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Research has been equivocal with regards to the effect of structure on pronoun resolution; 

experiments are not in agreement as to how a sentence like Sandra called Monica and Roger 

emailed her would be interpreted. Some studies have found that (non-subject) pronouns refer 

to the subject of the first sentence, Sandra (Crawley, Stevenson, & Kleinman, 1990), whereas 

others suggest that they refer to an entity in a previous sentence with an analogous 

grammatical role, here Monica (Chambers & Smyth, 1998).  Chambers and Smyth in 

particular have been cited as evidence of structural priming (e.g., Badecker and Straub, 

2002). It is still unclear why the results diverge. One possibility is that both sets of studies 

used experimenter intuition, rather than ratings, to control the plausibility of the potential 

referents, a practice that can be problematic (Wasow & Arnold, 2005). 

 

Furthermore, it is still uncertain to what degree structural parallelism is restricted to 

languages resembling English, perhaps a by-product of the strong SVO pattern. To see 

whether this was in fact the case, we investigated Spanish, where the equivalent anaphor to 

an English object pronoun is a pre-verbal clitic. This permits a comparison of a language 

where anaphor is linearly parallel to its antecedent with one where it is not. 

 

We created 29 auditory sentences in each language, testing 27 native speakers of English in 

Edmonton, Canada, and 38 native speakers of Spanish in Mexico City. To test for effects of 

plausibility, we created two conditions, an equiplausible condition where both potential 

antecedents were plausible, and a biased condition, where either the subject or object of the 

first sentence was strongly preferred. Sentences were selected based on discourse coherence, 

a measure empirically shown to affect plausibility (Wolf et al., 2004; Kehler et al. 2008). As 

our objective measure, we performed a materials test to control for plausibility by replacing 

the pronoun in the second clause with the names of the two characters from the first sentence, 

(e.g., Sandra called Monica. Roger emailed Monica) and asking participants to rate how 

plausible the second sentence was given the first (Table 1).  

 
Table 1.  
Item characteristics, from materials test. 

English Plausible 
antecedent Sentence 

Plausibility 

Name1 Name2 

Equiplausible Subject/Object Sandra called Monica, and Roger emailed her 4.9 (0.1) 5.5 (0.1) 

Biased Subject Michelle trained Beth, and Anne paid her.  6.4 (0.1) 3.0 (0.3) 

 Object Robert registered Joe, and John taught him. 3.1 (0.3) 5.7 (0.1) 

Spanish 
Plausible 

antecedent Sentence 

Plausibility 

Name1 Name2 

Equiplausible Subject/Object Sandra llamó a Mónica y Rogelio la citó. 4.6 (0.2) 5.2 (0.2) 

Biased Subject Michelle entrenó a Bertha y Ana María le pagó.  6.3 (0.2) 3.7 (0.3) 

 Object Roberto registró a José y Gustavo le enseñó. 4.1 (0.3) 6.0 (0.2) 

Mean (Standard error). Plausibility was rated on a 7 point scale, where 7 was most plausible, and  1 was 
most implausible. 

 

Antecedent preference was then measured by presenting the sentences with a question Who 

did Frank email? Participants indicated their answers using a scale from 3 (certain that it is 



Sandra), -3 (certain that it is Monica), (Figure 1).  In the equiplausible condition, participant 

responses are very strongly in line with the predictions of structural parallelism. Biased 

pronouns were found to refer to the referent that was judged most plausible (Figure 2). 

 

 Question            

1  Who did Roger email?   Sandra 3 2 1 0 -1 -2 -3 Monica   

Figure 1. Participants would indicate their preference by circling 3 or -3 if they strongly favoured one character, 

if they were completely uncertain, they would circle 0. 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Antecedent preference from English and Spanish experiments. Positive numbers represent preference 

for the subject, negative numbers for the object. Biased stimuli resolved in the direction of the bias, whereas 

equiplausible pronouns resolved toward the parallel function, object. 

 

The results suggest that when both referents are roughly equiplausible, the pronoun will refer 

to the entity with the same grammatical role.  However, when there is a bias, that bias washes 

out the effects of structural parallelism. With regard to the issue of whether parallelism is 

specific to languages with strong SVO structures, the pattern observed in English and Spanish 

results was effectively identical, In spite of clear cross-linguistic difference in structures. 
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