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Purpose of Visit

While numerically quantified expressions have been extensively studied, most research to date in this area has been concerned with the interpretation and use of a small family of constructions, with comparatively little attention paid to the relation of these constructions to others within the system.  

The overall goal of the present project is to develop a model of the numerical quantifier system in toto.  We seek to collaborate to develop and assess a range of accounts on this family of expressions, with a focus on a novel constraint-based account which aims to accommodate the full range of numeral and quantifier usage.  Within this line of enquiry, we see the choice of numerical quantifier as governed by a set of constraints, independently motivated by considerations of communicative and cognitive efficiency.  

This travel grant  covered a visit by project member S. Solt (ZAS Berlin) to project member C. Cummins (Cambridge); this was the second of three visits included in the overall project proposal.  The broad goal of the visit was to develop novel experimental methods to explore the use and interpretation of numerically quantified expressions, and to apply these to the development and assessment of the constraint-based model. Results of a preliminary experiment begun during the first project visit (C. Cummins to Berlin in December 2009) showed the promise of such methods; in particular, we found evidence of implicature-like inferences that derive from scale granularity.  During this second visit, we aimed to develop a more comprehensive experiment that would test how hearers' inferences are influenced the combined effects of granularity and discourse factors.

Work Carried Out During Visit

During the visit, we designed a laboratory experiment to assess the interpretation of modified numerals such as more than 60 and about 100, focusing on the role of two factors relevant to the constraint-based approach:

· Granularity: what differences in interpretation emerge as the result of selecting a round number that occurs on a coarse-grained scale (e.g. more than 100) versus a non-round number that occurs only on a fine-grained scale (e.g. more than 77)

· Priming: what is the effect on interpretation when the number has been previously introduced in the discourse

The questionnaire was written during the visit, and was pilot tested with five subjects.  Since the time of the visit, the experiment has been completed (data gathered from 26 subjects),  and preliminary data analysis has been conducted.

During the visit we also discussed ideas for a paper on atypical uses of superlative quantifiers, such as 'at least it's not raining', and arrived at a preliminary analysis.

Main Results

Results of the experiment showed significant effects for both granularity and priming, both of which contribute to determining the inferences hearers draw regarding the intended interpretation of a numerical expression:  

· Respondents allow a wider range of possible values for an expression involving a round number (e.g. more than 100) than an expression involving a non-round number (e.g. more than 77)

· While granularity effects are pronounced in the unprimed condition, these effects are attenuated when the number is primed via mention in the prior discourse

These findings are significant first of all because it is commonly argued that modified numerals do not give rise to inferences based on competing alternatives.  Secondly, these results provide support for the role of a set of interacting constraints in shaping quantifier use.

Future Collaboration

Our third and last project visit will take place in June 2010 (C. Cummins to Berlin).  At that time, we will discuss the implications of these findings for a model of numerical quantifier use, and will discuss further follow-up research to investigate the effect of other constraints on quantifier use and interpretation.  We hope to continue the collaboration among project members beyond the timeframe of the EURO-XPRAG project

Projected Publications


The results of our experimental work to date will be presented at the EURO-XPRAG conference in Leuven in June 2010.  We foresee that the ultimate outcome will be an article in a major linguistics journal.

Separately, we are planning a joint paper on atypical uses of superlative quantifiers (potentially for the journal Semantics and Pragmatics).

