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It is claimed that Italian is more rigid in the position of focus in comparison to West 

Germanic languages (see the continuum proposed by Face and D’Imperio [1]), with a larger 

tendency for the former to change the word order to maintain prominence in sentence-final 

position. Moreover, in this position Italian reportedly resists deaccenting words that are out of 

focus [2, 3], and it provides cues for post-lexical prominence in the post-focal domain even 

when this is not associated with any pitch movement [4]. 

The study explores the perception of prosodic prominence in Italian utterances as judged 

by Italian listeners, and by German listeners learning Italian. The aim is to ascertain whether 

the patterns of prominence perceived by native Italian listeners differ from those perceived by 

German listeners, given that the attenuation of post-focal material in Italian is claimed to be 

realized in a less categorical way than in German. The stimuli presented to the judges, 

structured as in (1), were produced by a Bari Italian speaker in a previous reading task.  

(1) Bisogna pesareverb la farinaTARGET con la bilancianoun (You need to weigh the flour with the scales) 

For each sentence, three different renditions were produced: (i) with target word in Broad 

Focus (BF), (ii) contrastive Narrow Focus (NF) on the target, or (iii) Post-Focal (PF, verb 

focussed; target part of the background). Subjects (16 native speakers of Bari Italian;18 

German learners of Italian, intermediate level) listened to 30 stimuli (10 items  3 conditions) 

and rated the perceived prominence of each of the three content words (henceforth “critical 

words”) in the utterance, corresponding to the verb preceding the target, the target word and 

the noun following the target. Ratings were given by using a slider, adapting the Rapid 

Prosody Transcription method [5] to include continuous responses and to relate the answers 

for the target to the other critical words, to address the relational property of prominence. 

This paper focusses on the perceptual evaluation of BF and PF utterances, as they are the 

most relevant when comparing Italian and German in relation to post-focal prominence. 

Interestingly, our results show that Italian listeners do not perceive any difference between 

BF and PF in the degree of prominence of the target word (Fig. 1, left panel), whereas 

Germans do, as they assign a higher degree of prominence to the target word in BF than PF 

(Fig. 1, right panel). The latter outcome is reflected in the observed acoustic cues to 

prominence: in all stimuli, the target word in BF had a falling F0 contour (H+L*), whereas in 

PF the contour was flat. We also measured the Periodic Energy Mass (PEM) [6] for the 

stressed syllable of the three critical words, where PEM corresponds to the sum integral of 

periodic energy (directly linked to the acoustic intensity of ƒ0 and thus indicating the strength 

of perceived pitch) and duration, reflecting the prosodic strength of the corresponding 

syllable. Relative PEM is calculated by assigning a value of 100 to the strongest syllable of 

the utterance and calculating the value of the other syllables in relation to it. As shown in Fig. 

2, in PF the verb is the only critical word that features a pitch movement, and exhibits a 

distinctively high PEM distribution, which is not the case for the target word (or following 

noun). Therefore, it appears that the main acoustic cues to prominence for the target in PF are 

neutralized, whereas the target in BF exhibits a pitch movement and a corresponding high 

PEM. These acoustic observations support the interpretation of our prominence perception 

results as implying language-specific differences that are projected onto the L2: Germans 

appear to follow a more pitch-driven strategy, interpreting the flat pitch of post-focal targets 

as completely attenuated, as it would be in their native language [7]. By contrast, when 

estimating post-focal prominences Italian listeners seem to pay attention to factors other than 

pitch and energy, relying more on their native language-driven expectations to find cues for 

prominence in post-focal position. 



                         
Figure 1. Prominence judgements of target word in Broad Focus (BF) and Post-Focal (PF) conditions by native 

Italians and German learners. 

                

                           
 
Figure 2. Left panels: Estimated perceived pitch contour (Periograms [6]) of the utterance “Bisogna pesareverb la 

farinaTARGET con la bilancianoun” in BF (upper panel) and PF (bottom panel). Right panels: Periodic Energy Mass 

for critical words in BF (upper panel) and PF (bottom panel). 
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