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Contex t  e f fect s i n th e comprehensio n o f  id iom s 

PATRIZIA TABOSSI CRISTINA CACCIARI 

DIPARTIMENTO DI PSICOLOGIA, UNIVERSITA' DI BOLOGNA, ITALIA 

An idiomatic expression is generally conceived of as an 
express io n whos e meanin g i s no t  deducibl e fro m th e meaning s o f 
i t s  const i tuent s (Katz ,  1973) .  Thu s th e chal lengin g quest io n fo r 
th e s tandar d v ie w o f  litera l  languag e comprehensio n i s ho w d o 
peop l e comprehen d id ioms .  Tha t  i s ,  ho w an d whe n d o peopl e der iv e 
th e id iomat i c interpretat io n o f  a  sentenc e o n th e bas i s o f  th e 
l i te ra l  in terpre ta t io n o f  th e word s composin g i t . 

So far ,  tw o mai n hypothese s hav e bee n propose d b y 
psycho l i ngu i s t s .  Swinne y an d Cut le r  (1979 )  ha d subject s judg e 
th e mean ingfu lnes s o f  idiomati c str ing s suc h a s brea k th e ic e 
as we l l  a s l i tera l  str ing s obtaine d b y changin g a  par t  o f  th e 
id iom ,  e.g. ,  b rea k th e cup .  Id iomati c str ing s wer e judge d faste r 
tha n the i r  l i tera l  counterparts .  Swinne y &  Cut le r  in terprete d 
th i s resul t  a s showin g cha t  idiom s ar e store d i n th e menta l 
lex ico n a s ind iv idua l  globa l  i tems ,  tha t  the i r  retr ieva l  i s 
in i t ia te d a s soo n a s th e firs t  wor d o f  a n id iomat i c str in g i s e -
ncountere d an d thi s occur s i n para l le l  wi t h th e computat io n o f 
th e l i tera l  meaning . 

Gibb s (1980 ,  1986 )  propose d a n al ternat iv e hypothes is ,  th e 
D i rec t  Acces s Hypothes is ,  eve n thoug h th e pat ter n o f  h i s result s 
i s cons is ten t  wi t h Swinne y an d Cut ler ' s Lexica l  Representat io n 
Hypo thes i s .  Gibb s presente d subject s wi t h shor t  stor ie s endin g 
w i t h a n id iomat i c expressio n (e.g. ,  h e kep t  i t  unde r  h i s h a t ) . 
The subject s judge d th e meaningfulnes s o f  a  sentence ,  fo l lowin g 
th e story ,  paraphras in g eithe r  th e id iomat i c meanin g o r  th e 
l i tera l  mean in g o r  a n unrelate d sentence .  Th e stor y b iase d 
sub jec t s e i the r  towar d th e idiomati c meanin g o f  th e sentenc e o r 
th e l i tera l  one .  Gibb s foun d tha t  subject s wer e faste r  a t 
judgin g th e id iomat i c paraphras e tha n th e l i tera l  an d th e 
unre la te d regard les s o f  th e typ e o f  story .  H e interprete d th e 
resu l t s a s demonstrat in g tha t  peopl e automat ica l l y ten d t o 
ana lyz e th e convent iona l ,  idiomati c meanin g o f  id iom s an d tha t 
th e l i te ra l  meanin g o f  th e sentenc e nee d no t  b e compute d a t  a l l . 

Desp i t e thos e tw o studies ,  evidenc e support in g on e o r  th e 
o the r  hypothes i s i s fa r  fro m clear ,  pr imar i l y becaus e th e 
Lex ica l  Representa t io n Hypothesi s an d th e Direc t  Acces s 
Hypothes i s genera l l y lea d t o th e sam e pred ic t ion s (Ortony , 
Scha l le r t ,  Reynold s &  Antos ,  1978 ;  Est i l l  &  Kemper ,  1982 ;  Glass , 
1 9 8 3 ) .  Ther e seem s t o b e genera l  agreemen t  tha t  th e f igurat iv e 
in te rpre ta t io n o f  a n id io m i s forme d faste r  tha n it s l i tera l 
in te rp re ta t ion ,  bot h i n an d ou t  o f  context .  However ,  mos t  o f  th e 
s tud ie s c i te d abov e employe d meta- l inguist i c judgment s o f 
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comprehension processes, and so it is unlikely that such 
indirec t  measure s coul d ta p th e fas t  processe s tha t  under l i e 
languag e understanding . 

Mor e recent ly ,  Cacciar i  an d Taboss i  (1987 )  propose d th e 
Conf igurat io n Hypothesis .  I n thre e experiment s usin g a n on- l in e 
paradig m (cross-moda l  lexica l  p r im ing ) ,  the y ha d subject s l iste n 
t o neutra l  sentence s containin g idiomati c express ions .  Thes e 
expression s wer e idiom s tha t  di d no t  hav e an y clea r  l i tera l 
counterpart s (e.g. ,  shoo t  th e breez e ) .  I n exper iment s 1  an d 2 , 
a v isual l y presente d targe t  wor d appeare d immediatel y a t  th e 
offse t  o f  th e idiomati c expression ,  e.g. ,  a t  heave n i n th e 
sentenc e Af te r  th e excel len t  performanc e th e tenni s playe r  wa s 
i n sevent h h e a v e n ) .  Th e targe t  word s wer e eithe r  a  wor d relate d 
t o th e id iomati c meanin g (HAPPY) ,  o r  a  wor d relate d t o th e 
l i tera l  meanin g o f  th e las t  wor d (SAINT )  o r  a n unrelate d contro l 
wor d (UMBRELLA) ,  We foun d tha t  whe n th e sentenc e ca n b e 
predicte d a s idiomati c earl y o n (a s i n experimen t  1 ) ,  subject s 
wer e faste r  a t  decidin g o n th e idiomatical l y relate d targe t  tha n 
eithe r  o n th e l i teral l y associate d targe t  o r  o n th e unrelate d 
target .  Bu t  whe n th e strin g didn' t  cal l  t o min d it s idiomati c 
complet io n unt i l  th e ver y en d (a s i n experimen t  2 ) ,  th e decisio n 
on th e targe t  l i teral l y relate d t o th e las t  wor d wa s faste r  tha n 
on th e id iomat i c an d o n th e contro l  targets .  I n a  thir d 
exper iment ,  th e sam e idiom s an d target s o f  exp .  2  wer e use d bu t 
th e target s wer e presente d 30 0 m s afte r  th e en d o f  th e idiom . 
The result s showe d tha t  bot h th e idiomatical l y relate d targe t 
an d th e l i tera l  on e wer e faste r  tha n th e contro l  word . 

The result s o f  th e thre e experiment s — a t  leas t  fo r  th e 
clas s o f  id iom s c o n s i d e r e d — directl y contradic t  bot h th e 
Lexica l  Representat io n Hypothesi s an d th e Direc t  Acces s 
Hypothesi s becaus e the y fai l  t o sho w init ia l  act ivat io n o f  th e 
idiomati c meaning .  Thi s suggest s tha t  id iomati c interpretat ion s 
nee d t im e t o b e forme d alon g wit h pers istenc e o f  l i tera l 
interpretat ion .  We sugges t  tha t  idiom s ar e no t  store d a s 
separat e entr ie s i n th e menta l  lexicon ,  bu t  rathe r  tha t  thei r 
meanin g i s associate d wit h part icula r  conf igurat ion s o f  word s 
tha t  becom e avai labl e whe n suff icien t  informat io n ha s bee n 
receive d b y th e l istener .  Th e word s part ic ipat in g i n th e 
conf igurat io n ar e th e sam e word s normall y accesse d durin g 
comprehension . 

The amoun t  o f  inpu t  necessar y t o rende r  th e conf igurat io n 
recognizabl e i s suggeste d b y th e notio n tha t  ever y verba l  phras e 
idio m ha s a  crucia l  component ,  a  key ,  tha t  i s  mor e relevan t  tha n 
othe r  const i tuent s fo r  detect in g th e idiom .  Th e id iomat i c str in g 
canno t  b e recognized ,  tha t  i s  th e conf igurat io n canno t  emerge , 
befor e it s ke y ha s bee n accesse d fro m th e menta l  lexicon .  On e 
clai m o f  th i s approac h i s tha t  ther e i s onl y a  singl e l i tera l 
pat h fo r  processin g a n idiomati c strin g unt i l ,  sometim e afte r 
th e act ivat io n o f  it s  key ,  th e configurat io n emerges . 

The pat ter n o f  result s foun d i n th e thre e experiment s i s 

91 



TABOSSI,CACCIARI 

explaine d a s follows .  When th e ke y occur s earl y i n th e strin g 
(a s i n exp. l ) ,  onl y th e idiomati c interpretatio n i s foun d a t  th e 

ver y en d o f  th e string .  When th e ke y i s i n th e las t  wor d (a s i n 
exp .2 ) ,  th e configuratio n i s no t  detecte d unti l  tha t  las t  wor d 
ha s bee n accessed ,  an d s o onl y th e litera l  meanin g i s 
facilitated .  Onl y afte r  thi s poin t  ca n th e configuratio n b e 
identifie d an d th e idiomati c meanin g ca n emerg e (a s showe d b y 
exp .3) . 

Thi s hypothesi s ha s certai n advantages ,  fo r  instanc e i t  i s 
abl e t o accoun t  no t  onl y fo r  th e result s o f  th e experiment s bu t 
als o fo r  suc h phenomen a a s th e syntacti c flexibilit y  o f 
idiomati c expression s an d fo r  differen t  kind s o f  idioms .  Howeve r 
i t  als o face s o f  cours e a  numbe r  o f  problems .  Firs t  i t  ha s t o 
characteriz e i n a  mor e forma l  wa y notion s suc h a s configuratio n 
and key .  Secon d i t  ha s t o dea l  wit h th e wel l  know n effec t  o f 
contex t  i n languag e comprehension . 

The experimen t  w e wil l  presen t  wa s designe d t o investigat e 
thi s latte r  problem ,  tha t  is ,  ho w contex t  ca n affec t  th e 
recognitio n o f  a n idiomati c expression . 
METHOD 

Subjects. 37 undergraduates volunteered for the experiment, 
whic h laste d abou t  2 5 minutes .  Non e o f  the m ha d previousl y 
participate d i n a n experimen t  o f  thi s sort . 
Materials .  Th e idiom s an d target s use d wer e th e sam e a s thos e i n 
experiment s 2  an d 3 ,  above .  The y ha d bee n selecte d a s follows :  A 
grou p o f  fort y familia r  Italia n idiom s havin g n o possibl e 
litera l  counterpar t  wer e chosen .  I n orde r  t o b e sur e tha t  the y 
wer e no t  predictable ,  th e idiom s wer e inserte d i n lo w 
informativ e sentence s (e.g. .  H e sen t  th e perso n t o th e devil ) 
whic h wer e mixe d wit h 17 5 litera l  fille r  sentence s (e.g. .  Th e 
man wa s leanin g o n th e door )  .  Fiv e lis t  wer e created ,  eac h 
containin g a  fragmen t  o f  eac h sentenc e i n a  rando m order .  Thei r 
lengt h varie d acros s th e list s s o tha t  i n lis t  1  th e fragment s 
wer e i n th e shortes t  versio n (e.g. .  H e sent... )  an d i n lis t  5  i n 
th e longes t  (e.g. .  H e sen t  th e perso n t o the . . . ) .  Eac h lis t  wa s 
give n t o 1 5 subject s wh o wer e requeste d t o complet e ever y 
sentenc e i n a  meaningfu l  way .  Thi s procedur e allowe d u s t o 
selec t  1 2 idiomati c expression s whic h wer e complete d 
idiomaticall y b y no t  mor e tha n 5 % o f  th e subject s acros s th e 
fiv e lists . 

For  eac h o f  th e 1 2 idiomati c expressions ,  a  sentenc e 
biasin g towar d th e idiomati c meanin g wa s constructe d (e.g. . 
Afte r  agai n quarrellin g wit h he r  boyfriend ,  sh e sen t  hi m t o th e 
devil )  .  Eac h idio m wa s paire d wit h thre e target s t o b e use d a s 
visuall y presente d word s durin g th e experiment .  Th e 
idiomaticall y relate d targe t  wa s obtaine d b y selectin g th e mos t 
frequen t  wor d expressin g th e paraphras e o f  th e idio m give n b y 1 5 
judge s (idiomati c target )  (e.g. ,  AWAY) ;  th e targe t  relate d t o 
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th e l i tera l  meanin g o f  las t  wor d o f  th e id iomat i c str in g wa s 
obtaine d askin g t o a  di f feren t  pane l  o f  subject s a  wor d 
l i terall y associat e t o i t  (litera l  target )  (e.g. ,  H O R N S ) ;  an d 
th e th i r d targe t  wa s a n unrelate d contro l  (contro l  target ) 
(e.g. ,  T R O U T ) .  I n orde r  t o mak e sur e tha t  th e lexica l  dec is ion s 
t o th e twelv e id iomat i c targets ,  th e twelv e l i tera l  target s an d 
th e twelv e control s wer e comparabl e i n isolat ion ,  a  pretes t  wa s 
conducte d i n whic h th e target s wer e include d i n a  l is t  o f  15 4 
word s an d 15 4 non-words .  Th e lis t  wa s presente d i n fou r 
randomize d block s t o 2 0 subject s wh o per forme d a  lexica l 
decisio n tas k o n th e i tems .  On e idio m wa s d iscarde d becaus e o f 
to o lon g R T t o it s l i tera l  target .  Th e mea n react io n t ime s fo r 
th e idiomati c targe t  words ,  th e l i tera l  targe t  word s an d th e 
contro l  word s wer e 53 7 m s ,  53 5 m s an d 53 8 m s respect ive ly . 

I n addi t io n t o experimenta l  mater ia ls ,  f i l le r  mater ia l s 
wer e constructe d consist in g o f  6 0 sentences ,  no t  contain in g 
idioms ,  approximatel y o f  th e sam e lengt h a s th e exper imenta l 
sentences .  Hal f  o f  the m wer e paire d wit h v isual l y presente d 
word s an d hal f  t o v isual l y presente d non-word s obta ine d b y a n 
orthographica l  al terat io n o f  rea l  words .  Fo r  si x word s ther e wa s 
a semanti c associat io n wi t h on e o f  th e word s o f  th e sentences , 
wherea s th e remainin g wer e unrelate d t o th e sentences . 

The 7 1 sentence s (1 1 experimenta l  an d 6 0 f i l ler )  wer e 
recorded ,  i n a  rando m order ,  o n on e channe l  o f  a  tap e recorde r 
by a  mal e speaker .  O n anothe r  channe l  a n impuls e o f  100 0 hz , 
inaudibl e t o subjects ,  wa s automatical l y p lace d prec ise l y a t  th e 
offse t  o f  th e las t  wor d o f  eac h idiom .  Fo r  f i l le r  sentences , 
thes e impulse s wer e place d s o a s t o cove r  al l  sentenc e 
posi t ions .  Th e impuls e cause d a  wor d t o b e d isp laye d o n th e 
scree n o f  a  micro-compute r  fo r  150 0 ms ,  an d starte d a  t ime r 
whic h ei the r  stoppe d whe n th e subjec t  presse d th e respons e 
butto n (th e spac e bar )  o r  rese t  automatical l y afte r  5  sec . 

Eac h id io m wa s presente d onl y once ,  s o th e thre e set s o f 
visual l y presente d target s wer e constructe d s o tha t  i n on e se t 
th e targe t  pai re d wi t h a n experimenta l  sentenc e wa s relate d t o 
th e id iomat i c meaning ,  i n anothe r  se t  i t  wa s associate d t o th e 
l i tera l  meanin g o f  th e las t  wor d o f  th e idiom ,  an d i n th e thir d 
i t  wa s th e contro l  word .  Th e fi l le r  target s wer e th e sam e i n th e 
thre e sets .  I n eac h set ,  ther e wa s a  tota l  o f  1 1 exper imenta l 
visual l y presente d targets .  Eac h se t  wa s paire d wi t h th e lis t  o f 
sentence s an d randoml y assigne d t o a n equa l  numbe r  o f  subject s 
who acte d a s the i r  ow n contro ls . 
Procedure .  Subject s wer e teste d individuall y an d sa t  i n a  sound -
attenuate d roo m i n fron t  o f  a n Appl e m ic ro -compute r  sc ree n 
connecte d t o a  tap e recorder .  The y wer e instructe d t o perfor m a 
lexica l  decis io n tas k o n a  wor d tha t  woul d b e d isp laye d o n th e 
screen ,  whi l e l istenin g t o a  l is t  o f  sentences .  The y wer e 
instructe d t o pres s th e spac e ba r  wit h thei r  dominan t  han d i f 
th e let te r  str in g wa s a n actua l  word ,  an d t o d o nothin g 
otherwise .  Af te r  te n pract ic e t r ia ls ,  on e o f  th e thre e set s 
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paired with the list of sentences was presented to each subject. 
RT t o lex ica l  decis ion s wer e col lected . 

Ha l fwa y throug h th e exper imenta l  sessio n ther e wa s a  br ie f 
in te rva l  dur in g whic h th e subjec t  coul d rest .  Subject s wer e 
ins t ruc te d t o pa y at tent io n t o th e sentence s becaus e a t  th e en d 
o f  th e exper imenta l  sessio n the y woul d b e aske d quest ion s abou t 
them .  Immedia te l y af te r  th e en d o f  th e session ,  subject s wer e 
g ive n 2 0 sentences ,  eac h pr inte d o n on e card .  Hal f  o f  the m ha d 
bee n p resen te d dur in g th e experimen t  an d hal f  ha d not ,  bu t  wer e 
der i ve d f ro m sentence s actual l y hear d b y changin g on e o r  mor e 
w o r d s .  Seve n subject s wh o fai le d t o reac h a  scor e o f  60 % o f 
cor rec t  recogn i t io n wer e exclude d fro m subsequen t  analys is . 

RESULTS 

The mean percentage of errors was .09. In order to reduce 
ex t raneou s var iab i l i t y ,  dat a point s plu s o r  minu s tw o standar d 
dev ia t ion s fro m th e mea n RT s o f  eac h subjec t  (4.8 % o f  al l 
responses )  wer e exclude d fro m th e analys is .  Th e mea n RT s o f  th e 
cor rec t  response s fo r  eac h o f  th e thre e exper imenta l  condit ion s 
were :  Id iomat i c target s 62 2 m s ,  l i tera l  target s 61 6 m s an d 
cont ro l s 66 5 m s .  Th e mai n effec t  fo r  sentenc e typ e wa s 
s ign i f i can t  bo t h i n th e analysi s b y subject s ( F (2,58)=8.11 , 
MSe=2 6 4 6 ;  £ < .001 )  an d i n th e analysi s b y mater ial s 
( F (2 ,20)=3.80 ,  MSe=2871 ;  £ < . 0 5 ) .  Planne d non-orthogona l 
compar ison s showe d tha t  idiomati c an d l i tera l  target s di d no t 
d i f fe r  fro m eac h other ,  an d tha t  bo t h wer e faste r  tha n control s 
( Id iomat i c v s L i te ra l :  F( l ,58)=0.2 2 n .s . ;  Id iomat i c v s Control : 

F ( l , 58 )=10 .4 3 £ < . 0 0 5 ) . 

DISCUSSION 

These findings suggest that context affects the recognition 
o f  a n id iomat i c express ion .  Wi t h neutra l  sentences ,  w e foun d 
tha t  whe n th e id io m ke y i s i n th e las t  wor d o f  th e idiomati c 
exp ress ion ,  th e id iomat i c interpretat io n wa s no t  ye t  forme d a t 
th e ve r y en d o f  th e idiomati c str in g s o onl y th e l i tera l  meanin g 
o f  th e ke y wa s act ivated .  Bu t  whe n contex t  b iase d th e l istene r 
towar d th e id iomat i c interpretat io n o f  th e sentence ,  th e 
contex tua l  in format io n act s t o faci l i tat e th e recogni t io n o f  th e 
id iomat i c express io n eve n thoug h i t  doe s no t  af fec t  acces s o f 
th e l i te ra l  meanin g o f  th e las t  wor d i n th e idiom .  Th e fac t  tha t 
we d idn ' t  f in d a  signi f ican t  d i f ferenc e betwee n th e idiomati c 
an d th e l i te ra l  target s doe s not ,  o f  course ,  impl y tha t  the y ar e 
ac t i va te d a t  th e sam e t ime .  Furthe r  evidenc e seem s necessar y fo r 
assess in g th e t im e cours e o f  th e l i tera l  an d idiomati c 
in te rp re ta t io n whe n contex t  or ient s th e l is tene r  towar d th e 
id iomat i c mean in g o f  th e sentence . 

Th e Conf igura t io n Hypothesi s seem s t o b e consisten t  wit h 
thes e resu l t s .  I t  i s  reasonabl e i n fac t  t o suppos e tha t  a 

94 



TABOSSI,CACCIARI 

conf igurat io n ca n b e pre-act ivate d b y b ias in g contextua l 
information .  Thus ,  th e contex t  i s  effect iv e i n speedin g u p th e 
act ivat io n o f  th e idiomati c configuratio n whic h otherwis e need s 
tim e t o emerge ,  a s demonstrate d b y earl ie r  exper iments . 

Methodological ly ,  th e differen t  patter n o f  resul t s obtaine d 
i n earl ie r  exper iment s an d i n th e presen t  on e usin g th e sam e 
paradigm ,  an d ei the r  identica l  o r  comparabl e mate r ia ls ,  bot h i n 
an d ou t  o f  context ,  suggest s tha t  th e lexica l  dec is io n tas k i s 
indee d sensi t iv e t o immediate ,  perceptua l  processe s withou t 
bein g suscept ibl e t o backwar d priming ,  a t  leas t  i n sentent ia l 
contexts . 

Theoret ica l ly ,  th e presen t  f inding s cas t  furthe r  doubt s o n 
th e Direc t  Acces s Hypothesi s propose d b y Gibb s (1980 ,  1986 ) 
sinc e thi s hypothesi s predict s tha t  peopl e wi l l  d i rect l y acces s 
th e id iomati c interpretat io n o f  a  sentenc e i r respect iv e o f  it s 
l i tera l  analysi s o r  context .  Clearly ,  th i s wa s no t  th e cas e 
here . 
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