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 Communication is aided greatly by taking advantage of mutual knowledge, i.e., common ground 
(CG); but little is known about how CG is represented in memory. Classic accounts maintain that explicit 
representations of jointly experienced events are stored in “reference diaries”, and form the basis for 
partner-specific CG (Clark & Marshall, 1978). Others propose that CG may be established more 
efficiently through non-declarative routes, based on non-explicit mechanisms of association (Horton, 
2007) or priming (Pickering & Garrod, 2004). Existing evidence for non-declarative CG comes from 
studies that found faster object naming times when the name had previously been associated with the 
speaker’s current task-partner (Horton, 2007). We examined whether amnesics with severe declarative 
memory impairment could establish partner-specific CG associations, providing a strong test of the role 
of declarative memory in CG representations. We examined whether object naming would be facilitated 
when an object was re-presented in the presence of the same partner with whom it had previously been 
associated. Amnesics were four individuals (1 female) with bilateral hippocampal damage. Amnesics and 
healthy matched comparison participants completed 3 phases of the experiment. In phase 1, participants 
completed a blurry-image identification task with a partner (A or B). Images became successively less 
blurry until a clear image was presented with the object name, at the end of each trial. We manipulated 
task interactivity to modulate the strength of image-partner associations: Half of the images became 
identifiable quickly, allowing joint discussion of the picture (high-interactive); the other half became 
identifiable slowly (low-interactive). In phase 2, participants named a slightly blurred image of each old 
and new image, as partner A or B sat alongside. For each old image, the partner in phase 2 was either the 
same or different as in phase 1. Finally, in phase 3, both partners A and B were seated alongside the 
participant as s/he viewed each image and indicated which partner s/he had originally seen it with in 
phase 1.  

RESULTS: As expected, only comparison participants performed above chance in phase 3. Both 
groups showed facilitation for old trials, which is an expected (non-declarative) priming effect. Critically, 
however, despite declarative memory impairment, amnesics showed partner-specific CG: Naming times 
in phase 2 were significantly faster for same-partner vs. different-partner trials, but only when 
interactivity was high, suggesting association strength affected CG representations. Amnesics showed no 
facilitation for old images on different-partner trials vs. new images, highlighting the inflexibility of these 
hippocampal-independent CG representations. Comparison participants performed near-ceiling and 
showed slightly slower onsets for same vs. different-partner trials, possibly due to interference from 
explicit recollection. The fact amnesics showed facilitation on same-partner trials—in the absence of 
explicit memory for that interaction—provides strong support for the argument that some forms of CG 
can guide communication in the absence of declarative memory. The lack of facilitation for pictures 
studied with a different partner in amnesia highlights the critical role of the hippocampus in creating 
flexible memory representations, and suggests non-declarative forms of CG may be inflexible and 
contextually bound.  
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