
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
Oh, the Irony!: Interpersonal Variation in the Processing of Foreign-Accented and Native 
Irony

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6z77k0cn

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 43(43)

ISSN
1069-7977

Authors
Puhacheuskaya, Veranika
Järvikivi, Juhani

Publication Date
2021
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6z77k0cn
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


Oh, the Irony!: Interpersonal Variation in the Processing of Foreign-Accented and
Native Irony

Veranika Puhacheuskaya
University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada

Juhani Järvikivi
University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada

Abstract

Research shows that language processing mechanisms are permeable to the speaker’s accent, but virtually no data ex-
ists on non-literal language. Our online rating study investigated whether accent-based biases could hinder making
inferences from ironic speech. Ninety-six participants listened to dialogues between native and foreign-accented En-
glish speakers and rated them on several scales. We found that the ironic intent in the accented speech was missed
significantly more often than in the native speech for all irony types. Importantly, participants’ individual differences
significantly affected the ratings and interacted with both accent and irony-type. More conservative participants were
worse at detecting irony than their liberal peers but this effect was stronger for accented speech and a rarer irony type.
In contrast, high empathy facilitated irony detection. The results demonstrate that interpersonal variation in personality
and moral values affects language comprehension and needs to be accounted for in models of language processing.

3336




