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1. Today’s session 
 
This week we’ll look at some of the ways in which ideas from relevance theory 
have been tested. A simplified history would say that introspective methods were 
the main source of data in the early stages of the development of the theory and 
that there has been a big increase in experimental work since the 1990s. As with 
other areas of linguistics, a wider range of methods is now used. However, 
intuitions and experiments are still the most common sources of data. Today, we’ll 
look at some parts of this story, mention some other methods, and consider 
whether applications in areas such as stylistics can be seen as possible ways of 
testing and developing the theory. 
 
2. Questions 
 
Here are some questions. Indicate your answers in the spaces provided: 
 

a. How many animals of each type did Moses bring onto the ark? 
 
 
 

b. Read this story and then answer the question: 
 
An informal five-a-side football match had been arranged for Saturday 
morning at 11:30am. It was a warm and sunny morning, and over twenty 
people showed up. ‘Can we play two five-a-side matches at the same 
time?’ asked Steve. John answered, ‘Billy’s got two footballs’. 

Which of the following is closest to what John said? 
 
(a) Billy has at least two footballs but may have more than two 
 
 
(b) Billy has exactly two footballs and no more than two 
 
 
(c) There are enough footballs to play two matches 

 
 

c. Here are four cards. Each has a letter on one side and a number on the 
other side. Two of these cards are with the letter side up and two are with 
the number up. 
 

 

    
 
 

Indicate which of the cards you need to turn over to judge whether the 
following rule is true: 
 
  ‘If there is an A on one side, there is a 7 on the other side’ 
 
You need to turn over: 
 
 

 
 
3. Introspective methods 
 
Grice developed his approach based largely on intuitions. Some of his methods 
can be understood as involving thought experiments (intuitions about imagined 
situations) 



He also sometimes aimed for what would be theoretically simplest. One of his main 
motivations was to show that we could to assume that natural languages were far 
less ambiguous than had previously been assumed, e.g. that different senses of 
words corresponding to logical operators such as: 
 
 
  and     or    if. . . then. . .    
 
 
had meanings corresponding to the equivalent logical operators: 
 
 
  &     v    ! 
 
 
and that different understandings in conversation arose because of pragmatic 
inference (i.e. that the differences were due not to difference encoded senses but 
to contextually inferred implicatures. 
 
Grice also suggested a guiding principle for deciding about the semantics and 
pragmatics of particular expressions: 
 
  ‘Senses are not to be multiplied beyond necessity’ 
 
 
4. Experiments 
 
During the late 1980s and early 1990s, there was increasing dissatisfaction with 
the extent to which pragmatic theories, including relevance theory, relied mainly on 
intuitions. 
 
There was scepticism about whether experimental or other methods could be 
developed which would test ideas from pragmatic theories. 
 
During the 1990s, researchers devised experimental methods which did were 
taken to test ideas from semantic and pragmatic theories. Alongside this, there was 
recognition that earlier experimental work in psycholinguistics was also relevant. 
 

Now experimental pragmatics is a fairly large and growing field and there have a 
large number of experimental studies have been carried out. 
 
Some experiments test ideas about the semantics and pragmatics of specific 
expressions. Here are two which can be seen as testing predictions of relevance 
theory specifically: 
 
4.1 ‘Relevance theory explains the selection task’ 
 (Sperber, Cara and Girotto 1995) 
 
I’ll tell you about the selection task now and how this experimental work claims to 
show that ideas from relevance theory can explain why participants struggle with 
‘classic’ versions and why some ways of formulating it are easier than others. 
 
4.2 ‘Truthfulness and relevance in telling the time’ 
 (Van Der Henst, Carles and Sperber 2002) 
 
If there’s time, I’ll tell you about this work which claimed to show that speakers 
expend effort in formulating utterances in ways which they think will help make 
their utterances relevant to hearers. 
 
This paper reports a series of experiments in which an experimenter approached 
strangers and asked what time it was. The experimenter noted whether the 
response was a possibly rounded one (since the minutes are a multiple of five) 
such as: 
 
 ‘ten past three’ 
 
or a more precise one such as: 
 
 ‘eight minutes past three’ 
 
The theoretical distribution of a random sample of times to the minute should 
contain 20% of times ending in a multiple of 5. If speakers are never rounding, then 
we’d expect 20% of responses to be times ending in a multiple of 5.  
 
In experiment 1, the experimenter asked the time without checking what time it was 
but noted whether the speaker was wearing an analogue or digital watch. 



In experiment 2, a control group were asked the time as in experiment 1 and an 
experimental group were told that the speaker was trying to set his watch and 
asked the time. If speakers did not adjust their answers in order to increase 
relevance to the hearer, the results for the control group and the experimental 
group should be the same. 
 
In experiment 3, the experimenter would indicate that they had an appointment at a 
particular time. The results were grouped into an ‘earlier’ group who gave a 
response between 30 and 16 minutes before the appointment and a ‘later’ group 
who have a response between 14 minutes before the time of the appointment and 
the appointment itself. 
 
The percentages of responses ending in a multiple of 5 and those not is given in 
Table 1 from Van Der Henst et al’s paper below. 
 
The percentages of rounders are given in Figure 1 from Van Der Henst et al’s 
paper below. 
 
General conclusions drawn by Van Der Henst et al are that these experiments 
confirm the assumption that communication involves the attribution of mental 
states and that it is guided by considerations of effect and effort. More specifically, 
they claim that the results show: 
 
Experiment 1: 
Speakers do not round only to minimise their own effort (the ‘laziness’ hypothesis) 
 
Experiment 2: 
Speakers do not round only to avoid the risk of being inaccurate (the ‘prudence’ 
hypothesis) 
 
Experiment 3: 
Some speakers will make a further effort to infer what would be relevant to the 
hearer before giving an answer. 
 

 
 
 
 

TABLE AND FIGURE FROM VAN DER HENST ET AL 2002: 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
4.3 ‘Pragmatics and what is said’ 
 (Nicolle and Clark 1999) 
 
I might briefly say something about this work which claimed to show that we can 
carry out experiments which tell us something about intuitions about explicature 
and implicatures but also that we need to be very careful in how we design 
experiments on this. 
 
5. Other methods 
 
Some other methods have been used in relevance-theoretic work, including the 
use of corpora, observation (including of language used in clinical contexts, and 
child interaction), and text analysis. 
 
Ideas from relevance theory have also been applied in a number of areas, 
including in clinical work, pedagogical work, and stylistics. 

Question: 
 
To what extent can we think of applications of theoretical ideas as ways of testing 
those theories? 
 
6. Conclusions and further questions 
 
In this course, we have looked briefly at a number of ideas from relevance theory. 
The theory has been tested and applied in a wide range of ways. New ideas 
continue to be developed. Here are a few areas and questions which I think it 
would be interesting to explore in future research: 
 
a. procedural meaning 
 
We did not look much at procedural meaning in this course but this is a key idea 
which theorists continue to explore. There is still some uncertainty about what 
kinds of procedural meaning exist and how they function. 
 
b. lexical pragmatics and metaphor 
 
Carston’s ideas on lexical adjustment continue to be explored and developed, 
including a focus on how they function in metaphor. These ideas are also clearly 
relevant for work in stylistics and on language change. 
 
c. prosody 
 
There is ongoing research on the nature of prosodic meanings and on how these 
work in utterance production and comprehension. 
 
d. nonverbal and multimodal communication 
 
There are lots of questions on how these function, including on how the effects of 
different kinds of stimuli are integrated in production and comprehension. 
 
e. non-propositional effects 
 
There has been increased focus recently on how non-propositional effects arise 
and how they interact with propositional input. 



f. language change 
 
There has been surprisingly little work on how ideas from relevance theory can be 
applied in accounting for language change. There are signs that this will be an area 
where more work will be carried out soon. 
 
g. reader response, literary production, literary interpretation and literary 

criticism 
 
Work in pragmatic stylistics in general has increased in recent years. There is 
increased interest in applying relevance theory in exploring the details of reader 
responses to texts and text production. There is also greater interest in how ideas 
from pragmatics are relevant in literary interpretation and criticism. 
 
h. pragmatics in language production more generally 
 
Work in pragmatics has tended to focus more on what addressees do than on what 
communicators do. There has been increased interested in the pragmatics of 
production recently (including in work on pragmatic stylistics)  
 
i. relevance theory and other approaches 
 
There has been some interest in considering whether ideas from relevance theory 
can be seen as complementary with other approaches (e.g. Gibbs and Tendahl 
2008 on approaches from cognitive linguistics, particularly conceptual metaphor 
theory). Benoît’s PhD considers how ideas from relevance theory might combine 
with ideas from work in construction grammar. 
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