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Abstract

The ambiguity obur language systenequiresthat listeners go beyond the words
uttered,ntegrate contextual informatipand recognize speaker cues in otddully
appreciateheintendedmeaning in messageSounterfactual verbal irony makes this
point salient as the intended meaninmisppositionwith the literal wordsWhile past
work has examined how contextual factors influence irony comprehension, less is known
about how speaker dristener characteristics impact interpretation. Addressing a gap in
the literature, this work examined how the social status of the speaker and individual
characteristics of listeners (i.e., shyness, history of teasing experiences, perceived social
domirance) impacted listenersO interpretation of literal and ironic statements. An
undergraduate sample of participais=(90) completed a series of Ol SpyO games and
weretold that various players (described as either high or low in social dominance) were
watching their performanc&hese (virtual) players provided the participants with
feedback on their performance, delivered as either a literal/ironic compliment or
criticism. Following each game apticipantsansweredjuestionsabout thespeake®
belief (assessing comprehensi@s)well astheir impressions of the spealer attitude,
humour, popularity, andesirability as a future social partn@/ithin this firstperson
task, the pattern of comprehension was consistent with the existing literatugetirsin
person tasks) in that ironic statements were more difficult to comprehend than literal
ones, especially ironic compliments. Tieaker€social dominancevas not found to
affect how participants interpreted literal or ironic stateméigsener€self-reported
shyness, teasing experienaadperceived social dominance did mofluencehow

speaker beliefs/attitudes were interpreted. Howevesetti@racteristicsvere associated



with perceptions of speaker populayisyich that individuals whare shy, have a history

of teasing, or low perceived dominantend to view speakers who use critical language
as being more populdfurther, those individualsith a history of teasingr high

perceived dominance percetvieonic language as more humorouddthough tentative,
thesefindings contribute to a growing literature as to how listener characteristics

influence how speakedsintentionare perceived.
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Literature Review

An important aspect of social development is the ability to navigate diverse
conversational exchanges. Successful communication requires more than just
comprehendinghe words uttered by a speakRather, a listener must integrate
information from a variety of sources (i.e., context, tone of voice, knowledge of speaker)
to fully appreciate the communicative intention beyond the words themselves. Indeed,
much of humamanguage is ambiguous and requires that individuals attend to the mental
states of their conversational partners in order to resolve such amipMaily &

Hodges, 2005)

Figurative language, which includes similes, metaphors, and hyperboles, is a
language form that highlights communicative ambiguity given that the literal meaning of
the words differs from a speakerOs underlying intention. When interpreting figurative
language, it is essential that individuals attend to their conversational partrests
identify the intention beyond the literal meaning of the words. Given the ambiguity of
this language form, it is unsurprising that interpretations are not exactly the same for all
individuals. Many different factors affeatrecipientGaterpreation oftheir partnerOs
internal state within a social interaction, such as congsxivell acharacteristics of both
the speaker and listener (e.g., age, language experience, culture, and cognitive
differences; Gibbs & Colston, 2012).

Within this literature review | will provide an overview of past work examining
the developmental course, relevant theories, and social functions served by one type of
figurative language, verbal irony. | will then discuss different factors that may impact

perceptions oEommunicative intent within the context of verbal irony, including



contextual factors, such as the nature of the situation and the characteristics of the
speaker, as well as the individual differences of the listener.
Counterfactual Verbal Irony

Counterfatual verbal irony, hereafter referred to as verbal irony or sarcasm, is a
particular form of figurative language in which the speakerOs intention directly contrasts
the literal meaning of the words (Katz & Lee, 1993). Verbal irony conveys a degree of
socid ambiguity since it includes features of both humour and aggression, and may be
interpreted in various ways (ShapiBaumeister, & Kesslel,991) Ironic speakers take
a social risk since thers additionalroom for their intentions to be misinterpreted
Though despite tfs social risk,ironic commentaremadefrequently in dailylife. Adults
use irony in 8% of their conversations with friends and strangers (Gibbs, 2000) and
figurative language is used in 94% of emdilthough hyperboles are used moften
than verbal irony (Whalen, Pexman, & Gill, 2009). Children are often exposed to verbal
irony: it is commonly found in childrenOs television programming (Dews & Winner,
1997) within the classroom among their peers (Gibbs, 2088) withinconversations in
the family environment (Recchia, Howe, Ross, & Alexander, 2@d)sidering the
prevalence of verbal irony in everyday conversation and experience, the ability to
accurately appreciate the language forrmnsmportant aspect cbmmunicéve
competence.

Similar to comments spoken in a literal fashion, ironic comments can cbotiey
negative intentions (i.e., ironic criticisms, saying Onice job!O after a friend misses when
shooting a basketball) apsitive intentions (i.eifonic compiments, saying Othat was

terrible!O after finishing a delicious slice of cake).



There are dfiferent theoriegosited for how individuals process ironic language.
For instancesome researchers argiat ironic and literal comments are processed
similarly, in that, regardless of the statement tythe, speakerOs intenticonstrains
interpretation and primarily what pgocessede.g., Gibbs, 1986). Other theories such as
the graded salience hypothesis (e.g., Giora & Fein, 1999) propose that ironiefahd lit
messages activate different cognitive concepts, in which the literal meanings from ironic
statements are procesdedt beforerecipientdateradjust to anronic interpretation.
Regardless of how irony language is processed, there appears toavacetistic
developmental trajectory f@omprehendingronic languageChildren as young as five
or six years old can understand a speakerOs belief and intent afriratiiers on 20
50% of presented stories (Climie & Pexman, 2008ppova & Astington, 2008).
However, the ability to fully appreciate ironiempliments emerges at eight to nine years
old (Climie & Pexman, 2008), with many children at 10 to 11 years old still showing
difficulty understanding this language form (Pexman, Glenwyrighdl, & James, 2005).
Even within adult populations, comprehension of ironic language is not as successful as
that for literal statements, though the comprehensiammic criticismsis better than
that ofironic compliments (MewhoiBuist & Nilsen, 2A.7). This difference between the
comprehension of ironic criticisms and compliments may be due to the frequency with
which they are encountered, with ironic criticisms used more often than ironic
compliments (Garmendia, 2010).

The discrepancy between tfiietal word meaning and the speakerOs intended
messageavithin ironic commentserves a number of social functions. Verbal irony is

used to be humorous, to build and maintain close relationships, to mock or tease others,



to lessen the harshness of insudis] to create emotional distance (Dews, Kaplan, &
Winner, 1995; Gibbs & Izettd,999;Pexman, Whalen, & Green, 2010; Pexman &
Zvaigzne, 2004)lronic compliments cabeused to convey envy of a listenerOs
accomplishments, or to highlight a recipi@gelf-criticism or undeserved expectations
of failure (Garmendia, 2010lronic criticisms are considered less negative than literal
criticisms, allowing individuals to maintain their friendships by stating their true negative
opinions in a less aggressive man(Dews & Winner, 1995)These social goals are
achieved because the literal meaning of ironic messadetieved to mutéhe intention
of the statements (Dews & Winner, 1995his muting effect is known as the Tinge
Hypothesis, and functions in a slarifashion for ironicriticisms anccomplimentsAs
such ironic criticisms are viewed as less harsh than literal criticisms, and ironic
compliments are viewed #&sss positive than literal compliments. Both children and
adults appreciate this mutifignction of verbal irony, with research showing that
children rate ironic criticisms as less mean, and ironic compliments as less nice, than their
literal counterparts starting at the age five to six years (MevBwst & Nilsen, 2013).
Adults show sim#r patterns: speakers of ironic criticisms were perceived as less
annoyed than those who used literal criticisms, and speakers of ironic compliments were
perceived as less praising than those who used literal compliments (Dews & Winner,
1995).

Research padigms assessing iroimyterpretatioroftenutilize third-person
perspective tasks. Researchers create a verbal ironth&asntails @onversational
exchange between two characters in the form of vignettes or puppetBil@gova &

Astington, 2008Ivanko, Pexman, & Olineck, 2@)MewhortBuist & Nilsen, 2013;



2017 Nilsen, Glenwright, & Huyder, 201 Bexman, Glenwrigh Hala, Kowbel, &
Jungen, 2006 These short stories result in a positive or negative outtomome
character (e.g., kicking aseer ball and either making the winning goal or missing the
net), and therthe othercharactemakes a comment that is delivered in either a literal or
ironic mannerUsually, m@articipants are subsequently asked questions about (1) the
speakerOs belief, ather the speaker believed the context was positive or negalive
the speakerQOs intention, whether the speaker meant to be ironic or literal in their
comment (3) the interpretation of the ironic speaker (i.e., how mean or nice the speaker
was, how fung the speaker was, etc.). Within this paradigm, participants are often
exposed to four conditions: literal and ironic compliments, and literal and ironic
criticisms. The words OcomplimentO and OcriticismO refer to the underlying speaker
belief, and the waits OliteralO and OironicO refer to the tone of the speaker.

One primary limitation in the field is the reliance on a particular methodology
(i.e., thirdperson tasks) of which results may not hold complete ecologitdity to be
applied in realworld settings. These types of tasks may also underestimate the impact
that individual differences play in irony interpretati@ther methodologies exploring
verbal irony usage have involved more naturalistic settings. However, it challenging to
create caditions in which participants produce ironic statements (e.g., Pexman,
Zdrazilova McConnachie, Deatddeckard, & Petrill, 2009). This is especially true
considering the role that close relationships play in encouraging irony usage (Pexman &
Zvaigzne, 200). Though infrequently used, somaturalistic researcstudieshave
involved video or audio recording interactions between family members and ffeegds

Recchia et al., 2010)



Factors Affecting Verbal Irony Interpretation

In addition to the strongupport that paralinguistic cues, such as tone of voice,
provide in irony detection/comprehension (Cheang & Pell, 2008; Glenwright, Parackel,
Cheung, & Nilsen, 2014), mumber of contextual and individual factors affectv
individuals interpret verbal irgn

First, the social context in which verbal irony is used influences oneOs
interpretation of ironic statements. For example, the type of relationship between two
conversational partners impacts irony understanding. Pexman and Zvaigzneu&D4)
written vignettes describing a conversational exchange between two individuals who
were described to hawkfferent relationshipsResults showed that people were better at
interpreting verbal irony when the two characters were described as having a close
relationship(versusa distant relationsh)psuggesting thandividuals take into account
the nature of the relationship between individuals when interpreting verbal suacty
that individuals within a close relationship are abladouratelyinfer theattitudes of
each other

Research to date has also examined the characteristics of ironic speakers and how
they affect the interpretation of verbal irony. For exampexmarand colleague&006)
presenteathildren with stories using puppets in which speaker puppet, who made
either an ironic criticism or literal complimentvas described as having mean or nice
personalitiesChildren were asked questions to assess their understanding of speaker
belief, and whether they used the trait information tmljot a target puppetOs behaviour.
Results showed that childrenOs comprehension of verbal irony was more accurate when

the speakerOs personality trait was congruent with the delivered statement. For instance,



childrendemonstrated betteomprehension faronic criticismswhen the speaker was
identified as a mean person, daeds accuracwhen the speaker was described as nice.
This suggests that children axele to usa speakerOs personality trait information, along
with other contextual cues (i.e., vdsrused in the statement, tone of voice) to
comprehend verbal irony. In addition, Katz and Pexman (1997) examined the association
between occupation and ironic speech, and found that the recognition of irony is sensitive
to information about a speakerQsismiltural characteristic®articipants had better
irony understanding for statements from speakers who hadrbighoccupations (e.g.,
comedian, comic) than statements made by speakers frormigigphor occupations
(e.g., English professor, poet).d participants also had better memory for statements
made by speakers from higlony occupations.

Reflecting a focus ahethesis &nddiscussedn detail in a later sectignit may
be the case that information about a speakerOs positoBatial herarchyOwill
influence how listenearinterpret verbal ironySocial hierarchyefers tothe arrangement
of individuals along a continuum in which individuals are considerdstmore
dominant or submissive than otheBscial dominanceas characterized as the competitive
ability to triumph in social conflicts involving resource control and decimaking
(Dunbar, 1988)Within the current thesis, the terraodial dominand®is used
interchangeably witki3ocial statu® However, it is iportant to note theseay be
different constructs; that is, an individual who has high social status may not necessarily
have high social dominance, and may have acquired their status timdirgbt means
(e.g.,beingselectedassociallydesirable by dters) (Adler & Adler, 1998; Lease,

Musgrove, & Axelrod, 2002)An empirical question is wheth#ris social information



impacts how statements are processed. In particiNan the ambiguitynherent in
verbal irony(and therefore potentially more breadthifderpretation) it may be that
ironic comments are interpreted differently when spoken by individuals with different
levels of social dominance.

In addition to contextual factorthe individualcharacteristics ahe person being
asked to interpret the statements plays a role in how irony is perckiued work has
focused on the contribution that sociognitive skills play in facilitating verbal irony
comprehension. For instance, research shibnat indviduals with better perspective
taking abilities (or Theory of Mind; ToM) are better able to understand a speakerOs
intention during ironic exchanges (Matthews, Biney, & AbBatith, 2018). For
example, Filippova and Astington (2008) found amsy correlation between secend
order ToM and irony comprehensi¢n= .51); although this correlation decreased when
controllingfor receptive vocabulary, age, memory, and attunement to prisedy
rhythm and intonation of languag&imilarly, Nilsenand colleague$2011) found that
being able to attend to anotherOs mental state allows-sgfeabthildren tappreciate
how a listener would interpret ironic language (based on what that listener did/did not
know). Past work involving individuals with TolMeficits (i.e., people with autism,
adults with brain damage to the prefrontal regions) offers further evidence that poor ToM
abilities are associated witheakerirony comprehension (Ha@p1993; McDonald,

2000).

Linguistic ability has also been showngiay an important role in supporting

oneOs understanding of verbal irony (Filippova & Astington, 2008), along with well

developed executive functionddla, Pexman, Climie, Rostad, & Glenwright, 2010). For



example, past work has found that working men{brippova & Astington, 2008) and
inhibitory control (Caillies, Bertot, Motte, Raynaud, & Abely, 2014) are associated with
childrenOs understanding of ironic statements. Additionally, studies involving adult
patients with right hemispheric brain damagéo often experience pragmatic language
deficits,have found a relationship between executive functioning and verbal irony
understanding (Martin & McDonald, 2006).

Although there is work on how soe@mgnitive skills influence irony
understanding, less work has examined how an individualOseseaimnal
characteristics influence irony interpretation.speculate about possitdssociations
between soci@motionalfeatures and irony comprehensionsitiseful to consider an
individualOs social environment. Nilsen and Fecica (2011) sadtfest an individualOs
social experiences importantto their ability to attend to the mental states of others
during conversanal exchangedndividuals who engage in more communicative
interactions are given more opportunity to learn about othersO internal mental states
(Nelson, 2005), and thus may be better at perspetatkieg tasks. As such, individuals
who experience loweguantity or quality of social interactions may experience deficits in
their ability to attend to othersO mental states, which may in turn itheetbility to
accuratey comprehendrony.

Onesocioemotional characteristic of interest is shyness.iBtlyiduals may
experience loweguantity of social interaction given that they tend to avoid unfamiliar
peers and speak less during social interactions (Asendorpf, T9@0iming of shynss
development may be importanthiow it affectsthe quantity &oneOsocial interactions.

Researchers propose that fearful shyness, which invtdaeand distress in response to



social novelty, occurs earlier in development thanaatiscious shyness, which
manifests as embarrassment and anxiety when exposesbeasaleobjec{Buss, 1986,b)
As such it may be thatearful shyness leade reduced social exposyusndthus
individuals with fearful shynedsave less experience with accessing conversational
partnerOs mental states through various communicativedacdditional socio
emotional characteristic of interest is oneOs history of negative peer interactions;
individuals with negative peer experien¢ssch as bullyinghavealower guality of
social interactions. Through increased negative interaciimigjduals may develop
biases as to hotheintentions of others are processed. These two characteristics will be
discussed in turn; first, eattait will be described, and then there will be a review of the
literature regarding associations between ehelnacteristic and
language/communication.
Shyness

Shyness is a temperamental style that is often characterized by being quiet,
vigilant, andbehaviorallysubdued when exposed to novel stimuli. The developmental
progression of shyness often begingfiancy, initially demonstrated as behavioural
inhibition (Volbrecht & Goldsmith, 2010) and later on presenting as feelings of
embarrassment, fear of rejection, and general negative biases (Asendorpf, 1990).
Individuals who are high in shynetend toavad unfamiliar peers, are less likely to
initiate social interactions, and speak less during conversations (Asendorpf, 1990;
Asendorpf & Meier, 1993). As such, this temperamental styg beassociated with
reduced social exposutigat would usually be iplace tosupport communicative

development.
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Though shyness is not considered to be pathological, it is associated with
increased risk foa number of negative outcomes suchliffeculty building and
maintaining strong positive relationshipenelinessdepression, and low sedsteem
(Asendorpf, 1990; BoothaForce & Oxford, 2008). Although considered typical
behaviour for children and adults, individuals with extreme shyness may be characterized
as having social anxiety if it is impairing enough to thenctioning. In fact,
temperamental or trait shyness is a significant risk factor for social anRiekatd,

Rijsdijk, HappZ, & Mandy, 2017) and research suggests that shyness and social anxiety
may exist along a continuurBrook & Willoughby, 2019McNeil, 200]). As such,

studies examining social anxiedyerelevantto considemwhen discussing the

communicative competence of shy individuals.

Individuals with elevated shyness or social anxiety have been found to exhibit
certain interpretative biasdeading them to see ambiguous stimuli in a more threatening
fashion. For instancehildren who are shy or socially anxioiesd to interpret
ambiguous social situations in a more hostile way than thetangious peers, anth
turn suggest more avoidargsponsefBanerjee & Henderson, 200Chorpita, Albano, &
Barlow, 1996. There are consistent findings within the social anxiety literature, for
example, Constans, Penn, Ihen, and Hope (1999) found that adults with social anxiety
interpreted vignettedepicting ambiguous social interactions as more negative than non
anxious individuals. In addition, individuals high in social anxiety exédatlack of
positive bias and the presence of a negative bias in the response selection and generation

phases o& sentence completion task (Huppert, Pasupuleti, Foa, & Mathews, 300)
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biases in processing social information may too be demonstrated in the communicative
domain.

Associations between shyness and language/communication. Much of past
work examining asociations between shyness and communication has been within the
developmental literature; as such, relevant results from studies exploring communicative
development in shy children will be discussed. Although there are mixed findings,
research in the fid has foundhat shy children have language skills that differ from their
sameage peers. For instance, shyness is associated with learning disorders such as
specific language deficits (Stant@hapman, Justice, Skibbe, & Grant, 2007), and shy
children hae lower performance on receptive and expressive language tasks than their
nonshy peers (Evans, 1996). Coplan and Weeks (2009) found that pragmatic language
abilities are negatively correlatedth shyness levelat the start/{(=-.25) and end{- -
.19) of the school year, controlling for parental educatgiy children were less
competent in using social contextual cues to appropriately respond to common social
scenariosFurther, pagmatic language skillsere foundo play a protective role for shy
children in their socieemotional adjustmenFor children withweakerpragmatic
language skillsshyness was associated with negative semotional outcomes such as
loneliness and social withdrawal. This association did not emerge for shy children with
high pragmatic language abilities, suggesting that for shy children, pragmatic language
may serveas a buffer against negative social adjustn@héung and Elliot (2017)
reported similar results in their study involving shy children; those with higher pragmatic
language skills were rated by their teachers as morditesdl by their peersAlthough

communicative difficultiesarenot universal irshyness $ocial anxiety, research suggests
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that communicative deficits may underlie the development of social anxiety for a
particular subgroupf individuals withthe disorderRickardet al, 2017)

Given he negativesocialbiasesand potential pragmatic language difficulties
associated with shyness (Banerjee & Henderson,; Z08dlan & Weeks, 20Q09the
interpretation of ambiguous language, such as verbal irony, may also differ with varying
levels of shynss.MewhortBuist and Nilsen (2017) explored how individual differences,
namely trait shyness, influercadultsO interpretations of ironic statements. Participants
were shown vignettaa whichtwo individualshad a communicative exchange within a
positive or negative contexand the speaker madditaral or ironic comment. The
participants were asked about their interpretation of the scemadostatement Results
showed that shy adultid not have trouble correctly interpreting a speakerQOs imentio
for ironic commentsHowever they ratedhe attitudeof ironic speakers as meaner than
did theadults lower in shyness. Similar methodologies with a child sanapleyielded
consistentesults, showing that shy children18 years) rate ironic speakers as meaner
thando their norshy peergMewhortBuist & Nilsen, 2013)Thus, &ross the
developmental span, shy individualsow more negative interpretations of the intentions
of ironic eakers, at least in the context of a tfpedson perspective task.

Peer Experiences

Negative peer experiences (also referred to as Opeer victimization® or Obullying0)
may include intentional and harmful interpersonal acts of overt (physical: kicking,
pudhing, shoving, hitting) and covert (relational: teasing, spreading rumours) bulying.
target of bullyinghasbeen characterized as a frequent recipient of overt/covert aggressive

behaviour from one or more peers over time (Ostrov & Godleski, 2007). Aatig
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Canadians, 38% of males and 30% of females reported having experienced occasional or
frequent bullying during their school years, and 47% of Canadian parents reported having
a child who is a target of bullying (Canadian Bullying Statistics, 2012)yiBg is not

only implicated in schoehged children40% of Canadian workers experience bullying

on a weekly basis (Canadian Bullying Statistics, 2012).

A host of negative sociemotional outcomes are associated witgative peer
interactions Duringearly childhood, targets of bullying experience peer rejection,
loneliness, and a lack of prosocial behaviour (Ostrov & Godleski, 2007). In middle
childhood, these individuabre more likely t@xperience difficulties related to peer
rejection, sociahnxiety, social avoidance, and loneliness (Ostrov & Godleski, 2007). The
effects of frequent bullying are detrimental even 40 years after the experiences (Wolke &
Lereya, 2015). Targets of victimization were consistently found to &&igher risk for
internalizing disorders in adulthood, including diagnoses of anxiety disorder and
depression (Wolke & Lereya, 2015).

Similar to shynesgast work examining past peer experiences has primarily been
found within developmental research; as such, relevaritsdésam child studies
exploring the influence of peer interactions on communicative development will be
discussedNegative peer experiencase associated with impairment in a number of
sociocognitive abilitiesIndividuals who have difficultyletectingthe intentions of other
people mayemoresusceptibléo manipulation by others (Sutton, Smith, &

Swettenham, 1999). In addition, individualeo have been bullied tend ave impaired
empathy (Malti, Perren, & Buchmann, 20Hd)d regative peer experieas lead

individuals to be less attuned to and less interested in others® emotions over time.
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Moreover studies show that being teased contributes to the development of
negative schemas and dysfunctional cognitions; individuatshave been victimized
score high on interpretations of hostility, anger, and retaliattam(odeca & Goossens,
2005; McCabe, Miller, Laugesen, Antony, & Young, 2013 .such, it may be the case
that individuals who have a history of negative peer experiences enter sociationera
with pre-existing negative biases that affelcow they interpret and respond to othersO
communicative languaged., Socal Information Processing Theoi@rick & Dodge,

1994). Interpreting a situation or conversational partner to have hogtieeatening
intentions is likely to lead to aggressive respoiises Hostile Attribution BiasCrick &
Dodge, 1996). Although much of the research on Social Information Processing Theory
and the Hostile Attribution involves child samples, studies hagws similar results

with adults (e.g., Epps & Kendall, 1995).

Associations between negative peer experiences and language /
communication. While victimization contributes to the formation of social biases, these
experiences are also associated with language impairment. Namely, language deficits
negatively influence childrenOs ability to interact withr theérs Brinton & Fuijiki,

1999 Hadky & Schuele, 1998and thus may put them at risk as targets of bullying and
social rejectionThis being saidl.indsay, Dockrell, and Mackie (2008) explored the
susceptibility to social problems in children with language difficulties, and found no
significant correlation between victimization and language ability. However, the
researchers speculated tbhildren with specific language impairmentgght have
underreported the frequency of negative peer interactions because they lacked awareness

of the séience of these interactions.
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Together, work in this area suggests thaguage impairments may lead to
negative peer experiences, although the relationship is likely to be bidirectional.
Consequently, those who have been victims of bullying may alseguéntly develop
language impairmentglowever, this has yet to be explored in research and much of the
literature has found associations between language deficits and victimigation.
example, Black and Logan (1995) examined how peer experiences shidgeshOs
communicative styles by studying dyadic conversations. Results showed that children
socially rejected by peers made less competent social contributions in social interactions
such as nofcontingent responses and less explanations in conversdilaring play,
targets of victimization were also more likely to make demands and less likely to offer
suggestions. In addition, MewheBuist, Nilsen, and Bowma8mith (20B) examined
how childrenOs peer experiences impact communicative choices. TheyHat those
with a history of negative peer experiences were more likely to endiesskdled
responses such as telling the truth following someoneOs negative performance. These
results show that these individuals may be less sensitive to the sonial suorounding
social blunders, such as avioig drawing attention to someoneOs mistakgether this
work points to associations between negative peer experience@naunicative
competence

However, little is known about how peer experiences shaperfthwduals
interpret ambiguous language, such as verbal irony. Verbal irony serves several social
functions that may be prevalent in victimization, such as to mock or tease others (Pexman
et al, 2010) and social bullying (Sheehan & Jordan, 208Bhough it has yet to be

studied,it may be thatargets of victimizationwith associated weaker soaognitive
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skills, have more difficulty comprehending irony. Moreover, it may be the case that the
negative social biases associated \ailerseeer &periencesesult in more negative
interpretations of ironic speakers.
Interim Summary

In sum, while much work has charted the developmental course of irony
understanding and a number of contextual influences, much less work has examined
associations bewen individual characteristics of a listener and irony interpretation. Of
particular interest are shyness and negative peer interactions due to their impact on oneQOs
social environment (i.e., lowered quantity and quality of social interactions, respgctive
and interpretation of communicative intentions. Howekiew an individualinterprets
verbal irony may be a result of both their own characteriasasell aghe characteristics
of the speakeior aninteractionbetweerboth Of particular interest is whethtre
influence ofindividual differencedn shyness and peer experienddéters when
statementare delivered bgpeakers who are high versus low in social dominance.
Below, research on social hierarchy will be presenfiegitbwed by previous work
examining associations between shyness/peer experiences and social hierarchy
Social Hierarchy

As mentionedriefly above social hierarchy arranges individuals along a social
ladder, such that an individual at a higher posifice., high social dominangeolds the
competitive ability to triumph in resource control and decisi@king (Dunbar, 1988).
Individuals lower in social rank have limited access to social resources (e.g., a promotion
at work, or a romantic partner),ggesting that oneOs social status provides exposure to

different types of social experiences. It may be that these social encounters vary because
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of how others engage in the interactions; that is, individuals may behave differently
towardstheir social panerdepending on theposition on the social hierarchy.

Research shows that individuals mayntentionallyexhibit a more positive bias
towardsindividuals who arénighin social dominace (Jost, Pelham, & Carvall@002).
Individuals with higher social rank are considered socially central, and thus receive more
attention from their peers and are evaluatedefavorablyas potential social partners
(Jost et al., 2002_a Freniere & Charlesworti983. Individualsalso perceiv@eople
with high socialdominanceas more competent th#mose with low social dominance
despite their actual competence, due to their confidence and iniiaitivg behaviours
(Anderson & Klduff, 2009). A positive bias towards individuaishigh social
dominancdikely stems from their ability to control resources to achieve a desired goal in
a peer groull even if doing so requires aggressive behaviGmarafeddine, et al.,

2016) In fact, it isviewedasmore acceptable for those of high socalkto engage in
aggressive behaviour than those of low social stétdar(is, Bartlett, & Bukowski,

2010). Thus, conflict witlpeople of higlsocialrankmay be considered more harmful
than those witlpeople of lowsocial rank since offendingmindividual of high social
dominancemay lead to limited access to resources, ostracism, or even physical harm
(Gilbert, 2001). The consequences that follow conflict withvidualslow in social
dominancedo not hold theame stakes given their lack of social power. Individuals may
be more wary of how they interact withose higher in social statasd take precautions

to avoid social conflicts with them. As such, interpersonal interactions differ depending

on a social panerOs position on the social hierarchy.
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It may be that communicative utterances friodividualshighin social
dominanceare viewed differently than those frandividualslow in social dominance
particularly for ambiguous languagdgéor instancegiskiness of conflict with a individual
with high social ranknay leadoneto overestimate how negative their statements are, in
order to ensure social safety and avoidance of harmful outcéitematively,socially
risky language forms such as irony maygeeceivedas more socially appropriaténen
delivered by amndividual who is high in social ranersus low in social rankjn
addition,how statements frorspeakers witlhigh/low social dominancare interpreted
may depend oa recipientOswn personatharacteristics. Two characteristics of interest
(shyness and negative peer experiences) are examined below, in relation to their
interaction with social dominance.

Shyness and social hierarchy. Given the lack of research looking at the
association betweeshyness and social hierarchy, studies from the social anxiety
literature is relevant in this section.

A notable characteristic of individualgth social anxietys their high sensitivity
to social hierarchy information when related to themselves ardsotBilbertOs (2001)
evolutionary model of social hierarchy and social anxiety proposes that individuals with
social anxiety perceive themselves as low in social dackvidualshigh in social
anxietyalso engage in more submissiaad less dominateghaviours than those low in
anxiety, likely to avoid conflict withhose high in social dominan@@ilboaSchechtman
et al., 2017Heerey & Kring, 2007Rodebaugh, Bielak, Vidovic, & Moscovitch, 2016
Walters & Hope, 1998 Additionally, people with socianxiety are sensitive to

information about othersO social rank, in that they rate chatsigieia dominanceas
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more dominant thado non-anxious individuals (Aderka, Haker, Marom, Hermesh, &
Gilboa-Schechtman, 2018{aker, Aderka, Marom, Hermesh, & Gil& Schechtman,

2014. Individualswith social anxietyalso request less information about characters
before assigning social ranks, and make more revisions in their ratings after being given
additional information (Aderka et al., 2013aker et al., 2004 Thus, when assigning

social rank to others, individuals with social anxiety tend to-caek people with high

social dominanceand are highly sensitive to cues of social status. The salience of social
rank information allows individuals with social aay to detect their social partnerOs
dominanceeven if it is an overestimation.

Thus, within the context of interpreting statements from others, it may be that shy
individuals interpret communicative intentions of ironic speakers as more negative than
non-shy individualgconsistent with MewhotBuist & Nilsen, 2017)andfurther,these
social biaseshayinteract with the social dominance of the speaker. That is, negative
social biases towards ironic speakers magxaeerbated when the speakers are
descibed as high{versus low)n social dominangeor, it may be that speakers described
as high in social dominance are perceived more positively than those low in social
dominance.

Negative peer experiences and social hierarchy. There isa paucity of reseah
exploring howa history ofnegative peer experiences influesitteeinterpretation of
social dominance information. However, social status is an important contextual cue
within peer interactions such thetposure to victimization differs accordingdoneOs
position on the social hierarchy. Targets of victimization are often individuals lower in

the social hierarchy, since they are considered easy targets for aggression (Prinstein &
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Cillessen, 2003)Those who are low in social rankay be perceived asasier targets and
are picked on bindividuals with highsocialdominanceas a signal of their high social
power @eBruyn, Cillessen, & Wissink, 2010).

Social hierarchy informatiopertaining to oneseHippears to be salient to those
who have had nega® peer experiences. For example, children with negative peer
interactions are sensitive to information confirming their own low social status (i.e., how
disliked they argCillessen & Bellmore, 1999). However, little is known about lomeOs
negative peeexperiences influensghe interpretation of othersO social dominafice.
literature shows that individualgth a history of victimizatiorare often targeted by
others higher in social dominanaeBruyn et al, 2010), and thus may develop negative
social biases towardbese individualgthough see work by Prinstein & Cillessen (2003)
for evidence that individuals with lower levels of social dominance also demonstrate
bullying behaviour).Past work suggestsahvictimization plays a role in perceiving
popular individuals as more threatening, although this pattern emerged only for young
females (Hunter, Boyle, & Warden, 200A)ternatively, it may be that individualsith
victimization experienceerceive thos highin social dominance in a more positive light.
Consequentlyindividuals who have experienced pe@timizationmayinterpret the
communicative intentions of speakéifferently depending on whether the speakers are
high versus low in social status
Summary and Future Directions

Taken together, work in the verbal irony literature has explam@admber of
contextual factors that influence irony interpretatibine daracteristics of the ironic

speakehave been found to be anportant cue when ietpreting ironic commenig.g.,



Katz & Pexman, 1997; Pexman et al., 20®6owever, the social dominance of the
speaker has not been studied in relation to perceptions of verbal irony. Given the
differentialsocial poweiheld byindividuals high in socialominanceit may be that
their social partners interpréiteir statements differently thaf the statement was
delivered by an individual low social dominance~or instancegiven thathigh social
rank is associated with an overall positive peasl socially aggressive behaviour is seen
as more acceptable whewih anindividual high in social rankstatements from
individuals high in social dominance may be interpreted as more positive (e.g., more
nice, more funny, etc.plternatively,due to he greater social influence of high ranked
individuals, statements may carry more weight g statements from those high in
dominance may be interpreted as more negative (e.g., more mean, less funny, etc.).
Regardless of the direction of the influensechbiasesmaybe more pronounced when
interpreting ambiguous language, such as if@eysus literal statemenigiven that
there is more room for interpretatidvioreover, it may be that the salience of the social
dominance of the speaker is depenaenthe characteristics of the listener.

While much work has investigated the cognitive skills associatedvettial
irony interpretation, individual differences in social characteristics have received less
attention. It may be the case that individual® have elevated levels of shyness or
increased negative peer experiesiogerpret the intentions of speakers, particularly
ironic speakerdifferently, due to the associated social biageslitionally, social rank
is asalientsocial cue for individalswho are shy and have negative peer experiences
and as suchthese individuals may exhibit high sensitivity or biases when interpreting

statements fromspeakers witligh versus lovsocialdominancelt is hypothesized that
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individuals who are shy or who have had teasing experience will generally interpret
ironic languagen amorenegative fashion, and this will lbertherexacerbateavhen

speakeraredescribed as high in social dominance.
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Introduction

Successful comnmication requires more than just comprehending the words
uttered by a speaker; rather, a listener must integrate information from a variety of
sources (e.g., context, tone of voice, knowledge of speaker) to fully appreciate the
communicative intention bepd the wordsO literal meaning. Indeed, much of human
language is ambiguous and requires that individuals attend to the mental states of their
conversational partners in order to resolve such ambiguity.

Counterfactual verbal irony, henceforth referreddoerbal irony or sarcasm, is a
form of figurative language which highlights communicative ambiguity given that the
speakerQOs intention directly contrasts the literal meaning of the words (Katz & Lee,
1993). When interpreting verbal irony, it is essenhal individuals attend to their
conversational partnerOs cues as well as the situation to identify the intention beyond the
literal meaning of the words. Despite its risk for misunderstanding due to the increased
ambiguity, this language form is used fueqtly in conversations within family, friends,
strangers (Gibbs, 2000; Reccltaal, 2010), and within emails (Whalet al 2009).

Verbal irony can be used to serve a number of social functions. The discrepancy
between speaker intention and the literards enables ironic comments to convey either
negative intentions (i.e., criticisms, saying Onice job!O after a friend misses when shooting
a basketball) or positive intentions (i.e., compliments, saying Othat was terrible!O after
finishing a deliciouslice of cake). In this way, verbal irony can be used to
simultaneously convey both humour and aggression (Sheipitlp 1991). It can also be
used to lessen the harshness of insults and create emotional distancet(&8led/395).

These social goalseachieved because the literal meaning of ironic messagesught
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to mutethe intention of the statements (Dews & Winner, 1995), making ironic criticisms
less Ocritical,O and ironic compliments less Ocomplimentarytiethiaral

compliments. Past work has found that by the age of five or six years old, children are
able to appreciate ironic criticisprend by eight or nine they understand ironic
compliments (Climie & Pexman, 2008, Filippova & Astington, 2008). For adults,
comprehension of literal comments is typically better than ironic comments, and ironic
criticisms are easier to understand than ironic compliments (MeBligst & Nilsen,

2017).

There are different theories as to how ironic language is interpretecs GRR6)
argues that ironic and literal statements are processed the same way, in which only the
speakerOs intention is processed regardless of the statement type. Other theories such as
the graded salience hypothesis (e.g., Giora & Fein, 1999) propos®iiaand literal
messages are interpreted differently, in which the literal meanings of ironic statements
are processed before the ironic understanding.

As may be expected given the ambiguity of verbal irony, a number of different
factors affect thenterpretation of this language form. That is, individuals can form
variousperception®f ironic language based on a number of internal or external factors
(e.q., age, culture, context, etGibbs & Colston, 2012However, while there is a rich
historyof verbal irony research in general, there is a relative paucity of work examining
how contextual and individual factors influence irony interpretation. The present work
seeks to address this gap through an examinatibaw the characteristics of the

speakers may impact how irony is interpreted, as well as how the individual
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characteristics of the listeners (i.e., participants) impact interpretations. These factors will
be considered in turn.

With respect to speaker characteristics, it has been founadhatiuals expect
verbal irony to take place in certain social contexts (i.e., who is interacting). For example,
Pexman and Zvaigzne (2004) found that relationship cues were important when
interpreting verbal irony. That is, people were better at ity verbal irony when the
social partners were described as having a close relationship (versus a distant
relationship) Further, speaker characteristics, such as personality traits (Pexman et al.,
2006) and occupation (Katz & Pexman, 1997) affect homwyiiis interpreted. Past work
revealed that verbal irony comprehension was more accurate when the ironic speakers
were described as medPexman et al., 2006and as having higinony occupations
(e.g., comedian, comickéatz & Pexman, 1997 Of interestin the present work is the
degree to which the social status of the speaker may impact the interpretation of verbal
irony.

An individualOs social status may be viewed along a hierarchy or social ladder,
such that an individual of high social status haldscompetitive ability to triumph in
resource control and decisiomaking Ounbar, 1988). According to the Social
Dominance theoryindividuals withhigh andlow social rank possess differential
amounts of social power (Sidanius & Pra001), which exposes them to different
types of social experiences and interactions. Moreover, othersO perceptions may be
influenced by social status. More specifically, individuaitentionallyexhibit a more
positive bias towards individuals who drgh in social dominance/rank (Je&stal,

2002). For example, Anderson and Kilduff (2009) found imditziduals withhigh social
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dominanceare perceived as more competent by their group members, despite their actual
competence. Individuals with high@al rank are considered socially central, and thus
receive more attention from their peers and are evaluated more favorably as potential
social partnersJost et al., 20Q2_a Freniere & Charlesworth, 1983 his positive bias
towardsindividuals highin social dominancékely stems from their ability to control
resources to achieve a desired gbalvever resource control magequireindividuals to
engage iraggressive behaviouCharafeddine, et al., 201L6n fact, it is more acceptable

for those othigh social status to engage in aggressive behaviour than those of low social
status Adamset al, 2010).

Thus, it may be the case that listeners infer the communicative intentions of
individuals withhigh versus low social status differentiyndparticaularly whenspeakers
deliverambiguous language thesn have various interpretatioddat is, it may be that
verbal irony, which can involve an aggressive undert&hagiroet al, 1991), may be
viewed as more acceptable or positive when deliveredsipgaker higln social
dominanceAlternatively,verbal irony delivered by speaker with high social ramkay
highlight the aggressiveness of the language form, given that conflicthegh high in
the social hierarchgnay lead to adverse social consegees such as ostracism and less
access to resourceSi(bert, 2001) This notion reflects the first aim of the research
study, namely investigating how literal and ironic statements directed at a listener are
interpreted, and whether such interpretatidiffer based on the social dominance of the
speaker.

Returning to the discussion regarding factors influencing irony interpretation, the

characteristics of the listeners also play a role. For example, studies have shown that
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listeners who have more advada®ciecognitive skills are better able to detectlan
comprehend verbal irony. Skills that have been identified as supporting verbal irony
comprehension include perspectiaking ability (Filippova & Astington, 2008; Nilsest
al., 2011), linguistiability (Filippova & Astington, 2008), and executive functions, such
as working memory and inhibitory contr@4illies et al., 2014Filippova & Astington,
2008; Haleet al, 2010Q.

In addition to cognitive skills, variations in so@omotionafunctioning impact
irony comprehension. Studies show that children with Atterifieficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD) have poorer understanding of ambiguous social situations and subtle
forms of sarcasm (Ludlow, Chadwick, Morey, Edwards, & Gutierrez7R@ccording
to theories of communicative perspectte&ing, an individualOs social environment is an
important factor in how individuals infer the communicative intentions of others (Nilsen
& Fecica, 2011)Individualswith more social exposure wouldyemore opportunity to
learn about othersO mental states (Nelson, 2005). As such, variatiopimtire or
quality of social interactions may be associated with differential interpretations of a
speakerQOs intentions, particularly within ambiguous ayegBuilding on this notion, the
second aim of this study is to study whether characteristics related to social experiences,
specifically shyness and negative pe¢eractionsinfluence how communicative
intentions behind literal and ironic language iaterpreted.

Shyness is a temperamental style that is associated with less exposure to social
interactionsyesearch has found thaithough individuals who are shy tend to behave
comparably to their neahy peers when around familiar people (Asend&rpfeier,

1993),these individualsend toavoid unfamiliar peers, are less likely to initiate social



interactions, and speak less during conversationafamiliar situationgAsendorpf,
1990; Asendorpf & Meier, 1993). Although shyness is not considered pathological,
temperamental or trait shyness is a significant risk factor for social anRiekafdet al,
2017)and research suggests that shyness and social anxiety matangsa continuum
(Brook & Willoughby, 2019 McNeil, 200).

Shyness has been associated with biases in processing social information. For
example, shy children interpret ambiguous social situations in a more hostile or
threatening fashio(Banerjee & Henderson, 2001). Similarly, adwith social anxiety
view mildly negative social interactions as more overtly negative (Stopa & Clark, 2000).
Research investigating the ability to reason about anotherOs mind found that individuals
with elevated social anxiety tend to make en@ntalizing errors when interpreting the
mental states of others (Hezel & McNally, 2014; Washburn, Wilson, Roes, Rnic, &
Harkness, 2016). That is, they attributed more intense emotions and greater meaning to
othersO emotions and thoughts than individuals without social anxiety. Thus, the
communcative intentions of others may too be interpreted in a more negative way,
particularly for ambiguous language since there is more room for different
interpretations. Indeed, past work has found that adults with elevated traits of shyness
were showed to beomparable to their neshy peers when comprehending irony, but
reported that ironic speakers were meaner, particularly when making ironic compliments
(MewhortBuist & Nilsen, 2017). Similar findings were demonstrated in a sehgel
population, albeit foironic criticisms (MewhorBuist & Nilsen, 2013). That is, children
with elevated shyness were able to comprehend the beliefs of a speaker successfully, but

saw the intentions behind the ironic language as meaner. These researchers reason that
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when facedvith both positive and negative information (as with ironic langyage)
individuals with elevated shyness may attend more to the negative information, thereby
attributing more hostile intentions. However, past work in this area has involved third
person pespective tasks where the individual is not embedded within the interaction, but
is merely an observer (e.¢lewhortBuist & Nilsen, 2013; 2017)t remains to be
determined how an individualOs level of shyness is associated with interpretations of
ironic statements that are directed at them.

While shyness influences one@antizy of social exposure, in that individuals
tend to withdraw from social interactions, particularly novel onesjith&ty of
interactions individuals experience may also shapedommunicative intentions are
interpreted. Negative peer experiences (henceédstireferred to as Opeer
victimizationO) include acts of overt and covert bullying.

Repeated exposure to victimization leads to various smgaitive deficits
(Malti et al, 2010;Suttonet al.,1999 and negative social bias@dore specifically,
individualswho have been victimizestore high on interpretations of hostility, anger,
and retaliatio(Camodeca & Goossens, 2005; McCabe, Méleal, 2010). As such,
theseindividuals may view social partners to have hostile or threatening intentions and
subsequently engage in aggressive responses (i.e., Hostile Attributio@Brés
Dodge, 1996). Moreover, associations between victimization and communicative
competencédave been found (Lindsat al.,2008). For instancehildren who are
targets of bullying make less competent social contributions in dyadic conversations
(Black & Logan, 1995). In addition, children with a history of negative peer experiences

were moreikely to endorse less skilled communicative responses, such as telling the



truth following someoneOs negative performance (Mevihist et al.,2019). Thus, a

history of negative experiences with peers may impact how the communicative intentions
of othersare interpreted. Moreover, as verbal irony can be used to mock or tease
(Pexmaret al, 2010) and is involved in social bullying (Sheehan & Jordan, 2002), it may
be that individuals with a history of peer victimization have increased experience with
ironic language and thus interpret it differently.

In sum, there is reason to believe that a listenerOs degree of shyness and/or history
of negative experiences with peers may impact how the communicative behaviour of
others is interpreted. However, it may to®the case that there are important interactions
between listener and speaker characterishssuch the impact that a listener
characteristic plays on the interpretation of communicative intent may depémel on
characteristics of the speak&he present study explores h@hiyness and negative peer
experiences may affect how utterances from high versus low socially dominant speakers
are interpreted.

Supporting this idea, research suggests that individdabsare shy or socially
anxiousinterpretsocial hierarchy information differently than nehy individuals. That
is, they request less information about others before assigning social ranks, and make
more revisions in their ratings after being given additional information (Acdktrg
2013;Hakeret al, 2014) This high sensitivity to social rank information leads
individualswith social anxietyto overestimate their social partnerOs dominance, and view
those highn social dominancas more dominant than do their ramxious peers
(Aderka etal., 2013;Haker et al., 204 Individualswith social anxietfwho perceive

themselves to be low in social rartlbert, 200} respond differently to others who are
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socially dominant, such as engaging in more submissive and less dominant behaviours,
andare mordikely to avoid conflict with individualsvith high social dominance
(Gilboa-Schechtman et al., 20lRodebauglet al, 201§. Thus, shy individuals may be
more sensitive to the social dominance of a speaker and interpret statements from
speakers who have high versus low social status more diffe(eatsusnon-shy

individualg.

Although there is little work exploring how ingdualswith victimization history
interpret social dominance information, research shows that social rank is indeed an
important contextual cue within negative peer experiences. The literature shows that
targets of victimization are often lower in thesd hierarty (de Bruyn et al., 2010
Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003and are more sensitive to information about their own low
social rank (Cillessen & Bellmore, 1999). They are often bullied by others higher in
social dominance, and thus may percémnbviduals of highsocialstatusas more
threatening thado those with less victimization experience (Hurgeal, 2007).

Thereforejt may be that individuals with adverse peer experiences are more sensitive to
social hierarchy information. Thus, in the context of interpreting statements from others,
the social dominance of the speaker may too play an important role.

Present Study

The pesent work examined individualOs interpretation of ironic and literal
comments during a firgterson task wherein the individuals were situated within the
communicative exchange. Participants engaged in a series of games on a tablet and were
told that varous other players were watching their performance (i.e., on another tablet).

These (virtual) players provided the participants with verbal feedback on their



performance on the task, delivered as either a literal/ironic compliment (i.e., commenting
on a fastime) or criticism (commenting on a slow time). Participants then answered
questions regarding the speakerOs belief as well as their impressions of the speaker (e.qg.,
how mean/nice he/she was, would they spend time with him/her in the future, how
populardid you think he/she was, how funny he/she was).

The first research aim was itovestigate the interpretation of literal and ironic
statements within a firggerson task, angdhether the social status of the speaker
impacted how statements were interpdefehis goal was achieved Bituating the
participants within the conversational exchange,@ogiding the participants with
information about the social status of the speaker prior to them hearing statements from
this (virtual) individual It washypohesized that the firgierson task will elicit similar
comprehension patterns as thperson taskthat arepredominantly used in the verbal
irony literature. Further, iwas hypothesized that statements from players high in social
dominance will be int@reteddifferently than statements frothoselow in social
dominance. However, the direction of such an effect is unknown. That is, as per past
work showing a positive bias towards socially dominant individwesvell as the fact
that social aggressiaa more acceptable when enacted by individuals who are of high
dominance, theistatementgenerallycould be viewed as more positive (e.g., more nice,
more funny, etc.). In contrasgceiving comments from individuals who are of high
social status may bmore impactful, thereby rendering their statements as being
perceived as more negative (more mean, less fuithg)second aim was to investigate
whether participants® shyness anbistory of negative peer experiences influenced their

interpretation of statements generally, as well as interacting with the influence of the



social status of the speak&hus, in addition to the firgterson task, participants also
completed questigraires measuring shyness, social anxiety, and history of teasing.
ParticipantsO shyness and negative peer interaat@magpredicted to be associated with
more negative interpretations of ironic speaKerg.,more meanless funny)

particularly whenhe speakeraere described as having high social rank.

The final aim was to investigate whether participantsO perceptions of their own
social dominance influenced their interpretation of speaker utterances and whether this
lead to differential interpret@ins when receiving statements from high versus low social
status speakers. Thus, participants were asked to provide ratings of their own social
dominance prior to engaging in the interactive task. Little work has been done exploring
how high/low perceivedocial dominance influences oneOs interpretation of othersO social
rank. However, previous literature suggests there is more social conflict between
interactions of high and low social status individuals, often with more detrimental
consequences for thoselow social statusGilbert, 2001 ;Prinstein & Cisllessen, 2003).

As such, participants with low perceived dominance may be more sensitive to the social
status of others due to increased riskiness of the interactions. Given the aggressive
undertones oferbal irony, it may be that individuals with low perceived dominance
interpret ironic comments as more negative than those withpeigieiveddominance,

particularly when they come from a speaksth high social dominance.



Method

Participants

Participans (V = 90; 32 males)/ = 20.28 yearsSD = 1.87) were recruited from
the University of WaterlooOs online SONA system. The majority of participants (58.75%)
reported English as their first language (da#smissing from 10 participants). The most
frequently reported ethnicity was North Americar~(38), and the second most
frequently reported ethnicity was AsianX 23) (missing data = 15).
Procedure

Participans were tested individually in a research laboratory during one session
that lastedapproximately 60 minutes. The sequence of task administration was consistent
across participantsheverbal irony task, a vocabulary measuagquestionnaires
(shyness, social anxiety, and teasing experiehtk verbal irony task was completed
on a ablet, the vocabulary measure was administered by the researcher, and the
remaining questionnaires were answered in a printed booklet.

To evaluate how participants interpreted statements by otheysparticipated
in a task(referred to in this thesisdhe verbal irony taskyhere they completed a
series of OgamesO (DeSpyOgames) and were then provided with comments from
other players who presumably observed thamelay. The comments from the other
players differed by statement type (irooicliteral) as well as by valence (criticism or
compliment). Moreover, the characteristics of the other (fictional) players were
manipulated to be either high or low social dominatices,resulting in a 2(statement
type) x 2(valence) x 2(social dominafpckesign. The order of conditions was fully

! participants were also asked to report on depressive symptoms, but this riseastidiscussed further in the thesis.
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counterbalanced across participants. There were 16itrithe task (i.e., two in each
condition).

Personal dominance rating. Before participants began the task, an examiner
helped them create a game profilevhich they answedvarious questions related to
their own social dominandsee Figure lajThequestions were presented in afddint
Likert scale format. The first question, @Hcomfortable are you around othes
ranged from 1Never comfortable) to 10 @lways comfortable). The next question,

Ohbw confident are you speaking in group sett@@sanged from Nz at all

confident) to 10 (Very confident). And the third question, @ comfortable are you in
leadership rolegd had responsetionsthat ranged from 1Not comfortable) to 10

(Pretty comfortable). This process provided information about participantsO view of
their own social dominance and served the purpose of increasing the believability of the
task (i.e., as they are subsequentlgveh profiles they are toldiere created by other
participants see Figure 1b for an exampl&hese questions were based on a review of
the social dominance literature and measures of dominance/submissiveness [e.g.,
Inventory of Interpersonal Problems (18; Gude, Moum, Kaldestad, & Friis, 2000);
International Personality Item Pdblnterpersonal Circumplex (IP{PPC; Markey &
Markey, 2009); King, Johnson, & Van Vugt, 200esponses to the personal
dominance questions were analyzed for reliability, and yielded a CronbachOs alpha
value of .795.

Each game trial began when participants were shown a virtual playerOs profile
(gender matched to the participant) and were tolttths specific player would be able

to see their gameplay on that triskée Figure 1lfor an example The profiles of the



virtual players consisted of answers to the questions the participants had answered
about themselves. The profiles were creatgarésent the virtual players as being
either high or low social ramkthat is, an individual who was high in social dominance
had a profile that indicated he/she was more comfortable around others, highly
confident speaking in group settings, and comfortableadership roles (and reverse
for individuals who were low in social dominance).

After finding out who would be observing their game play, participants were
informed which items they had to find within the Ol SpyO daesfigure 19. Each
trial wastimed and participants were given feedback on their performance compared to
the average time of others who completed each(s&sd Figure 1d)However, in
reality, the Oaverage timeO that participants saw was a ratio of their own time, and not
the actuhaverage completion time of others. That is, in order to create contexts where
the participants did well (and were complimented by the other player) or did poorly
(and thus were criticised by the other player), they were told that they completed the
taskeither faster (i.e., positive context) or slower (i.e., negative context) than the
average time.

After participants found out about their performance (relative to other players),
the virtual player sent them a message. The messages from the virtuad plager
presented as ptecorded audio recordings to ensure standardized procedures. The
comments were of either positive valence (i.e., a compliment; commenting on a quicker
completion time than average), or negative valence (i.e., a criticism; commentiang
slower completion time than average). Moreover, each message was recorded in either

a literal or ironic tonelLiteral comments were spoken with an authentic, blunt tone of



voiceN literal compliments were spoken with a sincere, friendly tone (e.gatQEs a

pretty fast time!O), while the literal criticisms were delivered in a blunt, neutral tone
(e.g., OThat was a pretty slow time!O). Ironic comments were spoken with a mocking or
teasing tone of voice, with some words dragged out for emphasis, ¢h whinic
compliments were spoken in a teasing manner (e.g., OThaiwas alow time!0),

and ironic criticisms were delivered in a mocking tone (e.g., OThat prag)afast

time!). Recordings were created usgightmales and females who providdut

statements for each specific Ol Sggmetrial in thefour different conditions (i.e.,
literal/ironic criticisms, literal/ironic compliments) so that the specific voice actors

would be counterbalanced across conditions.

To increase the authenticity tife Ol SpyO game, each participant was given
eightopportunities to view the gameplay of other virtual players, see how they
(presumably) did relative to the average player, and send them an audio message, as
well. Participants were given a choice betwaanessage with a positive valence (e.qg.,
that was a pretty fast time) or negative valence (e.g., that was a pretty slow time). They
were also told that thegould saythe message in a tone of their own choice.

Following each message sent from the virplayers, participants were asked a
series ofive question.

Speaker belief. The first question, the Ospeaker belief question,O assessed
participants@nderstanding of the speak@nie beliefs with respect to their
performance on the task (i.e., if he/she was fast or slow compared to the average; e.g.,

ODid Sally think you were fast or slow on this trial?0). A response was considered

2 participants alsanswered another question about the speakerOs view, but to minimize the number of outcome
variables imot discussed in the thesis.



accurate if, for criticisms, participants ratihat the speaker thought their time was

slow; for compliments, participants were correct if they rated that the speaker thought
their time was fast. The proportion of times that each participant correctly identified the
speakerOs belief for each statertygrd was used for subsequent analyses. Consistent
with previous studiese(g.,Glenwright & Pexman, 2010; MewheBuist & Nilsen,

2019), this question was also used as a cogtrestion that is, responses to subsequent
guestions were only included andysis when the participants could accurately
appreciate the speakerOs beliefs.

Meanness rating. The second question assas®ee understanding of the social
intentions of the speaker (i.e., OHow mean orwasshe beir®0). Participants
respondedisinga 5point Likert scalel (Very mean), 2 (4 little mean), 3 (Not
mean/not nice), 4 (A little nice), and 5(Very nice).

Time rating. Participants were asked if they would spend time with each
speaker in the futurg.e., OWould you spend time with her in the future?). Participants
responded using afoint Likert scale: 10efinitely not), 2 (Probably not), 3 (Maybe),

4 (Probably, yes), and5 (Yes, definitely).

Popularity rating. Participants were asked how popudat they think the
virtual player wasi.e., OHow popular did you think she was?0). Participants responded
using a 5point Likert scale: 1Xot at all popular), 2 (Not really popular), 3 (4 little bit
popular), 4 (Pretty much popular) and 5 {ery much popular).

Humour rating. The final question asked participants to judge the humour of

eachvirtual player (i.e., OHow funny was she being?0). Participants responded using a



5-point Likert scale: 1Xot at all funny), 2 (A little bit funny), 3 (Somewhat funny), 4
(Very funny), and 5 Extremely funny).

After all the trials were completed, participants were asked whether they thought
the other players in the game were real or not. This question is also used as a
manipulation check to ensure that the participdrelieve they were receiving messages
from real players.

Language Measure

To assess participafienguage skills, participants were administered the
Expressive Vocabulary test from the Wechsler Individual AchievemestiTe
(WIAT-11l, Wechsler, 2009)In this task, participants are asked to verbally name
various pictures after hearing a brief description of each item. Participants received a
total score that could range frorl@ on this measure.

Questionnaires

After the verbal irony task, participants were asked to complete a number of
guestionnaires in a booklet.

Shyness. Temperamental or trait shyness is a significant risk factor for social
anxiety Pickardet al, 2017) and research suggests that shyness and social anxiety may
existalong a continuumBrook & Willoughby, 2019 McNeil, 200). So as to be
sensitive to variations in social anxiety across aclonical sample, a measure of
shyness as well as sociaa@ety were used.

Shyness was assessed using the Revised Cheek and Buss Shyness Scale
(RCBS), a selfeport measure containing #8ms developed to assess evay adult

experiences of shyness (Cheek & Melichor, 1985). The 20 items are presented in the



format of 5point Likert scales ranging from(Yery uncharacteristic or untrue,

strongly disagree) 10 5 (Very characteristic or true, strongly agree). The RCBS has

been shown to be a psychometrically sound measure of shyness given its strong internal
reliability, a = .86 andtwo-week testretest reliability » = .88 (Hopko, Stowell, Jones,
Armento, & Cheek, 2005). With the sample in the current study, the RCBS yielded a
CronbachGapha of .93.

Participants also complete the Social Phobia Inver{®RtN), a selreport
social anxiety questionnaire which contains 17 questions assessing clinical levels of
social anxiety Connoret al, 2000) All questions are presented apdnt Likert
scales, ranging from Vot at all) to 5 (Extremely). Accordingto the developers, this
measure demonstrates acceptable psychometric propertikesling construct validity
(Connor et al., 2000). With the participants in this study, the SPIN measure yielded a
CronbachCapha of .77.

Within the current sample, the twoeasures were found to be highly correlated
r=.71 p < .001(disattenuated correlation = .84s such, the RCBS and SPIN total
scores were standardized and then combined to create a composite variable including
both shyness and social anxigtgreafter referred to as the shyness measure. When
looking at this measureOs reliability, the composite had a CronbhudteOsf .41.

Teasing experience. Participants completed the Teasing QuestionFReeised
(TQ-R), a selfreport measure containing #8ms assessing the types of teasing
experiences that an individual may have experienced as aShoicth et al.2004).
Participants responded using a Likert scale froffwis never teased about this) to 4

(I was always teased about this). The TQR measures teasing in various domains and



hasfive subscales: performance, academic issues, social behaviour, family background,
andappearance. For the purpose of this study, the total score was used in analyses.
According to the developers, th€1R total score has high internal consistency

.89, and testretest reliability ICC = .87(Strawser, Storch, & Roberti, 200%)hen

looking at the scaleOs internal reliability -R@cores for the current sample had a

CronbachGapha of .86.
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Results
Preliminary Analyses

Outlier analyses were conducted per each var{@3é&D). Only one outliewas
found in the data (for the TQ), and was subsequently Winsorized for the analyses.

All the data were analyzed for missing values. TheR @as found to have three
missing values (.115%). LittleOs Missing Completely At Random test was not significant,
indicating that the values were missing completely at rantfom212.5124f= 195,p =
.185. The values were imputed using single stochastic regression imputation.

To address the second research question, the shyness composite measure and
teasing measure were dichotomized into high and low groups using a median split
method. Not surprisgly, individuals in the high shyness group had significantly higher
shyness composite scores than the low shyness g(88p= 11.167p <.001. Similarly,
individuals in the high teasing group had significantly higher teasing scores than the low
teasinggroup,#(88) = 11.069p < .001 (Table 1).

Additionally, a variable was created to reflect the participantsO perception of their
own social dominance. This variable is the sum of their responses to the profile questions,
which tap into information abosbcial status. ParticipantOs personal dominance scores
were also dichotomized into high and low social status groups using a median split
method. Individuals in the high personal dominance group had significantly higher scores
than the low personal dominangroup#(88) = 12.214p < .001 (Table 1).

The continuous variables of the three individual differences (shyness, teasing
experience, personal dominance) were correlated to examine potential associations.

Analyses revealed that shyness was significantly correlated with teasing experience,
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.264,df = 90, p = .012(disattenuated correlation = .298nd personal dominances -
.696,df = 90,p < .001(disattenuated correlation-:818) There was no significant
correlation between teasing experience and personal domjnane827,df= 90, p =
.800.Similar findings emerged when a correlation was conducted with the dichotomized
variables.

To ensure that there were no potential differences in the basic verbal skills of the
various groups, the WIATII scores were analyzed usingests for eacbf the shyness,
teasing, and perceived social dominance groups. No differences weregeond?9.

The verbal measure was not included in further analyses.

At the end of the tablet task, participants were asked if they believed the other
virtual players were real or not real. Repeated measures ANOVAs for each of the five
verbal irony items (i.e., belief, mean, time, popularity, funny) were conducted. Whether
the participants thought the other players were reall2) or not reali{ = 78)was
included as a between group variable for the belief question. There was no significant
effect of this question (nor interactiong$, > .220, suggesting that whether the
participant thought the other players were real or not did not impact their ability to
accurately comprehend the statements.

Interpretations of Statements

As this task was novel in the sense that participants were situated within the
interaction and on the receiving end of comments (versus aphistn task), the first set
of analyses saht to explore how participants perceived statements generally. Further,
whether the social status of the other player impacted participantsO perceptions was

examined. To address these aims, participantsO responses were examined in series of



2(social domiance: high or low) x 2(statement type: literal or ironic) x 2(statement
valence: compliment or criticism) repeated measures ANOVAs. Gender was initially
included as a between group variable in all analyses but was removed (and thus, not
reported) if therevas neither a significant main effect nor interactions. Any interactions
were further probed with pairedédsts and independent samptests, with Bonferroni
correction (i.e., .05/number of comparisons).

All data were included when analyzing the speddatief questior{z = 90), but in
subsequent questions, the values were only included if the belief question was answered
correctly(n = 37) (consistent with past work, e.gJenwright & Pexman, 2010;
MewhortBuist & Nilsen, 2019. The rationale for thidecision is that interpreting the
other variables only makes sense if the participants accurately understood the beliefs of
the speakefseeTable 3.

Speaker belief. ParticipantsO responses were scored as accurate if, for
compliments, participants ratéaat the virtual player thought the context was positive
(i.e., that their time was fast) and for criticisms they correctly recognized that the virtual
player thought the context was negative (i.e., that their time was slow). The proportion of
times thathe participants correctly identified the speakerOs belief for each condition was
used for analyses.

The omnibus 2x2x2 ANOVA revealed a main effect of statement valé(te,

89) = 15.614y,° = .149! p < .001, and statement typ&(1, 89) = 98.380y,° = .525,p <
.001. These significant main effects were qualified by a significant interaction of
statement type and statement vale#g, 89) = 26.219n|[,2 =.228,p < .001 (Figure 2).

This interaction was examined through pairgeists (collapsed acs social dominance).
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Participants were significantly more accurate in identifying the speaker belief for ironic
criticisms versus ironic compliment$89) = 4.916p < .001, but there was no difference
between literal compliments or criticispps= .734.For both compliments and criticisms,
participants were more accurate in understanding literal versus ironic comst@ts,
10.889, 7.026ys < .001, respectively for compliments and criticisms.

As noted above, for subsequent analyses, only thosensspfor which
participants correctly identified the speaker belief were included. This reduced the
number of participants included in the analyses to 37.

Meanness rating. Gender was included as a between group factor in the analyses
for meanness due &m interaction with the variables of interest.

Results from the ANOVA yielded main effects of statement valeidg,35) =
78.9781,° = .693,p < .001, and statement typ(1, 35) = 60.850y,° = .635,p < .001.
However, this interaction was qualified by a significant interaction between these two
variablesF(1, 36) = 134.652n|02 =.789,p < .001. Four pairedtests were conducted
with the meanness ratings collapsed across popularity and gender, cethestlirteral
compliments & = 4.392,SD = 0.529) were rated as significantly nicer than literal
criticisms (M = 2.297,SD = 0.600),(36) = 14.566p < .001, but that ironic compliments
(M =2.642,SD = 0.647) and ironic criticism3{ = 2.588,SD = 0.607) did not differp =
.693. For criticisms, once applying Bonferroni correction, thereavaarginally
significant difference in the meanness ratings for ironic versus literal stater(@®its
2.173,p = .036.For compliments, literal statement&re viewed as significantly nicer

than ironic statementg36) = 12.937p < .001.
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The omnibus ANOVA also yielded a significant interaction between statement
type and gendeF(1, 35) = 4.6391;1p2 =.117,p = .038.The interaction was probed using
independent samplegésts conducted between genders with the meanness ratings
collapsed across social dominance and statement valence. Males and females did not
differ on their ratings for literal statements (mé&h= 3.458,SD = 0.334; womend/ =
3.390,5D = 0.364) or ironic statements (mei:= 2.427,SD = 0.418; womenM =
2.705,SD = 0.479 ps >.094. Paired-tests were conducted separately for males and
females, and demonstrated that both males and females rated literal comments as nicer
than ironic comments(11) = 7.497¢(24) = 4.540, respectively for males and femaiss,
< .001.

Time rating. Gender was included as a between group factor in the analyses due
to an interaction with the variables of interest.

When examining participantsO interest in spending time with the virtual player,
main effects of statement valené€l, 35) = 53.373mp2 =.604,p < .001, and statement
type,F(1, 35) = 29.8141qp2 =.460,p < .001, emerged. However, these main effects were
gualified by a number of interactions.

There was a significant®ay interaction of social dominance, statement type,
and statenmt valenceF(1, 36) = 6.249y,° = .148,p = .017 (Figure 3). To better
understand this interaction, 2(social dominance) x 2(statement type) repeated measures
ANOVAs were conducted for each statement valence.

Compliments. There was a significant main et of statement typéj(1, 36) =
78.707,1],;,2 = .686,p < .001, which revealed that participants had more interest in

spending time with other players who used literal complimeyits 8.946,5D = 0.669)
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as opposed to ironic complimenid € 2.743,SD = 0698). There were no other
significant effectsps > .653.

Criticisms. There was a significant main effect of typgl, 36) = 4.847y,° =
.119,p = .034, but this was qualified by a significant interaction with social dominance,
F(1, 36) = 5.519y,° = 133,p = .024. Paired-tests revealed that participants wanted to
spend more time with players who used ironic criticisms versus literal criticisms if the
player was identified as socially dominat(86) = 3.397p = .002, but notvhen the
player wasof low social statug; = .780. There was no difference in participantsO desire
to spend with high versus low status players who used ironic or literal critjgisms
.053.

The omnibus (i.e., 2x2x2) ANOVA also revealed a significant interaction
between mtement valence and gendgfl, 35) = 8.5671;“[,2 =.197,p = .006. Paired-t
tests revealed that both men and women wanted to spend more time with players who
gave compliments (mei/ = 3.188,5SD = 0.623; womend/ = 3.420,SD = 0.501) versus
those who vaied criticisms (menM = 2.792,SD = 0.587; womenM = 2.495,5D =
0.570), menz(11) = 3.014p = .012; womenz(24) = 8.564p < .001. Independenitests
revealed that men and women reported wanting to spend time equally with those who
made complimentsr criticisms ps > .151.

Popularity rating. There was a main effect of social dominarigd, 36) =
43.513,11,;,2 =.547,p < .001, wherein participants rated players described as high in social
dominancef = 3.233,SD = .459) as more popular than thagéh low social

dominance = 2.760,SD = .351).



There were also main effects of statement valefide,36) = 6.9681;],;,2 =.162p
=.012, and statement typg1, 36) = 20.0311,“[,2 =.358,p <.001, which were qualified
by a significant type by valence interacti@ifl, 36) = 9.94111p2 =.216,p = .003. Paired
t-tests revealed that players who used literal compliménts §.405,SD = 0.528) were
viewed as more popular than those who usedli®iticisms (/ = 2.926,5D = 0.642),
1(36) = 3.552p = .001, but there was no difference in popularity ratings for those
individuals who made ironic compliment® & 2.831,SD = 0.550) versus criticismaA
= 2.824,SD = 0.467, p = .946. Those who usditeral compliments were rated as more
popular than those who used ironic complime#(8§) = 5.243p < .001, but there was
no difference in popularity ratings between ironic and literal criticigrns.333.

Humour rating. There was a main effect obs¢ment typef'(1, 36) = 31.003,
npz = .463,p < .001, qualified by a significant interaction of type and valefAtEk,36) =
10.780,11,;,2 =.230,p = .002. Paired-tests (collapsed across social dominance) revealed
that participants rated ironic comments as funnier than literal comments for both
compliments (ironicM = 2.128,SD = 0.829; literal:M = 1.304,SD = 0.453) and
criticisms (ironic:M = 1.777,SD = 0.634; literal:M = 1.439,SD = 0.494)4(36) = 5.541,
3.278, respectively for ironic and literal statemepsss .001. Participants also rated
ironic compliments as funnier than ironic criticisn{86) = 3.318p = .002, but there
was no diférence in funny ratings between literal compliments and literal criticisms
.164.

In summary, using this firggerson task revealed comprehension patterns (i.e.,
speaker belief question) consistent with past work using-gardon tasks when studying

verbal irony. Namely, literal comments were easier for individuals to understand than
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ironic comments, and ironic criticisms were easier to understand than ironic
compliments. Similarly, the speaker attitude showed a pattern consistent with the Tinge
Hypathesis, but only for compliments. That is, an ironic compliment was considered less
nice than a literal compliment. However, evidence for muting of the meanness was not
found for criticisms. Irony (when usesther to compliment or critice) was seen as

funnier than literal comments.

Social dominance did not play a role in participantsO responses to these areas (i.e.,
belief, meanness, humour). It did however impact participantsO view of the popularity of
the speaker and the degree of which they wanteddnd time with the other player.
Participants perceived playensth high social statuas more popular than playevgh
low social statusregardless of the language form that they use. Participants also wanted
to spend more time with playensth highsocial dominancéd they used ironic criticisms
versus literal criticisms; however, this pattern did not appear for pleygréow social
status
Role of Shyness and Teasing on Interpretations of Statements

To address the second research questionelyamhether individual differences
in shyness and teasing impacted participantsO interpretation of statements, mixed model
ANOVAs where group category (high/low shyness or teasing) was included as a between
group variable, and statement type, valence sacthl dominance of speaker were within
subject variables. Any interactions were further probed with patests and
independent sampleests, with adjusted Bonferroni alpha valuBsavoidrepeaing

results above, only those findings that pertain to the group categories (i.e., shyness and/or
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teasing) are discussed below. All analyses initially included gender, but this factor was
removed (and not reported) if there were no interactions with the getegory.

Similar to previous analyses, all data were included when analyzing the speaker
belief question, but values were only included in subsequent analyses if the belief
guestion was answered correc{igee Table 2)

Shyness. Shyness group (i.e.jgh/low) was entered into the ANOVASs as a
between group variable to determine whether this temperamental characteristic impacted
how statements were interpreted. Only those findings pertaining to shyness are reported
below.

Speaker belief. For the speakdyelief question, there was no main effect of
shyness group nor significant interactions between any of the within subject vapables
>.110.

Meanness rating. Analyses did not reveal a main effect of shyness group or
significant interactions with otheariablesps > .124.

Time rating. For the time ratings, there was no main effect of shyness graup
.489. However, analyses revealed a significant interaction between shyness group and
valence F(1, 35) = 5.11611p2 =128,p = .030. Paired-tests (collapsed across statement
type and dominance) revealed that participants in the low and high shy groups wanted to
spend time with players who made compliments more than those who made criticisms,
t(18) = 4.469y(17) = 7.717, resgtively for low and high shyness groups< .001.
Independent-tests (collapsed across statement type and social dominance) revealed no
significant difference in time ratings between the high and low shyness groups for

compliments (high shynes&f = 3.389,5D = 0.439; low shynesd/ = 3.303,SD =

pr?



0.640) or criticisms (high shynegdg:= 2.431,SD = 0.610; low shynesd7 = 2.743,SD =
0.53) ps > .104.

The omnibus ANOVA also revealed a significant interaction between shyness
group and statement typg(1, 35) = 4.505p,° = .114,p = .041. Collapsed across
valence and social dominance, pairgests revealed that both high and low shyness
groups wanted to spend time with players who made literal comments more than ironic
commentshigh shyness(17) = 5933,p <.001; low shynesg(18) = 2.932p = .009.
Independent-tests revealed that participants in the high shyness group versus low
shyness group did not differ in how much they wanted to spend with literal or ironic
speakersps > .557.

Popularity rating. Results revealed a significant main effect of shyness group,
F(1, 35) = 4.7671;“[,2 =.120,p = .036, such that, in general, the high shyness group gave
higher popularity ratings than the low shyness group. This main effect was qualified by a
significant 4way interaction of social dominance, type, valence, and shyfdss35) =
9.201,n|[,2 =.209,p = .005. To probe this interaction, additional ANOVAs were
conducted for each statement valence condition.

Compliments. There was no main effect of shyness nor interactions with any of
the within group variablegs > .292.

Criticisms. There was a significant main effect of shyness gré(p, 35) =
7.786,1“[,2 =.182,p = .008,the high shyness group gave higher popularity ratings than the
low shyness group for critical speakers. This main effect was qualified by a significant 3
way interaction of social dominance, statement type, and shyfdss35) = 8.9671;1p2 =

.204,p = .005 (Figure 4).
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To better understand thev@y interaction within criticisms, additional shyness
group x social dominance ANOVAs were conducted separatelyofmiciand literal
criticisms. The ANOVA for literal criticisms revealed a main effect of shyness group,
F(1, 35) = 8.12%,° = .188,p = .007, indicating that shy individuals rated those who use
literal criticisms as more popular than did rehy individuds. There were no significant
interactions between shyness and social dominarnee340.

In contrast, for ironic criticisms there was no significant main effect of shyness
group p = .130, but analyses revealed a significant interaction between slayraess
social dominance; (1, 35) = 17.970r,]|02 =.339,p < .001. Paired-tests revealed that the
low shyness group did not rate speakeith high or low social statugising ironic
criticisms) differently in terms of popularity = .734. However, the high shyness group
ratedspeakers higin social dominancéusing ironic criticisms) as more popular than
speakersow in social dominancéusingironic criticismg, #(17) = 5.050, 2.932,
respectively for high and logocial statugys < .001. Independentésts revealed that the
high shyness group viewed speakegith high social dominanceasing ironic criticisms
as being more popular than did the low shyness gr(@f), = 3.785p = .001, but there
was no group difference in howesgkerswith low social dominancerere viewedp =
132.

Humour rating. There was no main effect of shyness group or significant
interactions with the other variables > .193.

Taken together, participant shyness did not impact individualsO ability to
appreciate the speakerOs belief, nor the ratings for speaker attitude or humour. Although

there were initial significant interactions between shyness and the cond#gamding
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the participantSdesireto spendime with the various speakers, when fugtiprobed,
group differences did not emerge.

However, participant shyness was found to plagle n judgments on the
playersO popularity. Shy individuals viewed players who use literal criticisms as more
popular than did the neshy individuals. Furtheshy individuals perceived speakers
with high social dominance&ho used ironic criticisms as more popular than did
participants in the lovehy group.

History of teasing. Similar to the analyses above, teasing group (i.e., high/low)
was entered into the ADVASs to determine whether this characteristic impacted how
statements were interpreted. Only those findings that pertain to teasing are reported
below.

Speaker belief. There was no main effect of teasing group or significant
interactions with other variables on participantsO judgments of speakepbetief34.

Meanness rating. There was no main effect of teasing group or significant
interactions with other variatdeon participantsO judgments of meanpsss .073.

Time rating. There was no main effect of teasing group or significant interactions
with other variables on participantsO desire to spend time with the other, payers
.076.

Popularity rating. Whenasked about the popuigr of the other player, there was
a significant main effect of teasing grouf§l, 35) = 4.7671;“[,2 =.120,p = .036. In
general, the high teasing group reported higher popularity ratings than the low teasing

group. However, this &fct was qualified by two significant interactions.
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First, there was a significant@ay interaction between teasing group, statement
type, and valencé(1, 35) = 4.3141,1'02 =.110,p = .045. To better understand this
interaction, separate ANOVAs werenohucted for each statement type (collapsed across
social dominance).

Ironic statements. There was @ main effect of teasing group significant
interaction between teasing group and valence for ironic statements644.

Literal statements. There wasio main effect of teasing groyp= .061, although
analyses revealed a significant interaction between teasing group and va(&n88é) =
7.763,11,;,2 =182,p = .009. Paired-tests conducted for each teasing group revealed that
participants with a history of teasing did not rate the popularity of speakers making
criticisms (M = 3.208,5SD = 0.626) differently from those making compliments=£
3.333,5D = 0.420Q, p = .491. In contrast, participants with fewer teasing experiences
rated speakers making complimemis< 3.474,SD = 0.617) as more popular than those
making criticisms {/ = 2.658,5D = 0.548),/(18) = 4.717p < .001. Further, independent
t-tests revaled that those participants who endorsed a high amount of teasing rated
speakers who used literal criticisms as being more popular than did the participants who
endorsed fewer teasing experience€3h) = 2.851p = .007, but there was no difference
in ratings between teasing groups for speakers who made complimen#27.

Second, the omnibus ANOVA revealed a significamed/ interaction between
teasing group, social dominance, and valeA¢g, 35) = 4.883np2 =.122,p=.034
(Figure 5). To betteunderstand the interaction, additional ANOVAs were conducted for

each statement valence, collapsed across statement type.
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Compliments. For the compliment conditions, there was no main effect of teasing
group or interaction with social dominance on poptylaatings ps > .458.

Criticisms. There was a significant main effect of teasing gra@if, 35) = 9.962,
npz =.222,p = .003. In general, the high teasing group gavedrigbpularity ratings
than the low teasing grodpr playerswho usel criticisms. The effect was qualified by a
significant interaction between social dominance and teasing gr@u35) = 11.251,
npz =.243,p = .002, for the popularity ratings of critical speakers. Paitedts
conducted separately for the high versus low teasing groups revealed that individuals
with fewer teasing experiences did not rate the popularity of spdagerns social
dominanceifferently from speaker®w in social dominancg = .204. In contrast,
participants in the high teasing group rated spedkghsin social ranknaking criticisms
as more popular than speakiens in social rankmaking criticisms¢(17) = 5.841p <
.001 Independenttests revealed that participants in the high teasing group did not view
the popularity of playeraith low social dominancerho made criticisms differently from
the low teasing groyp = .444. However, the high teasing group viewed thecati
playerswith high social dominancas more popular than did the low teasing gro{8b)
=4.114p < .001.

Humour rating. There was a significant main effect of teasing histé(, 33) =
5.851,n|[,2 =.151,p = .021, such that generally, the higlasing group gave higher funny
ratings than the low teasing group. There was also a main effect of gefid&3) =
5.060,11,;,2 =.133,p = .031, such that males gave higher funny ratings than females.
Gender was included in the ANOVA due to a significiateraction with teasing history,

F(1,33) = 5.490\;],;,2 =.143,p = .025. The omnibus ANOVA revealed a significant 3
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way interaction between gender, teasing group, and statemenk'{{pd3) = 6.81311,;,2
=.171,p = .014. This interaction was further probed with teasing group x statement type
ANOVAs on the humour ratings (collapsed across valence and social dominance)
conducted separately for men and women.

Women. There was no main effect of teasing history ceriattion with statement
type ps > .377.

Men. For males, there was a significant main effect of teasing higt(ky10) =
9.280,1“[,2 =.481,p = .012, such that males with more teasing experience generally rated
statements as funnier than males witls kemsing experience. The main effect was
qualified by an interaction of statement type and teasi(ig10) = 5.465r|p2 =.353p =
.042. Paired-tests revealed that men who reported less teasing in their past did not rate
literal statements\{ = 1.458,SD = 0.504) differently from ironic statement® € 1.778,

SD = 0.518) p = .208. However, males who endorsed more teasing experiences found
ironic speakersM = 3.000,SD = 0.451)marginallyfunnier than literal speaker&/(=

1.667,SD = 0.072)4(2) = 5747,p = .029. Independenitests revealed that the teasing
groups did not differ in how funny they viewed the literal comments.505, but that

the high teasing group found the ironic statements funnier than did the low teasing group,
#(10) = 3.627p = .005

The omnibus ANOVA also revealed a significant interaction between gender,
teasing, and social dominané€1, 33) = 6.1101%2 =.156,p = .019. To further
understand this interaction, an additional teasing x social dominance ANOVA was

conductedor each gender, collapsed across statement type and valence.
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Women. There was no main effect of teasing or interaction with social dominance
for women ps > .178.

Men. There was a significant main effect of teasing gréip, 10) = 9.2801;1p2 =
481,p = .012 such that in general, males with more teasing experience gave higher
funny rating than males with less teasing experience. The effect was qualified by a
significant social dominance and teasing interaction for menOs ratings of higghour
10) :5.174,11p2 =.341,p = .046 Paired ttests conducted separately for the high/low
teasing groups revealed that men who reported more frequent teasing experiences found
playerswith high social dominanc@/ = 2.500,SD = 0.250) funnier than playevath
low social dominancéV/ = 2.167,SD = 0.260) #(2) = 8.000p = .015, but that the men
who reported fewer teasing experiences did not rate playgrsigh/low social status
any differently (low social statuss = 1.625,SD = 0.390; high social statudf = 1.611,
SD = 0.3979, p > .873.However, it is importanthat the results amifficult to interpret
given thesmallsample size within these groups (high teasing3, low teasingxz = 9).
Moreover, independenttésts revealed that across statemerd/tyglence, men who
reported a history of teasing perceived the playis high social statuas funnier than
did the men who reported less teasing experiemd®y = 3.578p = .005,but this
difference did not emerge when rating play®ith low social statup = .052

Taken together, teasing experience does not seem to impact individualsO ability to
accurately report on the speakersO belief, nor on their ratings of the speakersO meanness,
or their desire to interact with the speakétswever, it did influence participantsO

perceptions of popularity and humour.



With respect to perceptions of popularity, participants with more teasing
experience perceived literal critical speakers as more popular than did the participants
with less teaing experience. Further, participants with more teasing experience rated
playershigh in social dominancesing literal criticisms to be more popular than did the
participants with fewer teasing experiences. These patterns were not seen for ironic
statemats.

History of teasing also influenced participantsO humour ratings, but only for men.
Men who reported more teasing experiences perceived ironic comments as funnier than
literal comments, however this pattern was not seen for men with fewer teasing
experences. Moreover, the high teasing group viewed the ironic comments as funnier
than the low teasing group. Further, men with more teasing experience viewed players
high in social dominancas funnier than playetew in social dominangeand gave
higher rdings than did the less teasing group.

Role of Perceived Social Dominance on Interpretations of Statements

To address the third research question, namely how participantsO own perceived
social dominance impacted their interpretation of statements, AN@Wase social
dominance groups (high/low; hereby after referred to as Opersonal don@nahte be
confused with speakerOs social dominawes included as a between group variable,
and statement type, valence, and social dominance of the speakancheted as within
subject variables. Any interactions were further probed with patests and
independent sampletsts, with adjusted Bonferroni alpha values. Only findings

involving perceived personal dominance are discussed below. All analyssbyinit
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included gender, but this factor was removed (and not reported) if there were no
interactions with the group category (and other variables).

All data were included when analyzing the speaker belief question, but values
were only included in subsequeanalyses if the belief question was answered correctly
(seeTable 2)

Belief. There was no significant main effect of personal dominance on the belief
ratings p = .942, however, there was a significant interaction of statement type, statement
valenceand personal dominanc&(1, 88) = 4.157np2 =.045,p = .044 To better
understand this interaction, further ANOVAs were conducted for each statement valence
condition, collapsed across social dominance of the virtual player.

Compliments. For compliments, there was no significant main effect of personal
dominance and there was no interaction with statementagpe.660.

Criticisms. For criticisms, there was no significant main effect of personal
dominancep = .732, but analyses revealetharginal interaction of statement type and
personal dominanc¢é(1, 88) = 3.6981;1p2 =.040,p = .068, that was not explored further.

Meanness ratings. Analyses did not reveal a main effect of personal dominance
or significant interactions with other vahles ps > .090.

Time ratings. Analyses did not reveal a significant main effect of personal
dominancep = .186, howevelthere was a significant interaction between personal
dominance, statement type, and vale##, 35) = 7.171y,” = .170,p = .011,0n
participantsO interest in spending further time with players. Separate ANOVAs were
conducted for each statement valence (collapsed across social dominance of the virtual

players).
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Criticisms. There was no significant main effect of personal dominance o
interaction with statement type for time ratings in criticism conditipais .077.

Compliments. Analyses did not reveal a significant main effect of personal
dominancep = .625. However, there was a significanwvay interactiorbetween
statement typand personal dominancg(l1, 35) = 4.549np2 =.115,p = .04Q Paired 1
tests for high and low personal dominance groups revealed that both groups would rather
spend time with players who gave literal complimems=(3.855,SD = 0.694;M =
4.042,SD = 0.649, respectively for high and low personal dominance) than ironic
compliments & = 2.921,SD = 0.736;M = 2.556,SD = 0.622, respectively for high and
low personal dominancg)18) = 4.706y(17) = 9.087, respectively for high and low
personal dominanc¢es < .001 An independent samplesest revealed that individuals
with high personal dominance did not differ from those who had low personal dominance
on their ratings for literal or ironic compliments> .113.

Popularity ratings. The ANOVA did notreveal a significant main effect of
personal dominan¢e = .395. There was a significant main effect of gendl, 33) =
8.222,1“[,2 =.199,p = .007,revealing that, in general, females give higher popularity
ratings than males. This main effect wasldied by a significant interaction between
personal dominance and gender on popularity ratifds 33) = 4.5641;];,2 =.122p=
.040Q Further analyses revealed a significamtaly interaction involving personal
dominance, type, valence, and social dwance (of the virtual player'(1, 35) = 10.127,
npz =.224.p = .003 Additional ANOVAs were conducted for each statement valence.

Compliments. Analyses did not reveal a significant main effect of personal

dominancep = .847. Also, there was no sigicéint interaction between perceived
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personal dominance, and statement type or social dominance (for the virtual player) for
popularity ratings in compliment conditigns > .181.

Criticisms. There was no significant main effect of personal domingnee385.
However, the ANOVA revealed a significant interaction of personal dominance,
statement type, social dominance (of the virtual play#d), 35) = 7.8111;“[,2 =.182p =
.008(Figure 6). Additional ANOVAs were conducted with the popularity ratfioggach
statement type.

Literal criticisms. There was no significant main effect of personal dominance
group and there was no interaction with social dominance (of the virtual player) for
popularity ratings in literal criticismgs > .424.

Ironic criticisms. There was no significant main effect of personal dominance
group p = .528. However, analyses revealed a significant interaction between personal
dominance and social dominance (of the virtual play€d), 35) = 8.0671;],32 =.187p=
.007. This ineraction was examined through pairdddts to compare differences
between high and low personal dominance groups when judging the popularity of
characters described as either high or low in social dominance. Participants high and low
in personal dominarmcdid not differ in their ratings of virtual players described as low in
social dominancg = .132. However, when rating playdngh in social dominangéhe
high personal dominance group gave lower popularity ratings than did the low personal
dominancegroup #(35) = 2.190p < .05Q

Humour ratings. There was a significant nmaeffect of personal dominance,

F(1, 35) = 5.0351;],;,2 =.126,p = .031,such that, generally, those of high perceived

dominance give higher funny rating than those with lowgieed dominance. The effect
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was qualified by a significant interaction of personal dominance, type, valence, and social
dominance (of the virtual playey(1, 35) = 4.98711,;,2 =.125,p = .032 To better
understand the interaction, ANOVAs were conducted for each statement valence.

Criticisms. There was a significant main effect of personal dominarde 35) =
6.047,1“[,2 =.147,p = .019,such that the high personal dominageeup (/ = 1.783 SD
= .437) generally gave higher funny ratings than the low personal dominance(@/cup
1.424,SD = 452).There was no interaction with personal dominance and statement type
of social dominance (of the virtual player) for humour ratings in the criticism condlitions
ps > .080.

Compliments. There was no significant main effect of personal dominance group
p =.125. However, analyses revealed a significant interaction of perceived personal
dominance and statement typ#l, 35) = 4.529|np2 =.115,p = .04Q Independent
samples-tests (collapsed on social dominance of the virtual player) revealed that the
high personal dominance groufpf & 1.276,SD = 0.362) did not differ from the low
personal dominance grouff & 1.333,5D = 0.542) when judging the humour of literal
complimentsp = .708. However, the high personal dominance gréfip .395,5D =
0.788) ratedronic compliments as marginally funnier than the low personal dominance
group M =1.847,SD = 0.777) ¢(35) = 2.217p = .041. Paired #tests within each
dominance group revealed that, for participavith low personal dominancéhere was a
marginallysignificant difference in funny ratings between ironic and literal compliments
t(17) = 2.279p = .036.However, the high personal dominance grpapceivedronic

complimentsasfunnier thariteral complimentsz(18) = 6.369p < .001

FK



In summary, participantsO own rating of dominance did not impact their accuracy
on the speaker belief questions, or their meanness and time ratings. However, perceived
social dominance impacted participantsO popularity ratings: participants with low
perceved social status viewed playédrigh in social dominanc&ho use ironic criticisms
as more popular than did the participants with high perceived social status. Additionally,
individuals who rated themselves as high in dominance viewed compliments dkiivere
an ironic fashion as funnier than those spoken literally and as funnier than did their low

dominance peers.

FN



Discussion

This study examined how literal and ironic language was perceived in-a first
person task and whether the social dominance cfptbaker impacted individualsO
interpretations. Further, this study examitieelrole that individual characteristics of the
recipients (i.e., the participants), namely shyness, teasing experience, and perceived
personal dominance, played in the interpretabf comments from others. It was
hypothesized that individuals high in shyness and with teasing experience would have
more negative interpretations of ironic speakers than individuals low in these
characteristics, and this effect would be further exzated if the speaker was described
as high in social status. To examine these hypotheses, participants engaged in a verbal
irony task in which they received criticismaadcompliments from virtual players
(described as either high or low in social statw$)lich were spoken in either a literal or
ironic fashion. Several key findings about the relationship between the contextual factors,
listener characteristicandinterpretations of communicative intentiemerged.

However, 1 is important to note that\ggn the limitation of the participantsO overall lack
of believability within the studyOs deception (i.e., believing there were virtual players),
and the small sample size after controlling for verbal irony belief, the following findings
should be considedewith caution.

With respect to the first goal, results from the fpstson task revealed
comprehension patterns (i.e., speaker belief accuracy) that areeunsith past work
using thirdperson perspective tasks when studying verbal irony (@eyhortBuist &
Nilsen, 2017) providing support for the first research hypothd2asticipants were better

able to comprehend literal versus ironic comments, and ironic criticisms were easier to
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understand than ironic compliments. It is likely that fagtern emergkbecause ironic
compliments are a less frequently used language fGamgendia, 2010and, thus,
participants were more likely to misunderstand the speakerQOs intent. ParticipantsO
interpretation of the speakersO attitude (i.e., meanniegsyarovided partial support for
the TingeHypothesis, whiclposits that irony mutes the impact of the messBgevé &
Winner, 199%. Participantsconsideredronic complimentgdo be less nice thditeral
complimens. However, evidence for this mutin§ext did not emerge for criticismbn
the present study, the lack of a muting effect for ironic criticisms may be due to the first
person nature of the task, such that participants were situated within the interaction and
thus the criticismgdirected athem)may have beeperceivedas more harsh, even when
spoken ironically. That idg{atz and Bowes (2011) suggest that with criticisms, the
negative statement valence may be more salient than the difference between ironic and
literal language; as such, nmg might be found only with mildly sarcastdticisms

When looking at humour ratings, results showed that participants perceived ironic
comments as funnier than literal comments. This is consistent with the literature
describing humour as a social @tion of verbal irony (Dewst al, 1995;1-=801!T!
U/"1-.4VIDHHDTogether the findings suggest that immersing the participants within the
interactionneitherfacilitates nor hindes the ability to detect ironic language (i.e.,
comprehension). Further, the pattern of results with respect to how the speaker is
perceived does not change markedly from those studies usingéngadn tasks (though
potentially there is less muting for ma criticisms).

This research had asked how the social dominance of the speaker intipacted

interpretation of statements. Participants perceived pléwginsn social dominancas

FF



more popular than thosew in socialdominanceregardless of the langge form they
used. This main effect serves somewhat as a manipulation check, confirming that the
social dominance descriptions accurately depicted the players differently in terms of a
social dimensiorThe social dominance of the speaker did not impawat the speakés
attitudeor humoumwas perceived. However, it did impact particip@ussire to spend
time with the speakeras well as their perceptions of the speakersO popularity. With
respect to time, participants indicated that they wanted to spereltime with players
with high social dominanc&ho used ironic criticismsvhencompared to those who
used literal criticisms, but there was no effect for players with low social status. Thus, it
may also be the case that ironic criticisms are searoes acceptable from speakerish
high social statugat least when compared to the acceptability of literal comments), but
that this same acceptance is not found for speaki#rdow social dominance
Supporting this notion, participants indicated tinaly wanted to spend more time with
playershigh in social rankvho made ironic criticisms versus players who were of low
dominance and made ironic criticisms (albeit mardyngibnifican?. These resultmay
provide support that individuals with high ssladominance are perceived in a more
positive light, such that their social peers view them as more socially desirable. However,
as discussed further below, ituaclear if Opopularityilas interpreted by the participants
asa positive or negative trait.

The second aim of the present research was to investigate whether participantsO
individual differences influenced their interpretations of statements, as well as any

interactions with the speakerOs social status. The fofjamihdiscuss each of the
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individual differences (i.e., shyness, teasing experience, personal dominance) in
succession, along with any interactions with the social rank of the speaker.

Regardinghe association between shyness and the comprehensioniof ir
statements, consistent with previous work (MewdBuist & Nilsen, 2017), shyness did
not impact the ratings for speaker belief. However, contrary to this previousanwitke
proposed hypothesishyness was not associated with perceptions of ispaiakersO
attitude. That is, shyer participants did not rate ironic speakers to be meaner tisy non
participantsFurther, fiyness also did not play a role on humour ratings, or the desire to
spend time with the speakelsmay be that, given the natuof the task in the present
study, there was less ambiguity in the ironic comments. That is, the participants were
given explicit direct feedback on their performance (i.e., described as faster or slower
than the average), which may have reduced thamnegiin their irony interpretations and
underestimated the role of the participantsO temperaments in their redpcadaison,
previous work by MewhotBuist and Nilsen (2017) specifically recruited participants
who scored high on shyness during a nteassng session, thus the sample usdtiat
studyhad an overrepresentation of shy individuals. It may be that the sample used in the
current study lacked sufficient variability in the shyness sdoraowtemperament to
play a significant role ithe interpretation oftatements.

Although shyness did not affect how comments were interpreted generally, this
characteristic was associated with how speakers were viewed socially, namely the
popularity ratings. Shy individuals tended to interpret thosewsleccriticisms as more
popular than noishy individualsMore specifically shy individuals viewed speakers

who used literal criticisms as more popular than didstonindividuals andshy



individuals viewed playersigh in social dominanc&ho used iroit criticisms as more
popular than did neshy individuals. Overall, it appears that shyness impacts how an
individual perceives othergOpularity(i.e., social statusjccording to the valence of the
language. Past literature suggests that speakerselierdnsults are perceived as
having higher status than the listgnegardless of statement type (i.e., literal or irpnic
Dewset al, 1995).It seemghat statementalence, and not statementpe, plays an
important role in adentifying aspeakerGwcial statusand negative comments are more
indicative ofhighersocial statushan positive comment# may be that criticisms are
used as a signal of high social status, and to shy individhalsise of negative
comments igonsidered todimportant information when determining othersO
popularity. Given what is known about shy individualsO sensitivity to social rank
information (Aderka et al., 2013), it is likely that shy individuals consider the type of
language one uses as an indicatbsocial status when forming impressions of others.
Alternatively, it may be thatlevated sensitivity to social rank information, including
within languagecues contributes tancreased social reticenoger time

Similar to shyness, a history of teagitid not influence participantsO
understanding of speaker belief. There is no past literature looking into how individuals
with negative peer experiencesmprehend verbal irony. However, as verbal irony is
used as a form of social bullying (Sheehan &laor 2002), and more specifically, to
mock or tease others (Gibbs, 2000), individuals who report higher levels of teasing may
have had ample exposure to this language form to support successful comprehension.
Contrary to prediction, teasing experiencemtid impact participantsO ratings of speaker

meanness or desire to interact with other speakerssiinticipated that individuals with
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increased negative peer interactions would view ironic language as more hostile as per
findings that ambiguous sociatigations are viewed as more threatening (i.e., Hostile
Attribution Bias; Crick & Dodge, 1996). It may be the case that teasing experience did
not play a role because the OinteractionO took place in an emotionally neutral context.
That is, it may be the sa that hostile attributions associated with individuals who have a
history of negative interactions aaetivatedn more emotionally charged situatioi$e

nature of the verbal irony task used in the stondy have underestimated the impact of
victimization on the interpretation of statements; this includes the lack of ambiguity
within the context itself (i.e., it was clear when it was a positive/negative context) and the
lack of social tension within the social interactions.

However, similar to the results with shyness, a history of teasing plays a role in
how speakersO social status is viewed, namely judgement of their popularity. Those
individuals who reported more teasing experience viewed speakers who used literal
criticisms as more popular, particdlawwhen the speaker was described as socially
dominant. It seems that individuals with increased teasing experience are more sensitive
to the role that criticisms play in dictating social status (Dewed, 1995).

ParticipantsO history of teasing also influenttesr ratingsof how funny
statements were, but only for métowever, it is important to note the reduction in
sample sizafter controlling for speaker belief, and further splitting into high and low
teasing group, and gendeMen who reported more teasing experience perceived ironic
comments as funnier than literal comments, and funnier than did the low teasing group.
The impact of gender found here is consistent with past work showing that males enjoy

sarcasm m@ (Druker, Fein, Bergerbest, & Giora, 2014), and tend to make more
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sarcastic remarks (Colston & Lee, 2004). Although past literature suggests that verbal
irony is used as a tool to be humorous&01!T!U/"1-.4V!DHHDW is unclear why men
with more teamg in their past perceive ironic language as more humorous than those
with less teasing experience. Though speculdéind somewhat counterintuitive) may
be the case that increased teasing experiences provided these men with more experience
with irony, which resulted in greater appreciation for the humour function of this
language form.

While not specific to a particular language form, men with more teasing
experience viewethdividualshigh in social dominancas funnier thamdividualslow
in socal dominanceand gave higher humour ratings than did the participants with less
teasing experienc@ast work shows that humour and telling jokes are often used as a
signal for social dominance (Fry, 2011). The literature also suggests that comments
delivered by an individual with high social status are more likely to be perceived as a
joke than those delivered by individuals with low social status (Simmons &-Farisy,
2012). In addition, it is more acceptable for individuaith high social statug engage
in aggressive behaviour (Adarasal, 2010), which is implicated in some aspects of
humour (Fy, 2011).The results from the current research support the hypothesis that
those of high social dominance are perceived as more positive, and in this case, funnier.
Here we find that men who have more teasing experience are especially sensitive to the
relationshipbetween social dominance and humour.

The final aim of the study was the impact that participantOs perceptions of their
own social dominance on their interpretation of comments made by pl&argary to

the hypothesis, personal dominamwie not impacparticipantOs comprehension of the
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statements, nor their interpretation of speaker attitude. However, it did impact
participantsO ratings of playepOgularity, depending on the social dominance of the
player.

More specifically, participants with low psgived social status viewed players
high in social dominano&ho use ironic criticisms as more popular than did the
participants with high perceived social status. It may be the case that ironic criticisms, as
noted above for criticisms in general, aremad as the type of language used by
individualswith high social rankHowever the sensitivity to this potential difference is
noticedprimarily in individuals who consider themselves to be of low rank. That is, past
work shows that individuals who arealan social dominance are particularly sensitive to
cues to social statise., popularity) possibly because when there are social conflicts
between individualkigh and low in social statuthere are often more detrimental
consequences for those witiwl social rank (Gilbert, 200Prinstein & Cisllessen,

2003) Thus, these individualeay besearching their social environment for clues to
social rank in a way that individualgth high social dominancgo not.

Additionally, individuals who ratethemselves as high in dominance generally
perceived critical comments as funnier than did peers who perceived themselves as low
in dominance. Dewand colleague€l995) suggest that those who use criticisms are
considered to be higher in social rank tHam listeneiand aggressive behaviour is
viewed as more appropriate when from individwdliigh social dominanc@damset
al., 2010). While it is not known whether individuals high in social rankaateallymore
critical, the findings here suggest tifahis is the case, it may be due to them finding

critical language more humorous.
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Further,individuals who rated themselves as high in dominance viewed
compliments delivered in an ironic fashion as funnier than those spoken literally and as
funnier than did their peers who perceived themselves as low in domin@ecall that
irony is thought to mutéhe impact of statements, rendering ironic compliments less
complimentary than literal compliments. Moreowsastbal ironyis asocially risky
language fan given the involvement of both humour and aggression within the
comments $hapiroet al, 1991), with ironic complimentsasparticularly risky given that
the literal meaning of the words is negatiVaus, similar to above with criticisms, it
appears thanhdividuals with high social statusnd tofocus on the humowvithin such
risky language

In summary, the results together suggest that individual differences in terms of
shyness, teasing experienaad perceived personal dominance do not play a role in how
a speakersO belief is understood, nor their attitude. Where there seems to be the most
impact is when interpreting the social status of the speaker, namely how popular he/she
is. The general trend for those individuals who are shave a history of teasingr
low perceived dominande view speakers who use critical language as being more
popular There are also some patterns with humour ratingshich individuals with
more verbal irony exgrience (i.e., history of teasing, high personal dominance) better
appreciate the humour function of ironic language. However, these findings are tentative
and future work may further explore the association between individual differences and
the interprettion of various types of language.

Limitations and Future Directions
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Although this research sheds some insight into the factors that influence the
interpretation of verbal irony, it is not without its limitations. One such limitation was the
artificial nature of the social interaction between participants and the (virtual) players.
Although measures were taken to encourage the authenticity of thevt@skasked,

87% of the participants suspected that the other players were not real. Further analyses
showed that there was no significant effect or interactions with belief accuracy,
suggesting that whether the virtual players were real or not did not impact participantOs
ability to accurately understand the statements. However, it may be that the lartificia
social interaction between the participant and the virtual players means that the
contextual and individual differences were underestimated. Further, it may be the case
that social dominance information is meaningful in a more personal context (ire., wit
peoplewho knoweach other) as opposed to this setting involving virtual players. Future
work should utilize more naturalistic paradigms to explore the interpretation and
production of verbal irony (and associations with individual differences) iredl

settings.

An additional factor that may have contributed to the lack of believability of the
task was the potential mismatch between a participantOs perception of their performance
and their feedback. The feedback given to the participants (i.ethénaperformance
was either faster or slower than the average) was fixed according to the condition within
the counterbalancing order assigned to each participant, and not their actual performance.
Consequently, participants may have perceived thenssteave performed well (i.e.,
completed the trial quickly), but received negative feedback (i.e., that their time was

slower than the average time). Similarly, the participants may have perceived themselves
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to have performed poorly (i.e., completed tha& slowly), but received positive feedback
(i.e., that their time was faster than the average time). Given this, the contrast between
how a participant perceived their performance and their feeab@tk have impacted
the authenticity of the verbal irgriask. Further, the Oaverage timeO that was shown to
the participants was a constant ratio of their actual time; that is, in the crigiosm
complimenttrials, participants wertld that the average time wa8% faster or slower
than their actual perfmance respectivelyParticipantsmay have noticethe constant
ratio between their performance and the average performance,wditdhhave
influenced the believability of the tadkuture work could vary the ratio so it is more
believable, as well as measure participantsO responses times in order to assess for overt
mismatches between performance and feedback.

The verbal irony task consisted of 16 trials in total, with two triaésaich
condition. The number of trials was reduced to ensure that the task was feasible in terms
of timing for each participant. Although more trials per condition would have increased
the power of the current study, it would halsoincreased the time feeach participant
to complete the task aridrther decreased the believability that other virtual players were
alsosimultaneously engaging in the same tdslshould also be noted that the number of
participants included in the analyses became veryl ssthan controlling for belief
accuracy (i.e., dropping the sample from 90 to 37 participants during data analysis and
even lower when breaking participants into high/low groups). Controlling for speaker
belief was essential because it would not make deriséerpret speaker attitudes (for
example) if it was clear the participant did not accurately comprehend what the speaker

thought. However, it may well be the case that different results would emerge with larger
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sample sizes. Further work would ben&fim a larger sample size and potentially

explicitly telling people about the speakerOs belief and intentions (e.g., OSam thinks your
gameplay was slow and sarcastically says to yewafjobO) so that all data can be
includedwhen examining the more nuzed features of how ironic language is

interpreted, such as attitude and humour.

The current study conducted analyses with participantsO shyness, teasing
experience, and personal dominance as dichotomous variables, using a median split
method on continuous data to create high and low groups. Splitting at the median is
typically not reommended due to its effect on the reduction of power (Aiken & West,
1991);however, given the complexity of the modgilouping the participants within the
repeated measures ANOVAs were used for simplaniiy practicalitypurposesAs such,
the current stdy may be underestimating the effects within the data,watitef work
shouldmaintain power by treating the variables as continuous and input the measures
into multiple regression analyseBurther, giverthe shared variance betwestyness and
personabdominance (r =.696,df = 90,p < .001 (disattenuated correlatiorr.818)),it
may be the case that these variables shoulcebted as a single construathich would
simplify the analyses

Many of the significantesultswerefoundin the participantsO popularity rating.
While this may be indicative of participantsO seeing the speakerOs commengs as
relevant to their social status than about the words or intentions behind the words
themselves, it is difficult to say as we do knbw exactly how participants interpreted
the word Opopul&The word OpopularityO may be perceived as eithasitive or

negative quality. For examplatdrature shows that there may be two constructs within
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popularity among youth: those who are tidgy their peers and display prosocial
behaviours, and tlse who are not necessarily wigked given that they display a mix of
prosocial and manipulative behaviours (Cillessen & Rose, 2005). As such, participants
may have differing perceptions when askédut how popular the virtual players were,
and future work may benefit from distinguishing between the two constructs.

In addition,thegender findings should be interpreted somewhat with caution
given that the virtual players were also gender matahéukt participant gender (i.e.,
females interacted with female social partners, and males interacted with male social
partners). The reason for gender matching was to control for confounds such as gender
(mis)match. However, this decision meant that amdge effects that emerged could be
due to participant gender or gender of the social partner. Furtherfgtiavwork could
explore ironic interpretation between femédenale, malemale, and femalenale dyads.
Conclusion

The present study utilized a ndyaradigm to explore the interpretation of literal
and ironic language. Generally, this fipsrson task resulted in similar pattewtsen
compared tahe thirdperson perspective tasks that are often used in the verbal irony
literature. For the most paspeaker dominance did not affacuv participants
interpretediteral or ironic statement$n addition, the individual characteristics of the
listeners (shyness, history of teasing, and perceived dominance) did not affect how the
speaker beliefs/attitle were interpreted. However, the individual characteristics of the
participant were associated with differences in how the social statuses of the speakers

(particularly those using critical language) were interpreted. Findings contribute to a
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growing resarch as to how listener characteristics potentially influence how speakers are

perceived.
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Tablel

Descriptive statistics for the measures

Appendix

Measure n M SD Range
RCBS 90 40.067 12.243 3.000D100.000
SPIN 90 54.256 14.347 24.000D88.000
Shyness composite 90 0.000 1.848 -4.710D4.960
High shy group 45 1.407 1.136 0.110D4.960
Low shy group 45 -1.407 1.253 -4.710D00.110
TQ-R 90 21.522 13.813 0.000D69.000
High teasing 43 31.447 11.883 18.000D69.000
Low teasing 47 10.674 4.352 0.000b17.000
Social Dominance 90 19.677 5.469 5.000D30.000
High Dominance 40 24.400 2.023 22.000D30.000
Low Dominance 50 15.720 4.111 5.000b21.000

Note. Data were Winsorized before analyses.
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Tablel

Average responses for the Verbal Irony (“I Spy”) Task (SD in parentheses)

Variable High social dominance Low social dominance

Ironic Literal [ronic Literal

Compliment Criticism Compliment Criticism  Compliment  Criticism  Compliment  Criticism

Speaker belief 0.467 0.661 0.917 0.950 0.467 0.617 0.939 0.894
(0.436) (0.381) (0.202) (0.168) (0.448) (0.418) (0.181) (0.275)
Meanness rating 2.622 2.581 4,278 2.176 2.662 2.595 4.405 2.419
(0.740) (0.741) (0.617) (0.615) (0.708) (0.675) (0.654) (0.682)
Time rating 2.716 2.811 3.946 2.378 2.770 2.608 3.946 2.568
(0.795) (0.701) (0.705) (0.811) (0.713) (0.647) (0.762) (0.774)
Popularity rating 3.027 3.054 3.676 3.176 2.635 2.595 3.135 2.676
(0.676) (0.715) (0.658) (0.827) (0.663) (0.587) (0.642) (0.679)
Humour rating 2.135 1.824 1.324 1.473 2.122 1.730 1.284 1.405
(0.976) (0.699) (0.503) (0.589) (0.776) (0.778) (0.521) (0.622)

Note. Thenumber of participants fapeaker belief accuracpestions i& = 90, the remaining variables control for correpeaker
belief accuracynd theanalyses are based osample sizefn = 37!



Figure 1. Example screens fromerbal irony task: Japarticipant§€personal dominance
profile; b) exampé of virtual player'social dominancerofile (low dominance shown);
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c) mockup example of "l Spy" taskplease note thatctual stimulireflectedmuchhigher
degree of difficulty; d) example of performance feedback screen.



Proportion of Accurate Responses
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Figure 2. Proportion of accurate responses to speaker belief question as a function of
statement type and valence (collapsed across social dominance of the speaker). Error bars
represent standard error.
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Figure 3. Amount of time participants wanted to spend with the virtual players, as a
function of statement type, statement valence, and speakers’ social dominance. Error bars

represent standard error.!
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Figure 4. Popularity ratings for players who use criticisms as a function of statement type
and social dominance of the speaker, for participants high and low in shyness. Error bars

represent standard error.
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Figure 5. Popularity ratings for players, as a function of statement valence, teasing
experience and social dominance of the speaker (collapsed across statement type). Error
bars represent standard error.
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Popularity Ratings
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Figure 6. Popularity ratings for players who use criticisms as a function of statement
type, personal dominance, and social dominance of the speaker. Error bars represent

standard error.
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