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Introduction. Language processing requires both the integration of new information and the 
anticipation of what is likely to be discussed next ([1]). An increasing number of studies 
indicate that speakers and hearers make detailed predictions regarding upcoming material 
on the basis of available lexical and syntactic information ([2], [3], [4], [5], among others). The 
current paper reports the results of a multi-sentence story-continuation study on German 
definite noun phrases (NP), which provide further support for the claim that the human parser 
is equipped with an anticipatory mechanism. Specifically, our findings show that the 
semantic-pragmatic type of definiteness expressed by definite NPs gives rise to different 
predictions in terms of frequency of re-mention of the associated referents. 

Much previous semantic work has analyzed definite NPs mainly in terms of reference 
(see [6] for an overview). According to this view, a definite NP signals that the associated 
referent is familiar, unique or identifiable in the current mental model. This is particularly true 
for anaphoric uses of definite NPs as in e.g. (1) in Table 1, where “the punk girl” refers back 
to an entity that was explicitly introduced in the initial discourse (“a punk girl”) and enters into 
an identity relationship with this referent. In contrast, the definite NPs “the drummer girl” and 
“the manager” in e.g. (2) and (3) in Table 1 do not refer back to a previously introduced 
antecedent. In these cases, a bridging inference is drawn based on world knowledge and this 
inference licenses the dependency relation needed to achieve the critical interpretation of the 
referent ([7], [8]). Besides establishing an association with given information, bridged 
referents represent discourse-new information and are predicted to require the establishment 
of a new referent in the mental modal, similar to indefinite NPs. Bridging relations require a 
certain level of relatedness between an antecedent and an anaphor, such as a part-whole 
relation (e.g. “band”—“drummer girl”, as in (2)), or a functional relation (e.g. “concert”—
“manager”, as in (3)). Situational NPs represent a third class of definite expressions. Like 
bridged definite NPs, situational definite NPs do not refer back to a previously introduced 
referent, however, in contrast to the former, they do not rely on an inference relation either. 
Rather, the referent corresponding to the definite expression is uniquely identifiable in the 
context of the utterance. In e.g. (4) in Table 1 “the punk girl in front of him” represents an NP 
which is further modified by a prepositional phrase.   

Several psycholinguistic and functional studies investigated the differences in working 
memory load, processing cost and accessibility corresponding to the referents of anaphoric, 
bridged and situational NPs. In this paper, we account for the distribution of these definite 
NPs from the perspective of production by adopting a forward-looking perspective. We report 
the findings of a sentence-continuation study that investigated the discourse-level effects of 
these three types of definite NPs in terms of frequency of subsequent mention.  

Design and Method. Fifty monolingual native speakers of German from the 
University of Köln participated in the study. We used a story-continuation task in which 
participants read short stories and provided five natural-sounding sentence continuations to 7 
distinct stories. All critical referents were realized as definite noun phrases and we only 
manipulated the semantic-pragmatic factors licensing their definiteness (4 conditions, as 
seen in Table 1). Each test item consisted of four sentences. The first two sentences set the 
context of the story and introduced a global topic (e.g. Peter1, mentioned in subject position). 
The following two target sentences varied with each type of definite NP. The antecedent 
referent for the anaphoric definite NP in (1) and the anchor referent for the bridged definite 
NPs in (2) and (3) were introduced in the first sentence of the target sentences. The target 
referent of the situational definite NP in (4) was introduced in the last sentence. All target 
referents were introduced in direct object position. The verbs used in the study were neutral 
with respect to implicit causality (IC) bias ([9]). Two independent judges coded the referential 
persistence of the target referents, i.e. the frequency of subsequent mention of each target 
referent in the continuations provided by the participants.  

 



Table 1. Sample experimental items per condition with English translations (critical NP in bold) 
 

Condition  Example stimulus 
Context  
 

In Köln fand an diesem Abend ein Rockkonzert statt. Schon seit 
langem hatte Peter1 sich dafür Tickets gekauft.  
“A rock concert was taking place this evening in Cologne. Peter1 
bought tickets for it a long time ago.” 
 

(1) Target sentence:  
Anaphoric Definite NP 

In der tanzenden Menge drängelte sich eine Punkerin2 nach vorne. 
Viele Menschen3 beschwerten sich darüber. In der Pause sah Peter1 
die Punkerin2 wieder. 
“In the dancing crowd, a punk girl2 pushed her way to the front. Many 
people3 complained about that. Peter1 saw the punk girl2 again during 
the break.” 

(2) Target sentence:  
Bridged Definite NP 
(part-whole) 

Die Band2 kam unter großem Applaus auf die Bühne. Peter1 sah die 
Schlagzeugerin3. 
“The band2 entered the stage under loud applause. Peter1 saw the 
drummergirl3.” 

(3) Target sentence:  
Bridged Definite NP 
(functional)  

Das Publikum war begeistert von dem Konzert2. Peter1 sah die 
Managerin3. 
“The public was thrilled because of the concert2. Peter saw the 
manager3”. 

(4) Target sentence:  
Situational Definite NP 

Der Türsteher2 kontrollierte aufmerksam die Eintrittskarten. Peter1 
beobachtete die Punkerin vor ihm3. 
“The doorkeeper2 checked the tickets attentively. Peter1 watched the 
punk girl in front of him3.” 

 
Predictions. Fist, in light of previous studies on the discourse function of indefinite NPs in 
Romanian [10], we expect that the definite NPs discussed in this paper will show different 
rates of subsequent mention. Second, as repeated reference was shown to enhance the 
memory representation and accessibility of referents ([11]), we expect that the referent of the 
anaphoric definite NP in (1) will be picked up more often in the subsequent discourse, 
compared to the referents of the definite NPs in (2-4), which introduce discourse-new 
referents. Third, given the impact of overspecification on the frequency of re-mention of a 
referent ([12]), we expect the referent of the situational definite NP in (4), which is realized 
my means of a definite NP with a PP-modifier, to be picked up more often than the referents 
of the NPs in (2-3).  

Results. Referential persistence is measured as the mean value of the number of 
anaphoric references to the target item per continuation story, i.e. the value of 4.4 in Figure 1 
means that the target item was anaphorically picked 4.4 times in average within all stories. 
As predicted, referents introduced by anaphoric definite expressions, as in (1), were picked 
up more often than referents introduced by a bridging relation. The two types of bridged NPs 
showed different values for referential persistence, with the referent of the functionally 
bridged NP being re-mentioned more often than the referent of the bridged NP that described 
a part-whole relation. We interpret this difference as an effect of different degrees of typicality 
or semantic overlap associated with the two target referents in (2) and (3). Thus, as the 
referent of a functionally bridged NP is less typically anchored to its antecedent, the 
participants might have chosen to re-mention the referent in order to motivate its presence in 
the context. Situational definite noun phrases revealed an interesting pattern as well. Despite 
being mentioned only once in the target sentences, situational definite NPs patterned with 
anaphoric definite NPs, as their referents were picked up more often, as seen in Figure 1. 

 



 
 
Figure 1. Mean values for referential persistence of the target referents (5 continuation stories) 

                 
Conclusions. In this paper we argue that definite NPs not only introduce new referents in 
the discourse, but that they are forward-looking as well, as they give information about the 
future discourse properties of the referents they are associated with [13]. The results of the 
experiment indicate that effects of predictability in terms of frequency of re-mention do exist. 
We showed that different types of definite NPs give structure to the subsequent discourse in 
different ways. In a next step we will investigate two other aspects of the definite noun 
phrases, namely their upcoming topic shift potential and the type of anaphoric expression 
used to pick the referents up in the discourse.  
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