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There is a growing body of research that highlights the importance of anticipatory, predictive, 
expectation-based processing in many linguistics domains (e.g. Rohde & Horton submitted, 
Kamide, Altmann, & Haywood, 2003, and many others). Expectations are also crucial in the 
domain of reference tracking: Who will speakers mention next, and with what kind of 
referring expression? According to Arnold (2008), referents’ predictability/likelihood-of-
mention is connected to choice of referring expression: Reduced forms (e.g. pronouns) are 
preferentially used for highly-predictable referents. Thus, according to this view, people’s 
expectations about how a discourse will continue also govern speakers’ choice of referring 
expressions. However, Fukumura & van Gompel (2010) and Kehler et al. (2008) argue that 
likelihood-of-mention and choice of referring expression are governed by different factors: 
Using sentences with two different-gender referents, Fukumura & van Gompel suggest that 
likelihood-of-mention is influenced by semantics whereas choice of referring expressions is 
influenced by accessibility/structural prominence, with pronouns preferring syntactically-
prominent referents/subjects. Thus, under this view, expectations about (a) how a discourse 
will continue and (b) choice of referring expressions can be distinguished. A better 
understanding of these two views will contribute to our understanding of how specific (or 
general) discourse-level expectations are: Can they be ‘bundled’ with the phenomenon of 
pronominalization, or are expectations operating according to different principles? 

To investigate the two conflicting claims, we conducted a sentence-continuation 
experiment in French, whose anaphoric paradigm allows us to obtain finer-grained insights 
into the choice of referring expression: Humans can be referred to with pronouns, names or 
demonstratives (e.g. celui-ci ‘this one’, celui-là ‘that one’, ce dernier ‘the latter’). For French, 
the general view is that pronouns refer to referents that are cognitively highly 
accessible/highly salient, and that demonstratives refer to less-accessible referents (e.g., 
Demol 2007, cf. Hemforth et al. 2010). Thus, the question is whether the choice of a pronoun 
vs. a demonstrative (or another lower-accessibility form like an NP or a name) is correlated 
(a) with likelihood-of-mention in subsequent discourse – as Arnold (2008) might predict – or 
(b) with syntactic prominence (subjecthood) – as Fukumura & van Gompel (2010) and 
Kehler et al. (2008) might predict. 

Experiment: In a sentence-continuation task, twenty-four native speakers of French 
(from France) provided written continuations to sentences, with agent-patient verbs and two 
same-gender characters (see ex.(1)). We used sentences with two same-gender referents, 
unlike Fukumura & van Gompel (who used sentences with two different-gender referents). 
This is because we wanted to see what happens when a pronoun is potentially ambiguous: It 
might be that effects of predictability emerge in a context where he/she are ambiguous due to 
two same-gender referents: Perhaps this is the context in which we will find that pronouns 
tend to be used for highly predictable referents, as Arnold (2008) suggests? 

 

(1)   Mathilde a chatouillé Aurore, {alors/et après}… 
Mathilde tickled Aurore, {so/and then}… 
 

The critical sentences ended right after the connective (ex.1), so that participants were free to 
choose not only who to realize in the subject position of their continuation but also what kind 
of referring expression to use. As our connectives, we used alors ‘so’ and et après ‘and then’, 
because prior work on English has shown that coherence-relations influence likelihood-of-



mention (Stevenson et al 1994, Kehler et al 2008): Specifically, result relations make the 
patient (object) likely to be mentioned. Thus, using alors and et après allows us to check 
whether this pattern extends to French, and to manipulate the likelihood of the preceding 
subject vs. object being mentioned in the continuation. 

Data analysis: To see whether choice of referring expression is connected to 
likelihood of subsequent mention or to syntactic prominence/subjecthood, we analyzed (a) 
which character participants started their continuations with (preceding subject, preceding 
object, both of them together, or something else) and (b) what referring expression they used 
(e.g. name, pronoun, demonstrative, etc). 

Results: We find a significant effect of coherence relation/connective type: 
Conditions with a causal connective (alors ‘so’) result in significantly more continuations 
(p<.01) that start by referring to the preceding object (≈73% object-referring continuations), 
than the more ambiguous après (‘then’) conditions (≈21% object-referring continuations).  

Crucially, we find that a high likelihood of subsequent mention does not mean high 
likelihood-of-pronominalization: In the causal alors conditions, when people refer to the 
high-likelihood object, they use pronouns only ≈29% of the time. In contrast, when people 
refer to the low-likelihood subject, they use pronouns ≈72% of the time. Conditions with the 
connective après show a similar asymmetry. As a whole, we see that syntactic prominence is 
important for referring-expression choice.  

We find only very weak (non-significant) hints of a likelihood-of-mention effect on 
the use of pronouns: High-likelihood objects (alors condition) are numerically more likely to 
be referred to with a pronoun than lower-likelihood objects (après condition, 29% vs. 22%, 
no significant difference). 

Conclusions: Generally speaking, our results fit best with the view that the factors 
which influence people’s expectations about what will mentioned next in the discourse can be 
dissociated from the factors which influence choice of referring expression. In our 
experiments, we do not find clear support for the view that the most predictable/most 
expected referents are the most likely to be pronominalized (Arnold 2008). Instead, our 
results support the claim that referring expression choice in a context with two same-gender 
referents is primarily sensitive to syntactic prominence (subjecthood), and that likelihood-of-
mention is influenced by the semantic coherence relations between clauses (Kehler et al. 
2008). It is important to keep in mind that Fukumura & van Gompel (2010) used sentences 
with two different-gender referents (i.e., gender-marked pronouns were unambiguous), 
whereas we had two same-gender referents in each target item. Our results show that even in 
a context with two same-gender referents (e.g. two female or two male entities), participants’ 
choices about when to produce pronouns are still dissociable from the referents’ 
predictability/likelihood-of-mention. 

A second finding that emerges is that that personal pronouns and demonstratives are 
asymmetrical in their syntactic sensitivity, with pronouns being more flexible than 
demonstratives/names: Although pronouns are mostly used for subjects, they can also be used 
to refer to objects, whereas demonstratives strongly prefer objects and are virtually never 
used to refer to subjects (see also Kaiser 2011, Comrie 1997 for related work on Dutch). 
Time permitting, we will discuss potential relations between this asymmetry and the question 
of how (un)expected different arguments (subjects, objects) are in upcoming discourse. 
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