-
quency of use of “I think”, despite between-speaker variability. 

5. Discussion 

The analysis presented in this paper provides evidence that speakers in specific dia-
logical situations – career coaching sessions – use the expression “I think” more frequent-
ly than similar speakers in task-oriented dialogues or in everyday conversations. Further-
more, the majority of instances of “I think” are used in the function of a hedge, 
softening the assertive force of the proposition. This allows us to claim that, in addition 
to individual factors already recognised in the literature, such as gender or age, contex-
tual and pragmatic factors, namely the topic and setting of the conversation, may also 
influence the use of “I think”. This finding is in accordance with previous studies (Mullan 
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2010, Ponterotto 2014, Helasvuo 2014, Kärkkäinen 2003, Brezina 2013) – as we found 
that the frequency of the use of “I think” is highly variable among speakers and may be 
considered a part of an individual speaker’s linguistic repertoire. Although speakers vary 
in the frequency of their use of “I think”, in the specific context of coaching sessions, 
they use this expression at a much higher rate than in other situations. We argue that the 
conversational setting, along with the specific protocol and abstract and difficult topic, 
influence speakers’ lexical choices. Additionally, the observed frequency of the use of 
“I think” as a hedge suggests that this is a distinctive feature of career coaching sessions. 
During career coaching sessions, speakers tend to grapple with complex and abstract 
topics such as future career, beliefs and attitudes. We posit that, akin to the metaphor, 
the frequent use of “I think” in career coaching sessions serves as a linguistic tool for 
speakers to conceptualize complex subjects, and to signal their uncertainty. This paper 
analyses one discourse marker of coaching dialogues. Further studies are required to 
fully understand the nuances of natural, spontaneous dialogue, such as coaching sessions. 
Individuals discussing abstract concepts, such as their future or career, often feel uncertain 
and find it challenging to articulate their thoughts. In addition to hedges, other linguistic 
devices, such as metaphors, should be recognized and analysed as indicators of abstract 
and complex conversations during coaching sessions. 
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