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Be small!
→ Be small! is the Principle that regulates the choice between a pronoun and an 
anaphoric definite description. It is presented as a grammatical preference for 
‘smaller’ alternatives among the possible alternative referring expressions: 

NAMES > PRONOUNS > MINIMAL PRONOUNS
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Psycholinguistic perspective
→ Be small but recoverable!  

a. alternatives = {pronoun, anaphoric definite description} 
b. choose the smallest option appropriate for the accessibility status of 
the antecedent. 

→ Accessibility 
- Commonly taken to be a property of a non-linguistic representation of 
antecedent that identifies how ‘salient’ it is in a speaker/listener’s mind.  
- Sometimes identified with Topicality (e.g. Centering Theory) 
- Sometimes identified with Attention (e.g. Gundel et al, 1993) 
- Sometimes identified as Expectancy (e.g. an item is accessible to the 
extent that the speaker anticipates they will refer to it next; Arnold, 
2001) 
.
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Filtering alternatives
→ Be small but recoverable!  

a. alternatives ~ACCESSIBILITY {pronoun, anaphoric definite description} 
b. choose the smallest option appropriate for the accessibility status of the 
antecedent. 

In Focus
alternatives = {pro, dd} 
wins
loses



Filtering alternatives
→ Be small but recoverable!  

a. alternatives ~ACCESSIBILITY {pronoun, anaphoric definite description} 
b. choose the smallest option appropriate for the accessibility status of the 
antecedent. 

Activated

alternatives = {dd} 

loses
wins



What determines accessibility?
→ Accessibility 

- Givenness: Mentioned antecedents are more accessible than 
unmentioned ones. 
- Recency: More recently mentioned, more accessible 
- Syntactic prominence: Grammatical subjects are more accessible than 
non-subjects. 
- Thematic prominence: Some thematic roles may convey inherent 
accessibility.  
- Uniqueness in context: Accessibility is determined competitively, so 
similar referents in context will reduce accessibility. 
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Arnold & Griffin (2007)
Mickey went for a walk in the hills 
one day.



Arnold & Griffin (2007)
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Arnold & Griffin (2007)

MICKEY DAISY

+ANIM +M

- Competition in working memory: 
Key idea is that activating a referent 
involves activating associated/
constituent features, which in turn 
(re)activates any associated 
information in memory.  
- Activating [+ANIM] feature, for 
instance, will boost accessibility of 
both Mickey and Daisy.  
- If Daisy’s accessibility is increased, 
it will compete with Mickey at point 
of selection.  
- Assumption: Attention / 
accessibility is a limited resource.  
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MICKEY DAISY

+ANIM +M

- Mickey is less accessible in two 
character context; hence we see 
more ‘name’ productions and 
shorter production latencies.  



Fukumura et al (2011)



Fukumura et al (2011)



Fukumura et al (2011)



Fukumura et al (2013)

hän is used for referents of any gender 
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Fukumura et al (2013)

Ex: lentäjä.. —er kuningas laskeutui hevosensa selästä  

KING PILOT

+M- Competition should effect not just choice 
of pronoun, but also, probability of making a 
speech error, on the assumption that highly 
activated competitors are more likely to be 
mis-selected. Fukumura et al also observed 
this, but only for gender information.    



Fukumura et al (2013)

- Does ambiguity avoidance also play a role? 
Fukumura tested Finnish speakers in English.    



Fukumura et al (2013)
- Main findings:  
- Gender match between referents and 
situation similarity reduced pronoun usage 
in Finnish and English.  
- Gender match, but not situational similarity, 
caused substitution errors in production. 

Fukumura’s proposal: Competition plays 
out at multiple levels in production. 
Competition can result in diminished 
accessibility at the discourse level, but 
competition can also result in errors at the 
level at which lexical items (e.g. lemmas ) are 
selected.
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Fukumura et al (2010)
- Implicit Causality: Listeners’ 
preferred referent for pronouns in 
‘because’ clauses or clauses that 
provide an explanation for a state of 
affairs depends on the verb of the 
preceding clause. Some thematic 
roles tend to be more likely to be 
identified as ‘causes’ than others.  

Psych verbs show this effect quite 
strongly, with listeners resolving 
ambiguous pronouns to the stimulus 
argument.  



Fukumura et al (2010)
- Subjects were more likely to be 
pronominalized than non-subjects. 
- Probability of next mention (e.g. thematic 
role) did not strongly impact competition.  



Fukumura et al (2010)
- Subjects were again more likely to be 
pronominalized than non-subjects. 
- Probability of next mention (e.g. connector) 
did not interact with pronoun choice. 
- Overall, fewer pronouns with ‘so’ than with 
because.  



Fukumura et al (2010)
- Fukumura concludes that the factors that govern accessibility are essentially 
structural in nature, with semantic biases / probability of next mention playing 
little role in choice of pronominalization/accessibility (also Kehler & Rohde, 
2008). 
- Argues that repeated name penalty in comprehension is rooted in this 
production preference, because the repeated name penalty disappears in 
contexts where speakers do not prefer to pronominalize (Gordon et al. 1993):   

RNP! 
No RNP.
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Rosa & Arnold

- Fukumura’s conclusion concerning the essentially structural nature of 
accessibility remains controversial.  
- Rosa and Arnold argue that thematic roles do impact accessibility, and 
therefore pronominalization choices, by modulating what is a probable next-
mentioned antecedent. 

Transfer verbs as a test case:  
- Goal arguments more likely to be 
mentioned than source arguments 
in continuations (Stevenson et al. 
1994)
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Kehler & Rohde (2013)



Kehler & Rohde (2013)
85% subject interpretations 

51% subject interpretations
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Rosa & Arnold (2010)
- Rosa and Arnold’s data suggest that thematic role can in this instance impact 
the rate of pronominalization. 
- Interesting question is whether this is related to predictability / next mention 
bias mediated through discourse coherence relation, or if it is a more general 
effect of goals per say being more pronominalizable.  
- Important remaining empirical / theoretical question is why sometimes it looks 
like purely structural factors condition speakers’ pronominalization choices, 
versus predictability / thematic role / probability of next mention. 



Filtering alternatives
→ Be small but recoverable!  

a. alternatives ~ACCESSIBILITY {pronoun, anaphoric definite 
description} 
b. choose the smallest option appropriate for the accessibility 
status of the antecedent. 

→ Prediction: in contexts where the pronoun choice can be filtered 
out of the alternative set for accessibility reasons, Principle C should 
be alleviated. From Schlenker (2005): 
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→ Be small but recoverable!  

a. alternatives ~ACCESSIBILITY {pronoun, anaphoric definite 
description} 
b. choose the smallest option appropriate for the accessibility 
status of the antecedent.


