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Implicatures like ‘Some linguists are smart’ (interpreted as ‘Some but not all linguists are 
smart’) are named scalar implicatures. The current, heated debate on scalar implicatures 
revolves around the processing time that is needed to integrate semantic and pragmatic 
information to successfully infer the speaker’s meaning, with two main theoretical proposals 
(Chemla & Singh, 2014a,b, for a review). On the one side of the theoretical debate are 
authors that consider the computational process as linguistic in nature [with two versions: 
lexically-driven (Levinson, 2000) and grammatically-driven (Chierchia, 2013)]; on the other 
side, there are authors that consider the process as pragmatic in nature and context-based 
(Sperber & Wilson, 1995; Carston, 2002). A growing body of research, prompted by 
pioneering work by Noveck (2001) and Bott and Noveck (2004), led to a new field known as 
Experimental Pragmatics that focused on the notion of cost. The present study addressed 
the topic of the cost of scalar-implicatures computation through the use of different 
experimental techniques (i.e., reaction times (RTs), reading times and eye-tracking). 
Experiment 1 (N = 58) is a Sentence Evaluation Task: the aim is excluding the possibility 
that the computational cost of implicatures may be due to an experimental artifact, i.e., that 
there is a greater difficulty in moving up the conceptual hierarchy (e.g., ‘Some elephants are 
mammals’) than in moving down (e.g. ‘Some mammals are elephants’). Participants were 
introduced with pseudo-words defining artificial categories and two groups saw the same 
categorical sentences, but relative to two different sets of images. In this way, we presented 
the same sentences in the some conditions, one of which would be true in the pragmatic 
interpretation, while the other would be false in the pragmatic interpretation (Figure 1). We 
introduced participants to the artificial categories by presenting silhouettes of plants and/or 
animals (6 belonging to a given basic category, 4 to another basic category), which would or 
would not fall under the same superordinate category. We measured RTs. Participants took 
longer to answer pragmatically than logically and this led to exclude the possibility that a 
greater cost may be due to an experimental artifact. Experiment 2 (N = 61) was a Picture-
Selection task. Participants were presented with a sentence like “The girl has some cars” 
(critical condition) and two images (Figure 2). Images presented two characters and objects 
that appeared with different distributions in the two pictures. In the critical condition, 
participants have to select among a picture who corresponds to the logical interpretation 
(i.e., the girl has all of the cars) and a picture who corresponds to the pragmatic 
interpretation (i.e., the girl has only some of the cars). Results showed how the majority of 
participants selected the pragmatic interpretation (96%). Interestingly, RTs were not different 
between the critical condition and the other control conditions and there were no differences 
in RTs between the logic answers and the pragmatic answers. Experiment 3 (N = 54) was a 
context-based Sentence Evaluation task. Participants were presented with an image with 
two characters and objects that appeared in the picture with different distributions in the 
different conditions. Then the first group of words appeared and it corresponded to the 
subject NP (e.g., The girl); reading was self-paced so when participants pressed the space 
key they saw the next groups of words: the verb (e.g., has), the quantifier (e.g., some) and 
the complement word (e.g., cars). Finally, participants had to agree or disagree with the 
sentence. Self-paced reading, RTs, and eye-tracking data were recorded. For the eye-
tracking data we defined three Areas of interest (AOI): 1) the Protagonist of the sentence, 2) 
the Antagonist of the sentence and 3) the Text. For each AOI, we computed a fixation count 
(i.e., the number of fixations on an area between when the quantifier words appear and the 



end of trial) and a fixation duration (i.e., the sum of the duration of each of these individual 
fixations). Considering reading time, we did not find any differences between pragmatic and 
logic condition. Moreover, we replicated results of Experiment 2 with no differences in RTs 
between the logic answers and the pragmatic answers. Unsurprisingly, participants fixated 
more the protagonist AOI. To conclude, results showed that when there is more support 
from the context (i.e., having an image with the distribution of objects instead of having 
categorical sentences), the cost of computation tends to disappear. Overall, results seem to 
give further data in support of the view that scalar-implicature computation is not automatic 
but that context plays a great role (Degen & Tanenhaus, 2015).  
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Figure 2: 
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