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Scalar	  Implicature	  
•  Much	  of	  what	  we	  communicate	  in	  conversaKon	  
is	  implicit	  

•  If	  someone	  says	  “Some	  students	  passed	  the	  
test,”	  listeners	  oOen	  infer	  that	  not	  all	  the	  
students	  passed	  	  

•  This	  pragma/c	  inference	  arises	  because	  
communicaKon	  is	  typically	  cooperaKve	  [1]	  

•  CooperaKve	  speakers	  are	  expected	  to	  deliver	  
strongest	  (most	  informaKve)	  uWerance	  [2]	  

•  Scalar	  implicatures	  have	  become	  a	  central	  
tesKng	  ground	  for	  invesKgaKng	  how	  implicit	  
meanings	  are	  computed	  

Dominant	  View	  
Genera4ng	  scalar	  implicatures	  	  

is	  cogni4vely	  effor;ul	  

•  Most	  evidence	  comes	  from	  verifica/on	  tasks	  
using	  underinforma/ve	  sentences	  (UIs)	  [3]	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  “Some	  elephants	  are	  mammals”	  	  True/False	  

•  UIs	  are	  literally	  true,	  but	  their	  implicated	  
meaning	  is	  false	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  False	  	  à	  	  	  scalar	  implicature	  was	  computed	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  True	  	  	  à	  	  	  literal	  interpretaKon	  was	  computed	  

•  Response	  paWerns	  in	  this	  task	  are	  sensiKve	  to	  
cogniKve	  load,	  which	  is	  expected	  if	  scalar	  
implicatures	  require	  cogniKve	  resources:	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  High	  load	  	  à	  	  increases	  acceptance	  rate	  	  [3-‐8]	  
	  

	  

Alterna/ve	  Possibility	  
Binary	  decision	  is	  what	  makes	  task	  	  

cogni4vely	  effor;ul	  

•  UIs	  are	  neither	  patently	  true	  nor	  false,	  instead	  
they	  are	  pragmaKcally	  odd	  

•  Consequently,	  it	  may	  be	  difficult	  to	  outright	  
accept	  or	  reject	  a	  UI	  because	  it	  is	  simply	  
infelicitous	  
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Par/cipants	  

•  65	  naKve	  English	  speakers	  
•  Individual	  differences	  assessed	  	  
via	  OperaKon	  Span	  Task	  (OST)	  
M	  =	  93.9%	  (cf.	  62.4%	  [6])	  

Methods	  

“Some”	  tasks	  are	  not	  op/mal:	  Concerns	  about	  	  
truth	  value	  judgment	  tasks	  for	  assessing	  scalar	  implicatures	  
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Conclusions	  

•  Findings	  indicate	  parKcipants	  can	  judge	  UIs	  as	  acceptable	  
even	  when	  they	  understand	  that	  UIs	  are	  pragmaKcally	  
inappropriate	  	  

•  This	  paWern	  of	  results	  argues	  against	  a	  strictly	  
competence-‐based	  or	  resource-‐based	  view	  of	  	  
pragmaKc	  inference	  

•  Results	  also	  raise	  concerns	  about	  the	  widespread	  use	  of	  
binary	  choice	  tasks	  for	  invesKgaKng	  pragmaKc	  processing	  

•  Binary	  judgment	  tasks	  should	  be	  used	  with	  care	  

Results	  were	  consistent	  with	  alterna/ve	  possibility	  

•  True	  judgments	  increased	  under	  high	  load,	  but	  
naturalness	  raKngs	  were	  unaffected	  by	  load	  

•  When	  given	  intermediate	  response	  opKons,	  UI	  
sentences	  were	  judged	  to	  be	  more	  natural	  than	  
patently	  false	  sentences,	  but	  less	  natural	  than	  
patently	  true	  sentences	  	  

•  No	  reliable	  effect	  of	  load	  on	  fillers	  
•  This	  paWern	  of	  results	  is	  consistent	  with	  previous	  
work	  [8]	  

	  Type	   	  Example	   	  Literal	  Veracity	  

	  	  T1	   	  All	  dogs	  are	  spaniels.	   	  False	  
	  	  T2	   	  All	  spaniels	  are	  flowers.	   	  False	  
	  	  T3	   	  All	  spaniels	  are	  dogs.	   	  True	  
	  	  T4	   	  Some	  dogs	  are	  spaniels.	   	  True	  
	  	  T5	   	  Some	  spaniels	  are	  flowers.	   	  False	  
	  	  T6	   	  Some	  spaniels	  are	  dogs.	   	  ???	  

Results	  and	  Conclusions	  

S/muli	  

•  120	  items	  (60	  UI)	  	  

•  CriKcal	  UI	  sentences	  (T6)	  
were	  pseudorandomly	  
intermixed	  with	  5	  types	  	  
of	  fillers	  

High	  load	   Low	  load	  

Load	  Manipula/on	  

Predic/ons	  

•  If	  generaKng	  scalar	  implicatures	  is	  efforkul,	  then	  responses	  
to	  UIs	  should	  be	  affected	  by	  load	  manipulaKon	  for	  both	  
response	  types	  

•  If	  difficulty	  is	  primarily	  driven	  by	  choosing	  between	  
subopKmal	  opKons,	  then	  load	  should	  affect	  responses	  only	  
in	  true/false	  condiKon	  

•  Responses	  in	  graded	  condiKon	  should	  be	  unaffected	  
because	  intermediate	  raKngs	  should	  be	  preferred	  
regardless	  	  

Design	  

•  2	  (cogniKve	  load)	  x	  2	  (response	  type)	  block	  design	  
•  CogniKve	  load	  and	  response	  type	  manipulated	  
across	  blocks	  

•  ParKcipants	  first	  saw	  either	  true/false	  or	  raKngs	  
blocks,	  within	  which	  high	  and	  low	  load	  blocks	  were	  
in	  same	  order	  

•  CondiKons	  were	  evenly	  distributed	  across	  blocks	  
•  Block	  order	  was	  counterbalanced	  across	  lists	  

Block	   	  List	  1 	  List	  2	   	  List	  3 	  List	  4	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  	  	  1	   	  TF_high	   	  TF_low 	  R_high 	  R_low	  
	  	  	  2	   	  TF_low	   	  TF_high 	  R_low 	  R_high	  
	  	  	  3	   	  R_high 	  R_low 	  TF_high 	  TF_low	  
	  	  	  4	   	  R_low 	  R_high 	  TF_low 	  TF_high	  

*	  

ns	  

Exclusion	  Criteria	  

•  3	  parKcipants	  excluded	  for	  accuracy	  <	  80%	  on	  fillers	  
•  1	  parKcipant	  excluded	  for	  accuracy	  <	  80%	  on	  OST	  
•  1	  parKcipant	  excluded	  for	  asking	  about	  UI	  sentences	  

Analysis	  of	  all	  blocks	  	  

•  No	  reliable	  effect	  of	  load	  on	  T/F	  or	  RaKngs	  responses	  
•  Follow-‐up	  analyses	  suggested	  that	  parKcipants	  were	  
no	  longer	  affected	  by	  load	  aOer	  first	  block	  of	  that	  type	  	  

	  

	  

Dual	  Task	  

•  Remember	  a	  low	  or	  high	  load	  	  
visual	  paWern	  

•  Sentence	  acceptability	  judgment	  
using	  binary	  response	  (T/F)	  or	  	  
7-‐pt	  scale	  (1:	  unnatural,	  7:	  natural)	  

True/False	  –	  Block	  1	  
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