
Why Do We Say Um? 

While it is popularly believed that um’s and uh’s arise because of anxiety, studies have not found a strict 
correlation between this type of filler and that emotional state (other “disfluencies,” however, like 
repeated words, the repeating of a single syllable or sound, omitting a word or part of a word, or a slip 
of the tongue are correlated with a speaker’s anxiety-level). For example, you are not more likely to use 
fillers when talking to a stranger than you are when talking to your spouse. 

The reasons behind our uh’s and um’s are in fact a lot more nuanced (not to mention interesting). Here 
are some of the research-based theories that have been advanced: 

Um’s and uh’s indicate that the speaker is “in trouble.” The primary view on the 

purpose of filler is that it is either an involuntary symptom or a purposeful signal (here linguists do not 
agree) that the speaker gives to indicate to his listeners that he is “in trouble” – he needs a moment to 
plan what to say next or to hunt for something in his memory. It tells the audience that there is about to 
be a delay. “Uh’s” signal a shorter delay, while “um’s” tell the audience the delay will be longer. 

Basically, um’s and uh’s happen when you’re trying to think and speak at the same time. This is why 
they occur more frequently during transitions to a new topic or at the beginning of a sentence rather 
than at the end or in the middle of one; your brain is idling at the juncture between planning and 
executing what to say next. 

Um’s and uh’s act as placeholders to let people know you’re going to continue 
speaking. When you can’t think of what to say next, you’re in a bit of a pickle; you need a moment to 

think about it, but social mores dictate that a pause can make you seem lost, or, provide a opportunity 
for someone else to jump in and start talking. So you may say “um” to tell your listeners: “I’m still in 
control – don’t interrupt me.” 

This is one theory as to why men use more fillers like um and uh than women do: they are more 
assertive about holding the floor. 

Uh’s can be a cry for help. Um’s and uh’s are not identical. In addition to the former signaling a 

longer delay in a person’s speech, uh’s are used more often to solicit help from others. They let listeners 
know they can jump in and provide the answer. 

Harry: Jack was supposed to email, uh, uh… 

Mike: Steven. He was supposed to email Steven. 

Harry: Thanks 

Um’s and uh’s indicate that we’re not as confident about what we’re about to say. When asked a 
question, people use more filler before responding when they’re less sure they have the right answer 
(and are in fact more likely to get the answer wrong). Conversely, people use less filler before giving an 
answer they’re sure is right (and one that is indeed more likely to be correct). 

People also use more fillers before a non-answer like “I don’t know,” when they actually do know the 
answer, but simply can’t summon it to the fronts of their brains and the tips of their tongues. 



Um’s and uh’s indicate that you’re searching for the right word.  The more concerned someone is with 
choosing the right way to say something, the more they tend to ummm, which is why, while too much 
ummm-ing has been associated with a lack of intelligence, it’s actually correlated with having a large 
vocabulary. The intelligent person has many words to choose from, and so sometimes gets caught up in 
taking pains to pick just the right one to express himself; “um” is the sound of his decision-making 
process. 

Um’s and uh’s are more common when you’re speaking about an abstract topic. Although they use filler 
at the same rate outside the classroom, during lectures, humanities professors say “uh” more than 
professors of hard sciences (4.76 times per hundred words compared to 1.47 times per hundred). 
Researchers posit that this disparity is due to the fact that professors of the humanities have a broader, 
more abstract subject matter to cover, and thus more options to think over on how to express 
themselves; there are more ways to describe Rembrandt’s artwork than a physics formula. Whenever 
you’re contemplating complex options on how to articulate your thoughts, your ummm-ing will go up. 

 

How to Minimize Um’s and Uh’s When Speaking 

 

While it’s not necessary, and some linguistic experts would say, even desirable, to eliminate all the um’s 
from your everyday conversations (unless they’re excessive or clustered), you do definitely want to 
minimize them in more formal settings where the stakes and expectations are higher and your hemming 
and hawing could be a distraction. Too many um’s and uh’s can irritate your listeners because you’re 
essentially thinking out loud, and people want to do less thinking when listening to someone and 
instead be carried along by your words. Constant delays prevent people from getting lost in your 
rhetoric, and make them think, “Come out with it already!” They also hurt your credibility with the 
audience because they can make it appear you didn’t respect them enough to prepare adequately and 
decided to wing it, and/or that you’re not confident in what you’re saying and don’t know your stuff 
inside and out. Finally, a lot of um’s can signal dishonesty, leading people to think you’re buying time to 
think of an excuse or alibi. All in all, not the kind of impression you want to make. 

Across the population, people use fillers as little as 1.2 times per thousand words up to as many as 88 
times per thousand words. If you want to be the guy on the lower end of the scale, here are some tips: 

Limit distractions. Remember how an um can represent the junction between planning what to say 

and executing it? Anything that adds to your cognitive load while you speak increases the need for these 
pauses, as you’re not just trying to think and speak at the same time, but are also distracted/feeling 
emotional/working on some other task. The more you can concentrate on just speaking, the less fillers 
you’ll use. 

Don’t put your hands in your pockets. Studies have found that when your arms and hands 

are constrained, the amount of filler you use goes up, because you’re unable to gesticulate and thus are 
less confident your message is getting across. 

Prepare rigorously. When giving a speech or presentation that can be planned for beforehand, 

extensive preparation can minimize your use of filler. If the information you wish to convey is fresh in 



your mind, a filled pause won’t be needed to retrieve it. A couple of points that will be especially helpful 
here: 

The less constraints that are placed on what you can speak about, the more likely you are to use fillers. 
So narrow down your topic, and then narrow it down again. 

Concentrate on the transitions you’ll make. Transitioning from one topic to another in a speech is a 
dangerous time for the formation of um’s, because the task adds to your cognitive load. Plan out exactly 
how you will transition to and from each topic, and write these transitions on an index card you can 
glance at during your speech. 

Tell a story. Um’s and uh’s naturally vanish once you get involved in telling a story. And as a bonus, 

stories are some of the most persuasive and memorable rhetorical tools you can employ. 

Talk face-to-face if you can. The use of fillers goes up when you’re talking on the phone. 

Because you don’t have body language and facial expressions at your disposal, you struggle more in 
choosing the right words to convey what you mean. 

Try to relax and be less self-conscious. Um-ers tend to describe themselves as “unusually 

self-conscious” and apt to “worry quite a bit over possible misfortunes” and thus unsurprisingly speak 
more slowly, carefully planning and crafting what they are going to say. Instead of concentrating on 
what people are thinking about you (and this advice works for a lot of things, folks) focus on totally 
getting into what you’re doing. Instead of pausing, just keep charging ahead, talking a little faster than 
you normally do and letting your sentences roll together. You’ll choose the wrong word more often and 
have to restart your sentences more frequently, but stylistically, the audience will find your speech more 
fluid, engaging, and forward-moving. 

 

Keep your sentences simple and short. The longer the sentence, the more likely you are to 

fall into filler. And shorter sentences make you sound clearer and more forceful, confident, and 
confident. To keep your sentences simple and short: 

Use more simple declarative sentences. Subject. Predicate. Period. Drop the unnecessary clauses and 
conjunctions and get right to the point. Take it from E.B. White: “There isn’t any thought or idea that 
can’t be expressed in a fairly simple declarative sentence, or in a series of fairly simple declarative 
sentences.” 

Get rid of other fillers such as: “sort of,” “like,” “ya know,” “okay,” “right,” “so,” “well,” “stuff like 
that,” “kind of,” and “I mean.” If it’s extraneous to the meaning of the sentence, leave it out. 

Use less hedge words and phrases, such as “hopefully,” “probably,” “possibly,” “quite,” “relatively,” 
“reasonably” and “fairly,” and don’t say things like, “I was just wondering…” “I was thinking…” “I 
don’t know but…” 

Hedge words and fillers are often used to weaken and soften a sentence when someone is afraid they 
might be wrong and/or want to tread lightly.  They sometimes can be helpful when you’re trying to be 
diplomatic (and are useful in emails when you only have words to convey meaning), but many times it’s 
better to plainly put your idea out there and be assertive. 


