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Introduction 
1. Tune meaning 
• The semantics of tunes is assumed to be driven 

compositionally by integrating the meaning of 

pitch accents and phrasal/boundary tones [1] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ALSO evidence for multidimensional interpretations: 
• Rising vs. falling tunes convey different affective 

meanings such as emotional state (e.g., mood) [2], 

power relations (e.g., dominance vs. 

submissiveness) [3], sincerity (e.g, willingness to 

comply) [4], politeness [2], [see also 5] 

• Rising vs. falling tunes are linked to illocutionary 

force (e.g., polar questions are often assumed to 

have a rising tune by default, but this association 

might vary with syntax [6])  
 

2. Requests and offers 
• Socially relevant speech acts  (i.e., exchanges with 

consequences for perceived politeness, sincerity, 

power, entitlement, [e.g., 7]) 

• Both may be explicitly marked as polar questions 

with virtually identical syntax (e.g., Can I/you …?) 

• In American English (AE), tune modulates stance, 

mood, authority, and politeness for requests[6] 

• In Catalan, tune for requests and offers is also 

associated with social factors [5]. 
 

Questions 
• What is the effect of rising vs. falling tune on 

affective meaning for AE utterances which are 

ostensibly rising “by default”? 

• Do these effects depend on the type of speech 

act being performed (requests vs. offers)? 

Materials 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
• 96 request-offer pairs recorded with rising [L* L-H%] and falling [H* L-L%] tunes by two female native 

speakers of AE; 

• Syntactic form of requests and offers was held constant.  The use of modal verbs in requests has been 

shown to be common in ordinary conversation, and is used when the speakers treat the contingencies 

surrounding the request as fulfilled, making the request unproblematic [7]. 

Methods 
 
• Online survey on 240 participants randomly  

   assigned to 24 presentation lists 

• Statistics : mixed models with maximal random  

   structure (N=22677). 

•Rating task: 

Target request/offer sentence:  

Can [you/I] check the weather for [me/you] ? 
 

AUTHORITY question (for both request and offer): 

Who does the speaker think has more authority in this situation? 

 The speaker/listener ------------------------------------- The listener/speaker 

 

SINCERITY question: 

(For request) 

Does the speaker want the listener to check the weather for her? 
(For offer) 

Does the speaker want to check the weather for the listener? 

 Not at all/Very much ------------------------------------- Very much/Not at all 

 

MOOD question (for both request and offer):  

What is the speaker's mood? 

Very unhappy/happy -------------------------------------Very happy/unhappy 

 

Discussion 
 The falling tune … 

• Conveys a negative assessment of mood across requests and offers 

• Leads to a larger degrading of listener authority (i.e., relatively stronger 

authority of the speaker) for requests than for offers 

• More “deviant” from the social norm for requests than for offers? 

• Conveys how sincere the speaker is in making an offer but does not 

seem to affect the perceived sincerity of the speaker’s request. 

• In the future, we will test how the presence of the discourse 

background and knowledge of speaker-listener power relationships 

further modulate utterance assessments.     

 

Results 

 

 

 

 

 
The falling tune: 
• Evokes higher speaker AUTHORITY (t=8.82, p<.001), less SINCERITY (t=-11.44, p<0.001p<.01) and less happy 

MOOD (t=-16.45, p<.001) 

• Raises speaker AUTHORITY to a greater degree for requests (t=3.6, p<.001) and lowers SINCERITY to a 

greater degree for offers (t=-4.67, p<.001). 
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Morpheme Meaning 

H* New items introduced to the 

discourse, added to mutual belief 

space.  

L* Already part of mutual beliefs. 

Salience-without predication. 

H% Forward reference. 

L% Utterance interpretation without 

respect to subsequent utterances. 

Hypotheses 
• In both requests and offers, the falling tune, as an intonational deviation from the default rising tune, will signal higher speaker authority and negative 

judgments of speaker mood. 

• The falling tune will affect perceived speaker sincerity, but only for offers. 

     L*         L- H%      L*           L- H% 

  H*           L- L%  H*          L- L% 

speaker 

listener 


