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Expt. 2: Complexity influences whether 
narrative time is expected to move 
The Iconicity approach (Dowty, 1986; Zwaan, 1996) predicts that narrative time 
always moves forward and contiguously as a default, irrespective of event 
complexity. The prior-knowledge approach predicts that differences in event 
complexity can affect expectations of whether narrative time will move or not. 
Hypothesis: Readers are more likely to expect the next event to i) move narrative 
time forward for simple events, and ii) remain static for complex events. 
Materials:  i) Simple event: John rinsed an apple. 
  ii) Complex event: The US Navy abandoned its foreign bases. 
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Temporally-static responses were 
more likely following complex events, 
while forward-moving responses were 
more likely following simple events: 
Event complexity is more likely to lead 
to violations of the Strong Iconicity 
Assumption. 

Expt. 3: Complex events bias toward 
larger temporal shifts than simple events 
The Iconicity approach predicts that the next-described event is located 
immediately after the end of the event described by the previous sentence 
(Dowty, 1986; Zwaan, 1996). The prior-knowledge approach claims that the 
interval between the current and next-described event varies as a function of the 
complexity of the current event. 
Method: Participants provided a “natural” continuation to simple/complex 
prompts that forced them to mention what happens next. Assessments of 
temporal distance between the event prompts and continuations were measured 
by asking participants to estimate the size of the temporal shift between the end 
of the prompt event and the beginning of the event they wrote in response.  
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Next described events occur after 
a larger temporal shift following 
complex events than simple events 
(t = 21.29, p < 0.001). This suggests 
that complex events allow for 
temporally discontinuous next 
described events. Readers are 
biased to expect a larger temporal 
interval after complex events. 

Expt. 4: Readers’ temporal expectations 
differ according to complexity 

In processing temporal connectives, the Iconicity approach predicts that 
longer temporal shifts are always harder to process. The prior-knowledge 
approach predicts an interaction between event complexity and temporal shift 
size: Elevated reading times arise when the temporal shift size in the narrative 
is incongruent with readers’ expectations (i.e., simple events paired with long 
temporal shift connectives, and complex events paired with short temporal shift 
connectives). 
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Do readers generate predictions about 
temporal movement in discourse? 

View 1 (Principle-based approaches) – Readers rely on general principles 
(i.e., Aktionsart & Iconicity) to predict how narrative time (where the story is at: 
cf. Reichenbach’s (1947) reference time or Klein’s (1994) topic time) is moved:  
i) Aktionsart (esp: the state/event distinction) predicts that readers expect 
temporal overlap with states but temporal succession with events; ii) Iconicity 
predicts that time always moves forward, presentation matches event order. 
View 2 (Prior-knowledge-based approaches) – Readers’ expectations are also 
influenced by more specific knowledge about eventuality-types. i) Readers 
expect the narrative time to move when they read about temporary states 
because temporary states evoke their boundaries. ii) Readers are sensitive to 
event complexity. Complex events (which have plural/collective agents, a longer 
temporal duration, and salient sub-events) bias readers to expect the next-
mentioned event to a) temporally overlap with the previously mentioned event, 
or b) occur after a large temporal shift. 
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RT at Subject Region of Sentence 2 

Short

Long

LMER Estimate Std. Error t-value p-value 

(Intercept) 369.33 25.93 14.24 < 0.001 

Event Complexity -23.47 70.60 -0.33 0.728 

Temporal Shift Size -12.75 14.85 -0.86 0.391 

P(Forward Mov’t) 32.39 569.14 0.06 0.954 

List 27.79 24.77 1.12 0.257 

Event Complexity x Temporal Shift 
Size 

46.02 21.13 2.178 0.03 * 

Method: Online moving-window 
reading task, manipulating the size 
of temporal shifts through temporal 
connectives. 
There was an interaction between 
complexity and temporal shift size, 
as we predicted, but no main effect 
of temporal shift size as would be 
predicted by Zwaan (1996) & Ditman 
et al. (2008): Longer temporal shifts 
are not costly if context leads readers 
to expect them. 

Expt. 1: Narrative time is expected to move 
if temporal boundaries can be evoked 
The Aktionsart approach (Partee, 1984; Kamp & Reyle, 1993) predicts that 
readers always move time forward only after non-states, otherwise, readers 
expect temporal overlap. The prior-knowledge approach predicts that readers 
will move time if they can evoke temporal boundaries (even if it is a state).  
Hypothesis: Readers are more likely to expect the next-mentioned eventuality to 
i) move narrative time forward/backward for temporary states, and ii) remain 
static for permanent states. 
Method: Participants provided a “natural” continuation to simple/complex 
prompts, 2 judges annotated responses for coherence relations (Kehler, 2002). 

•Elaboration – temporally static 
•Occasion & Result – forward temporal movement 
•Explanation – backward temporal movement 

Materials:  i) Temporary states: The accident victim required a blood transfusion. 
  ii) Permanent states: The social worker adored little kids. 

General discussion: Prior knowledge 
affects temporal expectations 
•The results of our experiments suggest that readers activate their prior 
knowledge and generate expectations about how the narrative will unfold. 

oPart of prior knowledge includes information about typical next events 
and their temporal properties. 

•When moving narrative time, readers are sensitive to more fine-grained 
semantic distinctions than those encoded in very general principles like 
Aktionsart or Iconicity. Our experiments show that readers are sensitive to the 
presence or absence of salient temporal boundaries for states, as well as the 
complexity of events. Readers actively generate expectations about when the 
next-mentioned event is likely based on these distinctions. 
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Temporally-static responses were 
more likely following permanent 
states, while responses that moved 
time were more likely following 
temporary states: Contrary to 
Aktionsart predictions, states can bias 
expectations toward temporal 
movement, if temporal boundaries 
can be evoked. 


