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Prominence perception is largely predictable by linguistic factors and listeners’ expectations 
(Fougeron and Keating, 1995; Baumann and Riester, 2013; Watson, 2008; Cole, 2010; Wagner, 
2005). However, little is known about how the immediate prosodic context affects both 
production and perception of prominence, with a few exceptions (e.g. Cutugno et al., 2012; 
Arnold et al., 2013). 
The issue of how context - understood as prosodic environment - shapes both prominence 
perception and production is explored in a corpus study. Our material was taken from the Bonn 
Prosodic Database (Heuft 1999), annotated using a quasi-gradual scale of 31 levels of syllable 
prominence. Our analyses reveal some interesting influences of context: first, the degree of 
perceived prominence is proportional to the distance to the previous accent (Spearman’s-
σ(10684) = 0.23, p<0.0001, cf. Figure 1): 
 

 
Figure 1: Relationship between degree of prominence and syllable distance to previous accent 

 
Second, this relationship is exploited by speakers to economize their accent production, with 
pitch accents being less steep and produced with less delay with increasing distance to a previous 
accent (Spearman’s-σ(10684) < -0.15, p<0.001 for all variables). Third, there is a clear 
alternating pattern of perceived prominence (Pearson’s cc(10684) = -0,47, p<0.0001 for adjacent 
syllables), which is, however, not expressed in a strictly alternating duration pattern likewise.  
With a simple model of multiple regression, the prosodic contextual factors already provide a 
working (albeit far from perfect) prediction of the prominence level on an upcoming syllable (R 
= 0.43, F(5,6853) = 394.5, p<0.001). This model actually accounts for a similar amount of 
variance as one built entirely on local properties such as duration, accentability and pitch 
excursion (R = 0.39, F(6,2675) = 79.65, p<0.001). Obviously, any prediction model built on 
linguistic context will outperform both regression models; here, we are only interested in the 
amount of impact of local vs. contextual prosody. Summarizing, our result show that prosodic 
prominence should be regarded as a pattern unfolding over time rather than being treated as an 
atomistic property of individual units. 
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