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chapter 15

Irony production and comprehension

Eva Filippova
Charles University

This review sketches some recent approaches and research findings on chil-
dren’s production and comprehension of discourse irony and situational irony. 
The separate treatment of production and comprehension in the overview of 
each of the two kinds of irony helps in highlighting children’s reliance on dif-
ferent competencies for their generating and interpreting irony, respectively. 
The definition-challenge section highlights the form and content of irony across 
different domains of research inquiry, and is followed by a discussion of meth-
odological challenges leading to seeming inconsistencies across the reported 
findings. The final section offers suggestions for more ecologically valid research 
methods and calls for combining quantitative and qualitative methods in future 
studies of irony in both children and adults.

Although reference to irony dates back to ancient Greece, irony research is a lively 
topic of contemporary scholarly work and a subject that has led to important ad-
vances in the fields of communication theory, pragmatics, social reasoning, and 
anthropology. The concept of irony encompasses a broad range of phenomena, 
ranging from our interpretation of everyday situations and events (not necessarily 
verbal), through deliberately crafted texts (e.g., commentaries, novels) and other 
works or artifacts (e.g., drama, visual arts), all the way to a sophisticated conver-
sation strategy used in appropriate social contexts. In the western cultural tradi-
tion, we are confronted with irony on a daily basis: irony appears in news reports, 
advertisements, literature, song lyrics, films, movies, and on theatre stages. We 
may judge situations as ironic and may also have to react to others’ ironic remarks 
in face-to-face communication. Broadly defined, irony highlights a discrepancy 
between our expectations and the perceived reality, juxtaposes certain misfits or 
incongruences in the world. Interpretation of irony constitutes an important part 
of our social and pragmatic knowledge. It requires skills that individuals acquire 
progressively as they mature and as they become socialized into communities 
defined by customary styles of social interaction. 
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In their social world, both children and adults are constantly confronted 
with a task of interpreting various situations and people’s behaviour. To do so, 
they need to integrate diverse contextual, social, linguistic, and cultural aspects 
of actions and events. This is not always a straightforward task, especially when 
there is an ambiguity stemming from a seeming contradiction, opposition, or an 
ironic twist. The developmental progression of children’s understanding of irony 
has been documented through numerous approaches using different research 
methods and culminating in various communication, pragmatic, or processing 
theories. The aim of this chapter is to review the findings from the literature on 
children’s understanding and use of irony and to delineate avenues for future 
investigation in this area of pragmatic development.

In what follows, two main sets of dichotomies will be pursued – produc-
tion and comprehension embedded within separate treatments of discourse and 
situational irony. Upon highlighting children’s reliance on different competencies 
needed for the production and interpretation of irony, suggestions for further 
research will be proposed.

Discourse irony

A correct interpretation of a speaker’s intention behind the use of discourse irony 
(also referred to as linguistic or verbal irony) entails a proper assessment of the 
speaker’s choice of words in a given context, his or her tone of voice, gestures 
and/or facial expressions. All these aspects of communication serve as important 
clues toward deciphering the speaker’s intended message. Understanding situ-
ational irony does not rely on an assessment of intentional acts on someone’s part 
(a situation may just happen to unfold in unexpected ways). However, a proper 
interpretation of the speaker’s (or writer’s) messages behind their use of discourse 
irony and the listener’s (or reader’s) understanding of these entails a proper assess-
ment of communicative intentions. Experienced communicators actively con-
struct the meaning of the speaker’s words and assess what the speaker believes 
and intends to communicate. The ability to integrate these aspects of the speaker’s 
mind (italicized above), allows skilled language users to differentiate between lit-
eral statements, deceptions, white lies and mistakes, and to understand pretense, 
insincerity, gaffe, faux pas, and irony. 

Imagine someone, who has injured their knee on the first day of their eagerly 
anticipated ski vacation, saying “Great! What a terrific start to a dream vacation!” 
A level of acquaintance with this person’s plans for an active holiday will certainly 
influence the ease of interpreting their non-literal message. That is, while this per-
son’s friend witnessing the accident will likely get the intended irony immediately, 
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someone out of sight not witnessing the injury and hearing the utterance over a 
walkie-talkie will need to exert more effort to understand the intended irony. 

According to Wilson and Sperber (2012), there are three features of verbal 
irony: (i) the expression of an attitude, (ii) a normative bias, and (iii) the ironi-
cal tone of voice. By choosing to speak non-literally, an ironic speaker expresses 
a particular attitude to an attributed thought. In the example above, the speaker 
expresses a contemptuous attitude to the expectation that the vacation would be 
fun. With respect to the normative bias, the prototypical use of irony is to criticize 
when a situation doesn’t live up to a norm-based expectation, as is the failure of 
the expectation of an active holiday in the example above. Finally, the presence 
of ironical tone of voice – such as a teasing, mocking, deadpan or flat intona-
tion (Sullivan, Winner, & Hopfield, 1995) – may help with deciphering an ironic 
speaker’s attitude (e.g., Bryant, 2010; Bryant & Fox Tree, 2005; Rockwell, 2000). 
Although no single pattern of ironic intonation can be identified across the range 
of ironic utterances, pitch may be a contrastive marker in sarcasm (i.e., a subtype 
of irony involving a criticism with a cutting edge) (Attardo, Eisterhold, Hay, & 
Poggi, 2003). More recent studies analyzing the acoustic features of spontaneous 
and semi-spontaneous ironic speech (Bryant, 2010; Markova, Filippova, & Volin, 
2009) report that while no consistent changes in acoustic dimensions are gener-
ally discernible, the tempo of ironic utterances is significantly slower compared to 
non-ironic utterances within individuals and across a range of speakers. 

Major challenges of contemporary communication and pragmatic theories 
stem from the scholars’ divergent definitions of irony and their differing assump-
tions about the underlying mechanisms involved in its production and interpre-
tation. A strict delineation of what qualifies as irony is the first prerequisite for 
reliable future research and for the development of a comprehensive communica-
tion theory. 

Definition challenge

The form of irony. Many studies investigating children’s developing understanding 
of irony use the prototypical form, namely, a counterfactual statement in which 
the speaker’s intended meaning is the exact opposite of the statement’s literal 
meaning. Sarcasm is an instance of counterfactual criticism, in which a speaker 
criticizes something or someone by means of a positively worded statement (e.g., 
“Great! What a terrific start to a dream vacation!”). Research with adults indi-
cates that statements other than counterfactual ones are used to convey irony. 
Ironic question (e.g., “Are you insane?”), understatement (e.g., “Just a minor oil 
spill!”), overstatement or hyperbole (e.g., “I could eat a horse!”), ironic offering 
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(e.g., “Would you care for another glass to break?”), ironic thanking (e.g., “Thanks 
for ruining my evening!”), and even true assertions marked with a particular tone 
of voice are viewed as instances of irony (e.g., Gibbs, 2000; Kumon-Nakamura, 
Glucksberg, & Brown, 1995; Leggitt & Gibbs, 2000).

Dews et al. (1996) found that the form of irony affects the perceived meanness 
and humour of the statements. The more subtle the form of irony, the meaner it 
was perceived at all ages. Although children perceived the more obvious forms of 
irony as funny, adults did so with subtler forms. Further, Demorest, Silberstein, 
Gardner and Winner (1983) showed that children recognized an utterance as 
incongruent more readily when the discrepancy was large (e.g., sarcasm, used 
to communicate the exact opposite meaning) rather than small (e.g., hyperbole, 
used to exaggerate the meaning while maintaining the same valence). In their 
study, first-graders didn’t recognize either the discrepancy of the utterances, nor 
the speaker’s purpose. Third-graders recognized the utterances’ discrepancy from 
the truth, yet offered few attributions of purpose. Sixth-graders, however, recog-
nized the discrepancy of the utterances and were also able to identify the speaker’s 
communicative purpose. The authors contend that children’s recognition of the 
discrepancy between the utterance and reality influences their interpretation of 
the utterance as a mistake or nonliteral communication. They also suggest that 
recognition of the nonliteral nature of discrepant utterances motivates the lis-
tener to resolve the discrepancy: the greater the discrepancy, the greater the dis-
sonance and, consequently, the stronger the motivation to untangle the dissonance 
(Demorest et al., 1983). This conclusion is supported by recent findings reflecting 
five- to nine-year-old children’s greater ease at recognizing the speaker’s belief, 
intention and attitude in counterfactual statements than in hyperbolic statements 
(Filippova & Astington, 2010). Ethnographic research and further experimental 
work in cultures different from the western can reveal whether this asymmetry 
holds for the development of irony understanding in other cultures and whether 
cultural preferences exist for one form of irony over another. 

The content of irony. A key feature of discourse irony is its emphasis of incon-
sistencies between expectations and the actual turn of events, such as unfulfilled 
expectations, ruined or thwarted plans or aspirations. The most common content 
of irony is criticism (Schwoebel, Dews, Winner, & Srinivas, 2000; Wilson, 2010) in 
which a positively worded utterance is used to convey negative intent (e.g., “Great!” 
to comment on something unfavorable). A somewhat less common use of irony is 
ironic praise in which a negatively worded utterance conveys a positive message (e.g., 
“You are a disgrace to this team!” to the person scoring the decisive goal). Kumon-
Nakamura et al. (1995) argue that ironic praise is easier to understand if it echoes a 
previously uttered statement (e.g., the team member judging himself as a disgrace 
to the team on a previous occasion) or if it alludes to prior norms, conventions, or 
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general expectations (e.g., that all team members will play their best). Lending sup-
port to Kumon-Nakamura et al.’s allusional- pretense theory, Hancock, Dunham, 
and Purdy (2000) found that 5- and 6-year-olds understood ironic criticism more 
readily than ironic praise. Moreover, adding an explicit echoing of an earlier ironic 
compliment helped the children in their experiment to recognize the nonliteral 
nature of the statement; yet it failed to improve their rate of detecting irony in the 
condition of ironic criticism. According to the allusional-pretense model, the posi-
tive antecedent in the critical irony can be implicitly assumed, as ironic criticism 
alludes to presupposed positive norms or expectations. By contrast, ironic praise 
fails to allude to such positive assumptions. For example commenting on someone’s 
accomplishment by uttering a critical statement does not presuppose general nega-
tive expectations. As a result, the ironist’s explicit reference to an earlier comment 
improves the rate of irony detection only in the praise condition (Hancock et al., 
2000). Correspondingly, praise condition provided more difficult context than the 
criticism condition for 7- to 11-year-old children in their production of ironic reac-
tions to someone else’s ironic utterances (Whalen & Pexman, 2010).

Although the findings generally confirm children’s bias towards an easier 
understanding of ironic criticism in counterfactual statements, early school-year 
children’s understanding a critical speaker’s belief, intention, and motivation was 
not any easier than understanding the same aspects of a speaker’s mind in praise 
scenarios involving hyperbolic statements (Filippova & Astington, 2010). In the 
light of these findings, the valence of the ironic message (i.e., criticism or praise) 
does not have an overall effect on children’s interpretation of the above aspects of 
an ironist’s mind (although it has been shown to have a consistently strong effect 
on children’s evaluation of niceness, meanness and humour of the statements). 
Thus, the allusional-pretense model – assuming an implicit positive antecedent 
in the criticism condition – is insufficient to account for the lack of bias towards 
criticism in the hyperbole condition. Rather, children’s own experience with cer-
tain forms of irony in their social environment may better predict their success at 
interpreting ironic messages.

In fact, emerging cross-cultural evidence suggests that speakers of a given 
community may more readily understand irony with a positive rather than a 
negative valence (or vice versa). For instance, culture shows a strong effect on the 
development of the ability to understand different valences of expressed attitudes 
in Czechs and Canadians. In both interviews and questionnaires assessing the 
understanding of different components of an ironic speaker’s mind (i.e., speaker’s 
belief, intention and motivation), 7- to 9-year-olds and adult Czech speakers out-
perform their Canadian peers on their assessment of a speaker’s mind in the con-
dition where irony is used to criticize, while Canadians outperform Czechs in the 
condition where irony is used to praise (Filippova, 2010). Similarly, experimental 



© 2014. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

266 Eva Filippova

data from an explicit evaluative judgment task (an online task) and from an 
implicit evaluative processing task (a lexical judgment task in different input pac-
ing conditions) show that Poles are slow to get the positive attitude out of praising 
irony, but quite fast getting the criticism from critical irony (Kasia Dyzman, per-
sonal communication, October 20, 2010). Thus, studies utilizing both qualitative 
and quantitative research methods across different cultures may be instrumental 
in finding the effect of culture on the respondents’ understanding of irony.

To summarize, both the form and content of irony are formal constraints likely 
determining the performance on tasks assessing understanding of discourse irony 
at a certain developmental point in time. Clearly, these constraints are defined by 
the social, cultural and linguistic context in which the development takes place. 
Future studies of irony production and understanding in more naturalistic set-
tings may account for the social influences guiding the development of particular 
competencies in circumscribed socio-cultural context.

Research traditions and methodological challenges

A wealth of present-day research on discourse irony is represented by discourse, 
pragmatic, or psycholinguistic traditions focusing on the communicative function 
and effect of irony. Pragmatic theories of irony have dealt with processing and 
interpretation of irony mainly in adults (e.g., Clark & Gerrig, 1984; Grice, 1975; 
Kreuz & Glucksberg, 1989; Kumon-Nakamura et al., 1995; Searle, 1979; Sperber 
& Wilson, 1995). Yet, most of these theoretical accounts fall short of explaining 
what cognitively underlies such interpretations.

An equally large number of studies examining the development of children’s 
social-reasoning skills (also referred to as theory-of-mind abilities) have used 
irony as a vehicle to explore the social-cognitive prerequisites for interpreting 
others’ minds in both typical and atypical populations. Studies central to this line 
of research show that the ability to make second-order mental-state attributions – 
including both second-order beliefs (i.e., what one person knows/thinks/believes 
about another person’s beliefs) and second-order intentions (i.e., what one person 
intends another person to believe) – constrains success at interpreting ironic utter-
ances (e.g., Happé, 1993, 1995; Sullivan et al., 1995; Winner, Brownell, Happé, 
Blum, & Pincus, 1998; Winner & Leekam, 1991). 

However, these two different approaches to the study of discourse irony 
understanding and production have as yet had few points of intersection, leading 
some scholars to call for an integration of child and adult approaches and data 
(e.g., Creusere, 2000; Keenan & Quigley, 1999). Bridging these two research tradi-
tions is important for designing suitable methods to test the nature of underlying 
cognitive structures involved in understanding and appropriate use of irony. 



© 2014. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

 Chapter 15. Irony production and comprehension 267

Children’s production 
Developmental studies often report children’s pragmatically relevant usage of lan-
guage before their proper understanding of the underlying linguistic phenomena or 
concepts (Graf & Davies, this volume). Although children’s appropriate production 
before comprehension may be plausible on the level of word learning, for instance, 
a proper use of irony prior to its understanding is far less conceivable, especially 
due to the fact that using irony in discourse demonstrates a high level of social 
competence (Whalen & Pexman, 2010). Still, naturalistic or semi-structured obser-
vations of young children’s interaction with their relatives or peers provide a valu-
able insight into children’s potential production of irony. Coding the occurrence 
of parents’ and older siblings’ usage of such language with children may also offer 
an important description of the social and linguistic context available to children.

Suggestive evidence of children’s early production of certain forms of irony 
comes from a limited number of qualitative studies gathered from preschoolers’ 
peer interaction (Ely & McCabe, 1994; Varga, 2000). Interactions within family tri-
ads over a cooperative task with dominos were observed by Pexman, Zdrazilova, 
McConnachie, Deater-Deckard and Petrill (2009). Children as young as 4 years 
of age were documented to use gestural irony (e.g., eye rolls, smirks, tongue-out 
expressions). The production of verbal irony was observed in children as young 
as 5 years. Hyperbole has been pointed out as an especially effective tool of com-
munication of a person’s attitude, both verbally and in gestures. Children’s pro-
duction of irony was not related to their vocabulary and general cognitive ability 
but, rather, to the use of irony by the other members of the interacting triads. 
Thus, social context is crucial for influencing irony production in children. Indeed, 
exposure to gestures and recurring types of irony in a child’s immediate environ-
ment may stimulate the production of the communication strategies they adopt. 

Children’s sensitivity to adopt the mode of their conversational partner by 
producing an ironic response to an ironic reaction of the experimenter was exam-
ined by Whalen and Pexman (2010). Seven- to 11-year-olds reacted to the experi-
menter’s use of irony with an irony of their own at the overall rate of 8.67%. While 
no age effect was discerned in children’s ironic reactions in the context of ironic 
compliments (children generally shied away from supplying ironic compliments 
of their own), older participants reacted more readily by adopting ironic language 
in the context of ironic criticism.

The groundwork for children’s explicit understanding of irony may be estab-
lished during their early participation in conversations rich in such language. 
Recchia, Howe, Ross and Alexander (2010) examined the use of four types of 
irony in naturalistic family interactions between parents and their 4- and 6-year-
old children. Adults were shown to use ironic language with their young chil-
dren in family conversations, and children also exhibited a rudimentary ability 
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to use irony (i.e., hyperbole and ironic questions). Thus, family conversations in 
the home provided valuable context for the development of children’s use and 
understanding of ironic language.

Children’s comprehension
Although children are capable of interpreting literal statements early in life, their 
understanding of nonliteral language emerges relatively late (e.g., Ackerman, 1981, 
1986; Demorest et al., 1983; Demorest, Meyer, Phelps, Gardner, & Winner, 1984; 
Filippova & Astington, 2008; Thelander, 2004). The age at which children reliably 
interpret verbal irony has been controversial. Demorest et al. (1983, 1984) sug-
gested that children as old as 13 years often fail to distinguish irony from decep-
tion, but others, using a range of different methodologies, ascribed success at 
interpreting irony to much younger children (e.g., Andrews, Rosenblatt, Malkus, 
Gardner, & Winner, 1986; de Groot, Kaplan, Rosenblatt, Dews, & Winner, 1995; 
Dews et al., 1996; Winner, 1988). Still others argued that at least some of the com-
ponents of discourse irony are grasped as early as 6 years of age, such as an incon-
gruity between the word and the speaker meaning, the speaker’s beliefs or some 
function of statements in discourse (Ackerman, 1983; Filippova & Astington, 
2010; Glenwright & Pexman, 2010; Hancock et al., 2000; Harris & Pexman, 2003; 
Sullivan et al., 1995; Winner & Leekam, 1991). However, these studies differ greatly 
in what aspects of irony understanding they investigate; while some examine the 
evaluation of comments and/or their pragmatic function in discourse – the social-
communicative aspects of irony understanding – others focus on the representation 
of the speaker’s mind – the social-cognitive aspects of irony understanding. This 
difference in focus and the corresponding methods are one of the reasons for the 
apparent conflict in identifying the age at which children reliably understand and 
produce irony. Both these aspects are discussed in turn, followed by the consider-
ation of the role of prosody in irony comprehension.

Social-communicative aspects. The underlying social function of irony is to 
communicate the speaker’s attitude towards a person or a situation. Although 
traditional theories of irony concentrate on negative attitudes expressed through 
irony, more recent accounts identify also emphasis and humour. Other goals of 
irony include emotional expression, alleviation of personal/social discomfort, pro-
voking a reaction, attention getting, and conversation management (e.g., Kreuz, 
Long, & Church, 1991; Kumon-Nakamura et al., 1995.) Importantly, ironic com-
ments can be humorous as well as negative. Often, the implied criticism of ironic 
comments is cheerful or teasing, resulting in increased intimacy between the con-
versational parties (Gibbs, 2000). Clearly, the communication of negative attitude 
is only one of many functions of irony in discourse.
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Developmental studies report that children as young as 6 years of age can detect 
some of the functions of irony in social interactions (e.g., Andrews et al., 1986; 
Dews et al., 1996; Filippova & Astington, 2010; Harris & Pexman, 2003; Winner 
& Leekam, 1991). Dews et al. (1996) found that while 5- and 6-year-olds could 
identify the muting function of sarcastic statements relative to literal statements 
(i.e., sarcastic statements lessen the intensity of the negative impact of criticism 
relative to literal ones), they were less adept at perceiving the humorous function 
of ironic remarks. Harris and Pexman (2003) and Pexman, Glenwright, Krol, and 
James (2005) also demonstrated that children’s understanding of the humour func-
tion of discourse irony continues to develop through middle childhood. Creusere 
(2000) also reports that the form of irony (sarcasm, offering, thanking, etc.) did not 
affect children’s judgment of the humour of such statements, yet it affected their 
interpretation of the meanness. Importantly, a study of children’s understanding of 
the function of irony in discourse may reveal important links to their developing 
understanding of advanced social-cognitive aspects of irony – such as motivations 
and attitudes – behind a speaker’s choice of an utterance. 

Social-cognitive (theory-of-mind) aspects. An advanced theory of mind, which 
typically emerges in middle childhood, is reported as being responsible for the rela-
tively late understanding of ironic speakers’ communicative intent. Understanding 
of irony depends on the correct attribution of the speaker’s belief about the lis-
tener’s belief and the speaker’s intention for the listener not to take the utterance 
at face value (Happé, 1993; Sperber & Wilson, 1995). It also necessitates a listener’s 
appropriate interpretation of the speaker’s attitude, which is the stance the speaker 
takes indicating his or her view of the situation (Clark & Gerrig, 1984; Gibbs, 2000; 
Kreuz & Glucksberg, 1989; Kumon-Nakamura et al., 1995; Leggitt & Gibbs, 2000; 
Sperber & Wilson, 1995). Winner and Leekam (1991) suggested that understanding 
the attitude behind a speaker’s use of irony requires the ability to recognize a third-
order mental state in addition to the second-order ones about belief and intention. 
They argued that third-order mental state understanding involves the judgment 
that “the speaker wants (first-order) the listener to believe (second-order) that the 
speaker has a particular attitude (third-order)” (Winner & Leekam, 1991, p. 268). 
Pexman and Glenwright (2007) also demonstrated that children’s understanding of 
an ironist’s attitude emerges only after they recognize the speaker’s belief.

Using the Guttman scaling method, Filippova and Astington (2008) estab-
lished a developmental sequence in the acquisition of different social-cognitive 
components in children’s understanding of an ironist’s mind: the ability to identify 
the discrepancy between intended and expressed meaning is followed by children’s 
recognition of the speaker’s actual belief about the situation, itself followed by an 
ability to understand a speaker’s communicative intention. Only children who 
understand these aspects of mind are able to reflect on the speaker’s attitude. 
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Adults are superior to children in constructing an appropriate interpretation 
of the speaker’s communicative intention and attitude (Filippova & Astington, 
2008). The fact that children have a long way to go before they correctly assess 
the speaker’s complex mental states in the way that adults do suggests that the 
development of complex social-reasoning skills is an ongoing process of social-
cognitive maturation. 

Notwithstanding, findings from a parallel study (Filippova & Astington, 2010) 
show that an assessment of the niceness, meanness, and funniness of ironic state-
ments in social situations is not as challenging for children: school-aged chil-
dren assess the pragmatic function of the irony studied comparably to adults. 
This may be due to the fact that while the assessment of the pragmatic function 
involves one’s own evaluation of the communicative effect of irony, the assessment 
of the social-cognitive components is contingent on making a complex interpre-
tive judgment about the speaker’s mind. Consequently, children’s ability to assess 
the pragmatic (i.e., communicative) function of ironic utterances may be more 
intuitive in the sense that very young children judge things or situations from 
their own perspective. Due to the exposure of children to social standards and 
norms very early in life, children’s evaluation of the appropriateness of certain 
statements can be construed as intuitive rather than reflective (Wilson, 2000). 
On the other hand, the interpretation of complex intentions and attitudes entails 
a complex metarepresentational work, an active construction of a representation 
of the speaker’s mind (i.e., interpretive judgment) (Filippova & Astington, 2010). 
Thus, the hurdle children encounter in interpreting complex mental states may 
be due to the complex meta-representational and meta-communicative nature of 
higher-order intentions and attitudes. Language competence and cognitive skills 
further contribute to children’s correct interpretation of the complex aspects of a 
speaker’s mind beyond their age (Filippova & Astington, 2008).

The role of prosody. Prosody encompasses variations in pitch, loudness, dura-
tion, and silence, the modification of which communicates affect or a speaker’s 
attitude towards a person or a situation (Milosky & Ford, 1997; Ito, this volume). 
There is little consensus about the role of intonation in children’s detection of 
the speaker’s ironic intent. Some argue that intonation is not a reliable predic-
tor of irony interpretation (Ackerman, 1983, 1986; Sullivan et al., 1995; Winner 
& Leekam, 1991), but others claim that intonation contributes substantially to 
the identification of some components of irony (Capelli, Nakagawa, & Madden, 
1990; de Groot et al., 1995; Demorest et al., 1984; Dews et al., 1996). Still oth-
ers propose that although prosodic cues help children as young as 6 to identify 
ironic utterances, prosody itself is neither necessary nor sufficient for children to 
discriminate between ironic and non-ironic statements (Keenan & Quigley, 1999; 
Milosky & Ford, 1997). Perhaps children’s detection of irony initially depends 
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more on intonation than on context (Capelli et al., 1990). Yet, Milosky and Ford 
(1997) found that children do not rely exclusively on prosody but, rather, they also 
follow the literal meaning of the statement.

Developmental research indicates that children readily detect emotion or 
attitude from prosody. Morton and Trehub (2001) found that although children 
as young as 5 years of age can interpret emotions in speech on the basis of pro-
sodic cues (Experiments 2 and 3), children as old as 9 judge the speaker’s feelings 
from the message content when the content and prosodic cues provide conflict-
ing cues to emotion (Experiment 1). Adults do the opposite, judging the speaker’s 
feelings from prosodic and paralinguistic cues. Thus, although both ironic and 
non-ironic statements might share the same prosodic cues, the incongruity in 
meaning will trigger attention to those cues. Therefore, until children reliably 
identify discrepancies between the literal and intended meaning, intonation cues 
are likely to be ineffective.

Similar to the variety of research methods supplying conflicting findings as 
to the age of a reliable understanding of discourse irony, the inconsistent findings 
about the role of prosody in children’s identification of irony may also be due to 
the diversity of methods used to study the phenomenon. The task demands and 
prosodic cues differ widely across the studies. Methods parallel to those used in 
adult literature should be used consistently also across the studies in children.

Situational irony

While the production and understanding of discourse irony is contingent on the 
ability to properly assess complex aspects of the speaker’s intention, the appre-
ciation of situational irony seems to be contingent on slightly different cognitive 
mechanisms. As much popular children’s literature includes situational irony (e.g., 
Dyer, Shatz, & Wellman, 2000; Gemrichova & Filippova, 2012), the study of chil-
dren’s developing appreciation of situational irony may also help to uncover the 
processing mechanisms involved in one’s interpretation of irony in human action 
and communication. 

An event or a situation counts as ironic when it ends contrary or oppo-
site to someone’s expectation in a specified and culturally recognized manner 
(Lucariello, 1994; Lucariello & Mindolovich, 1995). Just imagine receiving a ten-
nis racket as a birthday present right after having an elbow surgery. Having an 
appropriate cognitive salience, ironic events evoke particular kinds of emotions 
and entail potential moral implications (Shelley, 2001). Many cultural narratives 
involve situations where tricksters are unsuspectingly being tricked by the tar-
gets of their own pranks. Simply put, situational irony involves an evaluation of 
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situations with an unexpected turn of events, especially those that diverge from 
our culture-specific beliefs about the world. 

Matching people’s interpretation of events with defined story schemata 
(Schank & Abelson, 1977), Lucariello (1994) proposed a taxonomy of ironic 
scripts organized into eight basic groups based on a combination of four features: 
unexpectedness, human frailty, opposition, and outcome. General, semantic 
knowledge structures – countersrcipts – are argued to exist for ironic events, exhib-
iting an internal structure and rated by adults more ironic than regular scripts 
and  anomaly-unexpected events (Lucariello & Mindolovich, 2002). Salience of 
the misfit of events and emotional response to an ironic situation likely exhibit 
cultural and contextual specificity. 

Children’s production

In spite of flourishing research in the area of the development of understanding 
and production of discourse irony (central to the advancement of communication 
theories), only a couple of experimental studies report findings on children’s devel-
oping understanding and production of situational irony. Using a story-completion 
paradigm, Lucariello and Mindolovich (1995) tested 5- to 8-year-old children’s 
production of ironic endings to stories affording such story outcomes. Scenarios 
based on familiar events with available structured detailed representation facilitated 
ironic story completion in both younger and older groups. The younger children’s 
production of ironic story outcomes was restricted to ironic forms that entail cog-
nitively simpler representational manipulations of events. Older children, on the 
other hand, produced ironic endings of greater cognitive complexity. Irony was not 
readily produced at either age, but about a third of the younger children and over 
half of the older ones generated ironic endings for a story gauged in a familiar set-
ting inviting such outcomes. Children’s metarepresentational abilities – that is skills 
at representing others’ minds – were found important (although not sufficient) for a 
systematic manipulation of representations in the production of noncanonical story 
endings. The older children’s experience with narratives and their knowledge that 
stories require twists in the unfolding of events may have facilitated their produc-
tion of mismatch story endings (Lucariello & Mindolovich, 1995).

Children’s comprehension

Six- to 10-year-olds’ understanding of situational irony, verbal irony, and the 
two ironies paired within the same story scenarios were examined by Thelander 
(2004). In the situational-irony condition, children’s success at interpreting the 
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event structures (scripts and counterscripts) and changes in character’s perspec-
tives depended upon the number and complexity of the components to be repre-
sented and on the complexity of the changes in perspective. Supporting Lucariello 
and Mindolovich’s (1995) findings, more complex counterscripts and perspective 
changes were understood only by older children. All the children were shown to 
rely on cognitive event representations also in their interpretation of an ironic 
speaker’s meaning in the verbal-irony condition. Not until ten years of age were 
children able to distinguish between the speaker’s meaning and the utterance 
meaning using a metalinguistic process, claimed to be different from the process 
of event representation. Finally, the condition combining situational and verbal 
irony within the same scenarios provided the greatest challenge for children. 
Thelander (2004) argues that event representations and metalinguistic processing 
are separate competencies and that higher-order mental-state understanding of 
perspectives is different from metalinguistic processing of the speaker’s intention. 
A validation of this claim awaits further testing. Nevertheless, the study showed 
that children’s representation of events and changes in perspectives dominate their 
interpretation of events and people’s behaviour until middle childhood and that 
their processing of intentions poses a challenge even to 10-year-olds.

Taken together, children’s understanding of situational irony seems to rely on 
their semantic knowledge and, more specifically, on their cognitive representation 
of events (scripts and counterscripts). It is constrained by the complexity of and 
familiarity with a given situation. Children become progressively able to construct 
narratives and entertain prototypical or less prototypical story outcomes as they 
mature and become exposed to increasingly richer social interactions. Thus, chil-
dren’s comprehension and production of stories with situational ironic twists seem 
to develop hand in hand with their ability to represent cognitive event structures, 
supplied by their social and cultural milieu during ontogeny. 

Conclusions and further directions

General semantic knowledge of culturally appropriate schemata for events and the 
cognitive representations of scripts and counterscripts are an important source 
of children’s developing appreciation of ironic situations and stories. Beyond 
the ironic events or situations, however, discourse irony understanding entails 
a proper assessment of the speaker’s mind, including his intention to communi-
cate certain moods and attitudes. Studies combining child and adult data clearly 
demonstrate that complex social-reasoning skills give adults and middle-aged 
children an advantage over the younger ones in terms of critically assessing the 
message of an ironist not just with respect to their integration of the situational 
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facts and conflicting statements but, importantly, thanks to a proper assessment 
of their mental states. Language skills and cognitive competencies also assist in 
children’s ability to interpret irony. Children’s experience with ironic language in 
their environment plays an equally important role in the development of skills at 
irony comprehension.

Devising simple, more naturalistic tasks would help to lower the processing 
burden on younger children and atypically developing individuals. Consequently, 
research studies using such tasks with younger age groups and atypical popula-
tions may advance our existing knowledge of the biological competencies neces-
sary for deciphering ironic speaker’s intentions and attitudes. Designing parallel 
naturalistic tasks in cultural settings outside of the well-described communities 
should further substantiate our search for potential social-cognitive universals.

Concomitantly, an array of existing language corpora should be examined for 
spontaneous production of irony in diverse linguistic settings. These would be a 
great source of examples of natural speech (or writing) complementing the stimuli 
designed in controlled conditions in experimental laboratory settings, often rely-
ing on the researchers’ intuition about irony. Data gathered from such corpora 
could be subsequently used to gather evaluations of the statements from lay per-
sons, from both the social-cognitive and social-communicative vantage points. 

In a parallel fashion, a thorough analysis of the nature of advanced mental states 
used in irony interpretation – as related to structural and conceptual complexity of 
the mind-reading processes – should shed more light on the nature of mechanisms 
involved in irony processing. As no comprehensive developmental theory of irony 
production and comprehension currently exists, accumulation of further develop-
mental data from testing hypotheses based on prior research findings from both 
children and adults across the disciplines are encouraged. Only research combining 
well-established methods has the potential to describe the underlying mechanisms 
used by children to coordinate all the cues provided by the words and prosody they 
hear with the clues from the social and cultural context.
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