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In every-day communication, communicator’s referential acts can be conceptually closer or 

farther from the communicator’s social intent: When someone says “Close the door”, the 

reason for the request could be that the speaker feels cold and thus the recipient might not 

only close the door but also want to give the speaker another pullover and prepare a cup of 

coffee. Similarly, when someone points to a tree, she might want to point out its existence, the 

fact that it’s shedding leaves and that’s sad or beautiful or nearly Christmas and so on. 

Thus, indirect communication may be best described as a relative distance between the 

referential intention and the social intention the speaker wanted to communicate and the 

inferences the recipient makes in order to derive the communicator’s social goal. Such 

relevance inferences rely on the assumption that a rational cooperative speaker would only 

provide relevant information (Grice 1975/1989, Sperber & Wilson 1985/1996, Tomasello, 

2008).  

In two studies, the question whether young children are able to derive relevance inferences 

from indirect communicative acts was addressed. Study 1 investigated 3- and 4-year-old 

children’s comprehension of the implications of a speaker responding to an offer by 

mentioning an action’s fulfilled or unfulfilled precondition (e.g., responding to an offer of 

cereal by stating that we have no milk implies rejection of the cereal). 3-year-olds correctly 

excluded the target-object from their choice when the precondition was unfulfilled (M=0.73, 

SD=0.20, t(19)=-5.11, p<.001). However, only the 4-year-olds came to a pragmatically 

appropriate decision when the precondition for using an object was fulfilled (M=0.62, 

SD=0.23, t(19)=2.23, p=.038). 

In Study 2, infants were shown a chest containing toys that were needed for a game and a 

key that opened the chest. When the child needed another toy to complete the game, the adult 

either showed her the key (Ostensive Condition) or inadvertently moved the key in the 



direction of the child so that she noticed it (Accidental Condition). Children of both 18 and 26 

months of age identified the ostensive showing of the key as an indirect request to go open the 

chest and retrieve the toy, whereas they did not try to do so in the Accidental Condition (18-

month-olds: x² = 6.300, p = 0.033; 26-month-olds: x² = 6.667, p = 0.022 (Fisher’s exact, 2-

sided)).  

Thus, even 18-month-olds successfully make relevance inferences to uncover a 

communicator’s social motive in indirect communicative acts. This finding starkly contrasts 

with previous research that found that only 6-year-old children could do so (de Villiers et al., 

2009; Loukusa, Leinonen, & Ryder, 2007; Verbuk, 2009). Also, from a theoretical point of 

view, it has often been argued that children require metarepresentational abilities and Theory 

of Mind to understand communicative acts (Carston & Powell, 2006; de Villiers et al., 2009; 

Happé & Loth, 2002; Sperber & Wilson, 1995; Sperber, 1994; Wilson, 2000). Thus, the 

current studies’ findings will be discussed within a dual-processes account that is inspired by 

Kahneman (2011) and that argues for a fast and intuitive intention-reading process in 

communication comprehension. 


