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Speakers routinely use more salient referring expressions when referring to less active 

antecedents (Venditti et al., 2001).  In English, a common strategy for referring to a less 

active, but nonetheless given referent, is to use a pronoun with a pitch accent; as in Sandra 

called Monica, and Roger emailed her/HER. The alternation suggests that use of an accent 

switches the referent from the most active referent to a less active referent; in this example 

her = Monica, but HER = Sandra (Venditti et al., 2001). However, accenting may not have 

this effect in all languages. The Spanish analog of an English unstressed pronoun is a pre-

verbal clitic, such as la. Prominence is increased by including an explicit post-verbal pronoun 

as well, which doesn’t have to be accented (a ella in the example Sandra llamó a Monica y 

Rogelio le escribió (a ella): Blackwell, 2001; Baauw et al. 2011).  

 

It appears that speakers of different languages have different strategies at their disposal to 

make the referring expression more salient. But do listeners in those languages also take 

advantage of them, by switching to a structurally less active referent or a semantically less 

active referent when hearing a more salient pronoun? The pronouns in the sentences above 

resolve according to grammatical role parallelism (Smyth, 1994). If grammatical role 

parallelism determines activation, then a more salient referring expression should switch the 

referent to a less active grammatical role (above, the subject Sandra). It’s also been suggested 

that semantics determine activation (Kehler et al., 2008). Following this approach when a 

referent is more semantically plausible, a more salient referring expression should switch to a 

less plausible referent. We created two conditions: equiplausible, like the examples above 

where both Sandra and Monica were plausible, and biased, for example Robert registered 

Joe, and John taught him, where Joe is more plausible than Robert as antecedent (plausibility 

ratings in Table 1).  

 

Table 1. Item characteristics, as derived from materials test. 

Language Condition Sentence 

Plausibility 

Subject Object 

English Equiplausible 
Sandra called Monica, 
and Roger emailed her 

4.9  
(0.1) 

5.5 
(0.1) 

 Biased 
Robert registered Joe, 
and John taught him. 

3.1 
(0.3) 

5.7 
(0.1) 

 
Plausible 

antecedent 

 
Sentence 

Plausibility 

 
 Subject Object 

Spanish Equiplausible 
Sandra llamó a Mónica,  
y Rogelio le escribió. 

4.6 
(0.2) 

5.2 
(0.2) 

 Biased 
Roberto registró a José, y 
Gustavo le enseñó 

4.1 
(0.3) 

6.0 
(0.2) 

Mean (Standard error). The plausibility was rated on a seven-point scale. The central 
value is 4.  

 

We tested native speakers of English (27) and Mexican Spanish (37). In English, prominence 

was manipulated by contrasting unaccented Pronouns (Pr), with Accented Pronouns (AccPr). 

In Spanish we compared the least prominent reference form, a Clitic (Cl), and two more 



salient conditions, sentences with a Clitic and a Pronoun, Cl+Pr, and sentences with a Clitic 

and an Accented Pronoun (Cl+AccPr). After hearing a sentence, participants indicated the 

referent preference by answering a question (Who did Steve email?) on a seven-point scale 

from "subject 3" (= Sandra) to "object 3" (=Monica) (Figure 1). 

 Question            

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

Figure 1. Participants indicated their preference by circling 3 or -3 if they strongly favored one 

character, if they were completely uncertain, they would circle 0. Left option Sandra is subject, the 

right option Monica is object of the first sentence. 

 

The results show that when more salient forms were used, the default object preference 

decreased. This pattern was stronger in equibiased sentences, and resulted in a change of 

referents. In biased sentences, more salient forms resulted only in a decrease in preference for 

the object, but did not switch the referent. The degree of switch was equivalent in both 

languages (Figure 2), suggesting that salience markers are used similarly. Accenting did not 

give any clear extra change in preference in Spanish, suggesting that accentuation is not 

always used the same way crosslinguistically.   
 

 
 

Figure 2. Antecedent preference for Biased and Equiplausible sentences with standard errors. The 

equiplausible sentences (■) switched referents when more salient forms were used, whereas biased 

sentences (x) did not. 
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