
What do you know when you say ‘you know’? 

The problem.  Conversational English makes frequent use of the discourse marker you know, as 
in You have to use a blue pen, you know. Given its literal meaning, this discourse marker seems 
to be ideally suited to contribute to common ground management, in the sense of Krifka (2008). 
Yet, existing claims about you know’s semantics fall short of capturing its content. Descriptions 
of its function vary from usage with shared (old) knowledge only (i.e., when the speaker (S) 
knows that the addressee (A) knows p; Östman 1981, Schourup 1985), to usage with non-shared 
(new) information (i.e., when S knows that A doesn’t know p; Macauley 2002; Vincent 2009 et 
al., a.o.). Syntactic distribution is credited with a difference in function, and so is intonation, but 
no study has controlled for either of these factors when exploring the function of you know. Our 
paper is a first step towards filling this gap. 
  

Methodology. This paper investigates the contribution of the discourse marker you know to 
common ground management. We depart from previous studies on you know in two ways: (i) we 
restrict our study to sentence final you know with falling intonation, and (ii) we conduct an 
experiment using the storyboard elicitation method (Burton & Matthewson 2015). This 
methodology allows us to elicit speaker judgments for conversational data, and hence the present 
study is the first one which is able to contribute positive and negative data (i.e., we can establish 
whether or not a given instance of you know is or is not well-formed in a given situation). 
  

Hypothesis. Our initial hypothesis was predicated on the relation between S’s expectation of A’s 
behaviour based on previous knowledge and S’s observations of A’s behaviour. We predicted that 
you know signals that, at the time of utterance, S’s observation is that A is behaving as though 
they do not know p, even though S believes that A should know p. In other words, we expected 
Scenarios 4 and 5 in Table 1 to be acceptable and all other scenarios to be unacceptable.  
  

Experiment. We use two scenarios, each with six conditions (see Table 1). The crucial factors 
are A’s knowledge as established prior to the utterance and A’s behavior at the time of utterance. 
Subjects rated the use of you know in the final sentence of the storyboard in each of these 
conditions on a six-point scale. All participants responded to six storyboards from two scenarios, 
for a total of 12 responses each; distractors were presented between every other storyboard. 
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Pilot results. Initial results with 11 participants suggest that you know is restricted to the contexts 
of conditions 4, 5, 6. For S to felicitously utter you know, A has to behave as if she doesn’t know 
p at the time of utterance. Contrary to our initial hypothesis, A’s knowledge of p prior to the 
utterance seems irrelevant, which is evidenced by the acceptability of condition 6. In contrast to 
our hypothesis, behaviour seems to be the key factor in the acceptability of “you know.” 
  

Consequences. Our results indicate that speakers use not only their own knowledge to shape 
discourse, but also their inferences about the addressee’s knowledge, based on the addressee’s 
behaviour. Our findings suggest that formal models of grammar require the inclusion of S’s 
assumptions about A’s knowledge state (and not merely S’s assumptions about the common 
ground). A single discourse marker may at the same time involve elements of common ground 
management, the complex relation between speaker and addressee beliefs, and evidential 
restrictions based on utterance-time behaviour. 
Table 1 
 

  

STORYBOARD example of condition (5): 

Context of use from the speaker’s perspective
Pilot results 

(1: worst; 6: best)

(1) A knows p and A behaves as if she knows p 2.86

(2) It’s unclear if A knows p and A behaves as if she knows p 2.76

(3) A doesn’t know p and A behaves as if she knows p 2.95

(4) A knows p and A behaves as if she doesn’t know p 4.41

(5) It’s unclear if A knows p and A behaves as if she doesn’t know p 4.18

(6) A doesn’t know p and A behaves as if she doesn’t know p 4.41

Script for Storyboard 
(Condition 5): 

1. 5 min before the exam, 
Sally is at her desk, 

2. 4:30 min before the exam, 
Andy comes in as the 
professor announces that 
everyone must use a blue 
pen on the exam. 

3. 3 min before the exam, 
Andy rummages through his 
backpack and takes out a  
red pen.  

4. Sally says to Andy “You 
have to use a blue pen, you 
know.” 
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