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What prosody does when morphosyntax is absent: the case of Korean relative clauses

Jinyoung Jo, Juyeon Cho, Sanghee J. Kim & Sun-Ah Jun*

Abstract. This study investigates the role of prosodic information in linguistic in-
terpretation in the absence of an explicit linguistic marker to resolve ambiguity. We
particularly focus on the impact of prosody on comprehension of restrictive relative
clauses (RRC) and non-restrictive relative clauses (NRC) in Korean, a language that
lacks morphosyntactic or orthographic markers that distinguish between RRC and
NRC. We hypothesize that narrow focus prosody may be associated with RRC, while
broad focus prosody with NRC, which we test in two experiments through a picture
selection task (Experiment 1) and an audio selection task (Experiment 2). Results
showed that Korean listeners associated narrow focus prosody more often with RRC-
biased pictures than NRC-biased pictures, suggesting that prosodic information has
an impact on the resolution of syntactic ambiguity in the absence of any explicit
linguistic marker. Further investigation suggests that there is variation in the impact
of prosody across individuals and their sensitivity to prosody seems to be affected
differently depending on the type of task.

Keywords. ambiguity resolution; syntax-prosody inter-face; non-restrictive relative
clause; restrictive relative clause; Korean; language comprehension

1. Introduction. Multiple sources of linguistic information are known to be used to guide pars-
ing, and numerous studies have demonstrated that representations about prosodic information
can impact language comprehension. Information about prosody can have an influence on resolv-
ing syntactic ambiguities, attachment preferences, and processing difficulty (Prince 1979; Bader
1998; Fodor 1998; Schafer et al. 2000; Fodor 2002; Watson & Gibson 2004; Frazier et al. 2006;
Wagner & Watson 2010; Breen 2014; Jun & Bishop 2015; Yun & Lee 2022).

For example, the sentence in (1) is ambiguous in that the prepositional phrase (PP), with the
flower, can modify either the frog or the tapping event. While the sentence leads to two possible
readings, the location of a prosodic boundary can help disambiguate the syntactic attachment of
the PP. The double slash (//) in the examples indicates a large prosodic boundary and its position
affects which phrase, either the noun phrase (NP) or the verb phrase (VP), is modified by the PP.
In (1a), a prosodic break after fap leads to the interpretation of PP attaching to the frog, modify-
ing the NP. On the other hand, in (1b), a prosodic break after the frog indicates that PP is used as
an instrument to attach to the VP tap the frog.Watson & Gibson (2005) put forth the idea about
the Anti-Attachment Hypothesis (AAH), where listeners (or parsers) have a preference for not at-
taching the incoming linguistic unit to the lexical head followed by a prosodic boundary. Similar
findings have been reported in other studies (e.g., Carlson et al. 2001).
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(1) Attachment ambiguity in English (Snedeker & Trueswell 2003)
Tap the frog with the flower.

a. Tap // the frog with the flower.
b. Tap the frog // with the flower.

Although much research in language comprehension has explored how prosody influences
the parsing of various syntactic structures across languages, the majority of it has focused on
cases where syntactic ambiguity is explicitly marked by a linguistic marker, and the prosodic
structure aids the parser in disambiguating among possible structures. In our present study, we
aim to investigate a case where the syntactic representation is not linguistically explicit, yet the
prosodic structure may reveal the syntactic representation. We do so by examining the com-
prehension of restrictive relative clauses (RRCs) and non-restrictive relative clauses (NRCs) in
Korean (2). Korean does not exhibit overt morphosyntactic or orthographic cues to distinguish
between an NRC and RRC reading. Hence, without context, both NRC and RRC readings are
possible in (2), leading to parsing ambiguity.

(2) Example in Korean

Aphchima-lul ip-un yolisa-ka son-ul ssis-ess-ta.
apron-ACC  wear-ADN cook-NOM hand-ACC wash-PST-DECL

‘The cook, who has an apron on, washed their hands.” [NRC]
“The cook who has an apron on washed their hands.” [RRC]

Our investigation explores whether prosodic information can shape the comprehenders’
interpretation of the given RC structure even in the absence of an explicit linguistic marker to
resolve ambiguity. As no prosodic cues are established to distinguish NRCs from RRCs in Ko-
rean, we manipulate focus prosody by associating broad focus prosody (representing the default
prosody in Korean) with NRCs and narrow focus prosody with RRCs (specifying a referent from
a contrast set). Further details on the semantic readings of NRCs and RRCs and background on
the prosodic structure in Korean will be provided in subsequent sections. We show in two exper-
iments, consisting of a picture selection task (Experiment 1) and an audio selection task (Exper-
iment 2), that prosodic structure can influence how comprehenders interpret RCs: narrow focus
prosody raises the likelihood of interpreting the sentence with an RRC reading. This indicates
that prosodic information can guide parsing, even when other morphosyntactic and orthographic
cues are absent, effectively directing the comprehender toward one interpretation over the other.

2. Restrictive and non-restrictive relative clauses across languages. In this section, we pro-
vide different meanings and readings of NRCs and RRCs, and contrast different families of lan-
guages that either have or do not have explicit linguistic markers to distinguish one from the other
RC types. A contrast in the two types of RCs in English is shown in (3).

(3) Example in English
a. The doctor, who has glasses on, is Kelly’s friend. [NRC]
b. The doctor who has glasses on is Kelly’s friend. [RRC]



NRC:s (or appositive relative clauses) are known to be less important in the main point of utter-
ance and to provide secondary or side-commentary information about the noun (Potts 2005; Koev
2022). The noun phrase the doctor itself in (3a) subsets a specific group of doctors in the given
context, and the information that the doctor has glasses on is supplementary. This contrasts with
RRC as in (3b), where the relative clause provides necessary information by picking out a spe-
cific referent from a contrast set (as in Partee 1975). The semantic and pragmatic difference be-
tween NRC and RRC becomes particularly pronounced when, for example, one has to pick out

a specific referent among two doctors, one who is wearing glasses and the other who is not. In
this scenario, singling out a referent by using a structure in (3a) is unnatural and infelicitous. The
distinction between NRCs and RRCs, in terms of their semantics (i.e., whether they function as
apposition or restriction), has been investigated across various languages.

Languages differ in whether they have an overt marker or not in distinguishing between NRC
and RRC, and the way to utilize explicit markers also differs across languages. Some use specific
relative pronouns or classifiers and others use orthographic markers like commas. Languages
with overt linguistic or orthographic markers include Italian, Catalan, most Romance languages,
English, Romanian, Polish (Cecchetto & Donati 2023; De Vries 2023), Hausa (Jaggar 1998), and
Santiago Laxopa Zapotec (Duff et al. 2022). The Italian example in (4) demonstrates the use of
distinct relative pronouns for RRCs and NRCs. The NRC sentence contains the relative pronoun
il quale, as in (4a), while che is used for the RRC sentence, as in (4b).

(4) Example in Italian (Cinque 2008:110)

Gianni ha un bellissimo appartamento ...
Gianni has a beautiful apartment

‘Gianni has a beautiful apartment ...’

a. il quale da’ sul  Central Park, e adesso ne vuole un altro.
which overlooks Central Park and now he wants a another
‘, which overlooks Central Park, and now he wants another.” [NRC]

b. che da’sul Central Park,e adesso ne vuole un altro.
which overlooks Central Park and now he wants a another

‘which overlooks Central Park, and now he wants another.” [RRC]

On the other hand, some languages, such as Japanese and Korean, lack overt linguistic mark-
ers for distinguishing between NRCs and RRC:s. In these languages, there are no explicit mor-
phosyntactic or orthographic cues to indicate the difference in meaning (Kuno 1973; Inoue 1976;
Keenan 1985; Fukui 1986; Kim 1987; Sohn 2001). For instance, in Japanese, a sentence in (5)
can be interpreted as either an NRC or RRC without context.

(5) Example in Japanese (Ishizuka 2008:3)

Ken-ga ani-ga karite-ki-ta muzukasii syoosetu-o yon-da.
Ken-NOM brother-NOM borrow-come-PST difficult  novel-ACC read-PST

’Ken read a difficult novel, which his older brother checked out.” [NRC]
’Ken read the difficult novel that his older brother checked out.” [RRC]



Given that parsing ambiguity may arise when there are no morphosyntactic or orthographic
markers to distinguish between NRC and RRC, we ask whether prosodic cues can play a role in
resolving this ambiguity, even when the interpretation of RCs is not transparent in the language.

3. Korean prosody. Korean has a hierarchical prosodic structure, the biggest prosodic unit be-
ing the Intonational Phrase (IP), which consists of one or more intermediate phrases (ip), which
in turn can consist of one or more accentual phrases (AP) (Jun 1993, 2006; Jun & Cha 2015). In
broad focus prosody, which is the default prosody, each word tends to form one AP. In narrow fo-
cus prosody, the focused word begins an ip, and post-focus words are often dephrased (post-focus
words are sometimes not dephrased, but maintain prosodic phrasing in compressed pitch range).
An ip boundary has been shown to mark syntactic boundaries and focus structure (e.g., Jun 2011;
Jun & Jiang 2019).

However, there have been no reported studies using prosodic cues to differentiate between
NRCs and RRCs in the context of Korean relative clauses. Nonetheless, we assumed that prosodic
cues might be the key, as some studies indeed show that prosody influences the disambiguation of
relative clause interpretation, as observed in English. For example, the placement of a substan-
tial prosodic boundary has been identified as a disambiguating factor in configurations involving
two noun phrases followed by a relative clause (NP1 NP2 RC) in English (Jun & Bishop 2015;
Clifton & Frazier 2018). Furthermore, the presence of an Intonational Phrase (IP) boundary has
been found to be more likely to precede NRCs than RRCs in English constructions (Watson &
Gibson 2004).

Building on these findings, this study aims to examine whether prosodic information plays
arole in influencing listeners’ interpretations of two types of relative clauses in Korean. We hy-
pothesized that distinct focus prosody types could potentially serve as discriminative markers for
NRCs and RRCs. More specifically, we assumed that putting a narrow focus on the RC material
aligns with the RRC interpretation, as both share the characteristic of singling out a referent from
a contrast set, whereas broad focus prosody is predicted to correspond to the NRC interpretation.
The contrast shown in (7) illustrates the two possible prosodic phrasings within the relative clause
of the Korean example, repeated here as (6). In (7a), the broad focus prosody, each word in the
relative clause forms an AP (see Figure 1a). In comparison, in the narrow focus prosody (7b; see
Figure 1b), the focused word aphchima-lul begins an ip with an expanded pitch range. Subse-
quent words, including the post-focus words ip-un and yolisa-ka, can each form one AP in a re-
duced pitch range or belong to the same single phrase (AP) as the focused word (i.e., the whole
phrase can form one AP and one ip). Pitch patterns shown in Figure 1a and 1b will be described
again in 4.1.3.

(6) Example in Korean

Aphchima-lul ip-un yolisa-ka son-ul ssis-ess-ta.
apron-ACC  wear-ADN cook-NOM hand-ACC wash-PST-DECL

‘The cook, who has an apron on, washed their hands.” [NRC]
“The cook who has an apron on washed their hands.” [RRC]

(7) a. Broad focus prosody
wlip[ar[aphchima-lul]  sp[ip-un]  sp[yolisa-ka]]]



b. Narrow focus prosody
1p[ip[ap[aphchima-lul ip-un yolisa-ka]]]

(a) Broad Focus Prosody

(b) Narrow Focus Prosody

Figure 1. Pitch track of (a) broad focus prosody and (b) narrow focus prosody for aphchima-lul
ip-un yolisa-ka (“The cook who has an apron on”). The tone labels follow the Korean-ToBI con-
ventions (Jun 2000, 2005). ‘Ha’ represents an AP-final H tone and ‘+H’ represents the H tone
that follows the AP-initial L tone. The whole phrase forms one IP with a HL% (falling) boundary
tone.

This investigation, aligning with prior research, would illustrate the impact of prosodic cues
in disambiguating RC interpretation, emphasizing the potential cross-linguistic relevance of these



prosodic patterns. This would be particularly notable in languages such as Korean, which lack
overt markers for distinguishing between NRCs and RRCs.

4. Experiment 1. To address this question, we conducted two experiments in this study. In Ex-
periment 1, we first employed a picture selection task to examine the potential role of prosody as
a cue in influencing ambiguity resolution and guiding the interpretation of RCs. This investiga-
tion aimed to determine whether distinct prosodic patterns significantly contribute to participants’
preferences in selecting pictures. If prosody indeed plays a crucial role, we would expect to ob-
serve a significant difference in participants’ picture selection preferences, providing evidence for
the impact of prosody on resolving ambiguity in RC interpretation.

4.1. METHODS.

4.1.1. PARTICIPANTS. A total of 69 native Korean speakers participated (40 female, 28 female,
1 unknown; age mean = 31.8, range = 23-53). Participants were recruited online via Prolific and
through multiple social media platforms. They were compensated for their participation.

4.1.2. DESIGN. There were two conditions: the No Prosody condition and the Prosody condi-
tion (Broad Focus Prosody and Narrow Focus Prosody). Conditions were randomly assigned to
participants, with 45 individuals in the Prosody condition and 24 individuals in the No Prosody
condition. The number of participants in the Prosody condition was approximately two times
greater than the one in the No Prosody condition; this is because the two conditions had an equal
number of target sentences (N=24), but those in the Prosody condition were divided into trials

in which the Broad Focus Prosody was presented (N=12) and those in which the Narrow Focus
Prosody was presented (N=12). To ensure the number of responses collected is similar across
three types of trials (No Prosody condition, Broad and Narrow Focus Prosody within the Prosody
condition), we assigned twice as many participants to the Prosody condition. In both Prosody and
No Prosody conditions, 24 target items and 32 filler items were included. Half of the filler trials
were presented in broad focus prosody and the other half in narrow focus prosody.

4.1.3. STIMULI.

Visual stimuli We used two types of images for the target trials. The first type featured only
one person, intended to be interpreted with a non-restrictive reading, and the other had more than
one person, to be interpreted with a restrictive reading. For instance, two images were prepared
for the target sentence as in (2). Both of the pictures present a cook wearing an apron, but Fig-
ure 2A has only that individual (NRC-biased), while Figure 2B has that individual plus others

in it (RRC-biased). In the RRC-biased picture, the description aphchima-lul ip-un (‘wearing an
apron’) matched only one of the many people in the image; thus, aphchima-Ilul ip-un restricts the
meaning of the noun yolisa (‘cook’). In the NRC-biased image, however, the description does not
restrict the meaning of the noun because there is only a single individual in the image. We ex-
pected that when participants hear the narrow focus prosody that places a focus on aphchima-lul
(‘the apron-ACC’), they would interpret it as singling out the cook wearing an apron among many
other cooks, thus choosing the RRC-biased picture. In the filler trials, the description was either
compatible or incompatible with the image. For instance, for a filler sentence ‘(I) could not print
because the printer broke,” the compatible image depicted workers in an office reading paper doc-
uments, while the incompatible picture presented a scene completely irrelevant to the sentence
(people lying down on the grass).



Figure 2. Example pictures of target trials. Picture A is for triggering the NRC meaning and Pic-
ture B is for triggering the RRC meaning.

Auditory stimuli In the Prosody condition, participants listened to audio recordings of each
sentence. A female native speaker of Korean trained in producing Korean intonation recorded

each target sentence in both broad focus prosody and narrow focus prosody. For instance, the
sentence in (2) itself is ambiguous between NRC and RRC readings, but the noun phrase aphchima-
lul ip-un yolisa-ka was recorded with different prosodic phrasing depending on the prosody type.

In broad focus prosody (7a), each word constitutes an AP, indicated by a pitch rise at the begin-
ning of the word and the word-final H tone to mark the AP-final boundary (Figure 1a). In com-
parison, in narrow focus prosody in which aphchima-lul is focused (7b), the post-focus elements
are dephrased; thus, the entire noun phrase makes up a single AP (Figure 1b).

As for the filler sentences, half of them were recorded in the broad focus prosody and the
other half in the narrow focus prosody. Since the participants were presented with half of the
target sentences in broad focus prosody and the other half in narrow focus prosody, we ensured
consistency in prosodic composition across target and filler trials.

4.1.4. PROCEDURE. Participants were presented with a sentence, either auditorily (Prosody
condition) or in written form (No Prosody condition). They were asked to select one of the two
pictures, NRC-biased or RRC-biased, that aligns with the auditory description. The order of
sentences presented was randomized. The experiment began with a practice session with four
filler-like sentences. After the main session, information on language backgrounds and Autism-
Spectrum Quotient (AQ) (Baron-Cohen et al. 2001) were collected through questionnaires. We
collected the AQ scores because earlier work has shown that autistic traits, particularly commu-
nicative skills, are useful predictors for sentence processing in tasks involving pragmatic infer-
ences (e.g., Xiang et al. 2013) and individuals’ sensitivity to prosodic prominence (e.g., Bishop
2013; Jun & Bishop 2015). We used a Korean version of the Baron-Cohen et al.’s original AQ
questionnaire, available in Shim & Lee (2019).

4.1.5. ANALYSIS. We conducted mixed effects logistic regression analysis to test whether the
likelihood of selecting an RRC-biased picture differs significantly across prosody types. We used
the glmer function of the Ime4 package (Bates et al. 2015) in R (R Core Team 2021). The depen-
dent variable was PICTURE SELECTION, with two levels, NRC-biased (baseline) or RRC-biased.
PROSODY was included as a fixed effect with three levels, Broad Focus Prosody (baseline), Nar-
row Focus Prosody, and No Prosody. AQ SCORES (continuous) was also included as a fixed fac-
tor. The model also included random intercepts for SUBJECT and ITEM. Both PICTURE SELEC-



TION and PROSODY were dummy-coded. Further, post-hoc pairwise comparisons of all levels of
PROSODY were conducted using the emmeans function of the emmeans package (Lenth 2023).

4.2. RESULTS. We present the participants’ selection of images first at the group level; as will
be shown below, there was no significant effect of prosody type on the image selection. We then
turn to an individual-level analysis to examine if the null result is due to large individual differ-
ences.

4.2.1. GROUP-LEVEL ANALYSIS. Figure 3 shows the proportion of NRC-biased and RRC-
biased image selection in the three prosody conditions. In all prosody conditions, participants
chose NRC-biased pictures more frequently than RRC-biased pictures. The proportion of RRC-
biased pictures was 35.4% in the No Prosody condition, 39.3% in the Broad Focus Prosody con-
dition, and 41.1% in the Narrow Focus Prosody condition. Although there was a numerical trend
in which the proportion of RRC-biased pictures was higher in the Narrow Focus Prosody condi-
tion than in the Broad Focus Prosody condition, the difference was not significant (p=.31). The
difference between Broad Focus Prosody and No Prosody was not significant (p=.59), nor was
the difference between Narrow Focus Prosody and No Prosody (p=.30; post-hoc pairwise com-
parison). Finally, the effect of AQ SCORES was not significant (p=.32).

Figure 3. Experiment 1. The proportion of each picture type selection given each prosody type.
Error bars indicate the standard errors of the mean.

4.2.2. INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL ANALYSIS. Figure 4 shows individual differences in the selection
of RRC-biased images by those who participated in the Prosody condition. Those who chose
RRC-biased images more frequently in the Narrow Focus Prosody condition than in the Broad
Focus Prosody condition (represented by red bars higher than blue bars) align with our hypothe-
sis. The average of blue bars in Figure 4 is 39.3%, and the average of red bars in the same graph
is 41.1%, which are the proportions of RRC-biased picture selection reported above in 4.2.1.
We found that approximately 50% of the participants were consistent with our hypothesis.
However, approximately 30% of the participants chose RRC-biased images more frequently in
the Broad Focus Prosody condition, contrary to our hypothesis. Thus, the results demonstrated



a large degree of individual variability in the preference for RRC-biased images across different
prosody types. A linear regression analysis showed that AQ scores did not predict such variabil-
ity measured by the difference between Broad Focus Prosody and Narrow Focus Prosody in the
proportion of RRC-biased picture selection (p=.45).

Figure 4. Experiment 1. The proportion of RRC-biased picture selection in Broad Focus and
Narrow Focus Prosody conditions for each individual.

4.3. DiscusSION. We found an overall preference for NRC interpretation. We attribute this re-
sult to a potential task effect. Each target sentence describes a single individual, and because the
NRC-biased pictures show only one person, it may have been more natural to choose the NRC-
biased picture regardless of the type of prosody. Furthermore, there was a large degree of individ-
ual differences in their mapping between prosody and relative clause interpretation. Therefore,
we could not confirm if Korean listeners interpret broad focus prosody as an NRC and narrow
focus prosody as an RRC.

As shown in Figure 2, two pictures differ by multiple aspects, not just one person vs. mul-
tiple people. Since interpreting the pictures and selecting one picture out of two while listening
to a sentence has a high cognitive load, it is possible that subjects did not pay much attention to
prosody. Thus, we decided to show only one picture and ask listeners to choose one out of two
different prosodic patterns, hoping that listeners may show more sensitivity to prosody.

S. Experiment 2. Experiment 2 employed an audio selection task to examine if participants,
when presented with a single picture (either RRC-based or NRC-based), use prosodic differences
to resolve the ambiguity in RC structures. The primary focus is on determining whether narrow
focus prosody consistently leads participants to prefer RRC interpretations, independent of any
visual bias that might have caused the task effect in Experiment 1.



Figure 5. Experiment 2. The proportion of audio type selection given each picture type. Error
bars indicate the standard errors of the mean.

5.1. METHODS.

5.1.1. PARTICIPANTS. A total of 25 native Korean speakers participated. (6 males, 19 females,
age mean = 29.7, range = 20-45). Participants were recruited online via Prolific and through mul-
tiple social media platforms. They were paid for their participation.

5.1.2. DESIGN, STIMULI, AND PROCEDURE. Participants were presented with an image in
each trial, either NRC-biased or RRC-biased. They listened to the auditory stimuli in both Broad
and Narrow Focus Prosody in each trial and chose the type of prosody that they thought was
more suitable for the picture. The order of item presentation was randomized.

We used 24 target trials, with 12 of them presenting NRC-biased pictures and the other 12
presenting RRC-biased pictures. We also included 32 filler trials. The same materials as in Ex-
periment 1 were used.

As was the case in Experiment 1, the session began with four practice trials. After the main
session, participants completed a questionnaire on their language background as well as the AQ
questionnaire (Baron-Cohen et al. 2001).

5.1.3. ANALYSIS. We conducted a mixed effects logistic regression analysis to test whether

the likelihood of selecting narrow focus prosody differs significantly across image types. The
glmer function of the /me4 package (Bates et al. 2015) in R (R Core Team 2021) was used. The
dependent variable was AUDIO SELECTION, with two levels, Broad Focus Prosody (baseline) and
Narrow Focus Prosody. IMAGE TYPE was included as a fixed effect with two levels, NRC-biased
(baseline), and RRC-biased. AQ SCORES (continuous) was included as a fixed factor. The model
also included random intercepts for SUBJECT and ITEM. Both AUDIO SELECTION and IMAGE
TYPE were dummy-coded.

5.2. RESULTS. Figure 5 presents the proportion of Broad Focus Prosody and Narrow Focus
Prosody audio selections in the two picture conditions. We observed a consistently higher re-
sponse rate for Broad Focus Prosody across both NRC- and RRC-biased picture conditions.
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More importantly, the likelihood of selecting the Narrow Focus Prosody significantly differed
based on picture type. Specifically, participants exhibited a stronger preference for Narrow Focus
Prosody when presented with RRC-biased pictures (16.1%) compared to NRC-biased pictures
(8.9%) (p<.01). This indicates a preference for Narrow Focus Prosody when paired with RRC-
biased images.

5.3. DiscussION. Experiment 2 investigated the impact of prosody on the interpretation of
RRCs and NRCs in Korean, using an audio selection task. Our primary objective was to inves-
tigate whether prosody, specifically Narrow Focus Prosody, would bias participants toward se-
lecting pictures that are compatible with RRC interpretations. The results from Experiment 2
revealed an overall preference for Broad Focus Prosody, aligning with the general trend observed
in Korean prosody in which broad focus prosody is considered a default prosody type.

Crucially, however, the proportion of Narrow Focus Prosody selections significantly differed
based on the picture type. Participants exhibited a stronger preference for Narrow Focus Prosody
when presented with RRC-biased pictures compared to NRC-biased pictures. This finding sup-
ports our hypothesis that Narrow Focus Prosody is more frequently associated with RRC inter-
pretation, even in the absence of explicit linguistic markers. The preference for Narrow Focus
Prosody in the context of RRC-biased pictures suggests that participants utilized prosody as a cue
to disambiguate RC interpretations, particularly in situations where linguistic cues were absent.
This aligns with previous research (e.g., Watson & Gibson 2004; Jun & Bishop 2015; Clifton &
Frazier 2018), demonstrating the role of prosody in guiding syntactic attachment preferences in
languages with explicit markers.

6. General discussion. To summarize our findings, there was an overall preference for NRC in-
terpretation and Broad Focus Prosody. However, when the Korean listeners were given a choice
between Broad and Narrow Focus Prosody, the chances of selecting the Narrow Focus Prosody
increased when they saw RRC-biased pictures, compared to when they saw NRC-biased pictures.
The increased preference for Narrow Focus Prosody when an RRC-biased picture was presented
(compared to when an NRC-biased picture was presented) suggests that the prosodic information
was at play in guiding syntactic parsing and linguistic interpretation, aligning with our hypothe-
sis.

We suspect that the global preference for an NRC interpretation is partly due to a task effect,
as mentioned in Section 4.3. Recall that the participants in Experiment 1 were asked to select
a more appropriate picture for the given prosody. In Narrow Focus Prosody trials, we expected
participants to choose the RRC-biased picture because the prosody is used to highlight one per-
son among many people. However, what seemed to have happened was that the Narrow Focus
Prosody was also compatible with the NRC-biased picture because the picture depicts one indi-
vidual and similarly the Narrow Focus Prosody describes one individual. As to the global pref-
erence for a Broad Focus Prosody, we again suspect that it may be attributed to a task effect. It is
likely that the Broad Focus Prosody was compatible not only with NRC-biased pictures but also
with RRC-biased pictures, because RRC-biased pictures do include one individual that matches
the description of the target sentence produced in Broad Focus Prosody. This suggests that sim-
ply seeing more than one person in the picture did not provide strong enough background in con-
sistently triggering narrow focus prosody. The task effect found in this study echoes the findings
of previous studies on English focus domain and prosodic patterns where whether or not a map-
ping between the two is found depends on the type of task (Gussenhoven 1983; Birch & Clifton
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1995; Welby 2003; Breen et al. 2010).

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first experimental work to investigate the mapping
between interpretation of an ambiguous RC structure and prosodic structures in Korean. The cur-
rent finding resonates with earlier findings on the role of prosodic information in impacting syn-
tactic parsing (Kjelgaard & Speer 1999; Schafer et al. 2000; Snedeker & Trueswell 2003; Watson
& Gibson 2005; Carlson & Tyler 2018; Nakamura et al. 2022). It is conceivable that when broad
or narrow focus may not explicitly aim to resolve NRC and RRC ambiguity in Korean, native
listeners utilize available prosodic cues—narrow focus being employed to distinguish a specific
referent from multiple candidates—for syntactic disambiguation in lieu of other absent linguistic
information.

To summarize, the present study showed an association between RRC interpretation and nar-
row focus prosody in Korean, although the strength of the link was affected by task type. The
findings can be interpreted to further suggest that prosodic cues can lead (beyond biasing) lis-
teners toward a particular linguistic interpretation when an explicit linguistic cue to resolving
ambiguity in interpretation is not available. This argument can be further tested in future work by
examining different syntactic structures and individual differences in preference for different fo-
cus prosody patterns (e.g., Jun & Jiang 2019). Our work will also benefit from production studies
involving sentences with NRCs and RRCs as well as real-time comprehension studies to under-
stand listeners’ decoding of prosody. These follow-up investigations will address the potential
caveats of offline measures such as their weak sensitivity to evaluating listeners’ knowledge about
prosodic well-formedness.
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