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Signallin g Importanc e i n Spoke n Narratives : 

Th e Cataphori c Us e o f  th e Indefinit e Thi s 

Morton A. Gernsbacher 
Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 

Universit y o f  Orego n 

Suzanne Shroyer 

Departmen t  o f  Linguistic s 

Universit y o f  Orego n 

In every narrative, many nouns are introduced. These can be participants, settings, 

props ,  an d s o forth .  Onc e introduced ,  som e o f  thes e people ,  places ,  o r  thing s pla y a 

pivota l  rol e i n th e subsequen t  narrative ;  others ,  onc e introduced ,  ar e neve r  t o b e 

mentione d again .  Thos e people ,  places ,  o r  thing s tha t  ar e mentione d mor e frequentl y w e 

conside r  mor e topica l  (Given ,  1983) ,  foregrounde d (Chafe ,  1974) ,  o r  focuse d (Grosz , 

1981) .  Thos e tha t  ar e mentione d les s ofte n w e thin k o f  a s bein g supportin g characters , 

backgrounded ,  o r  les s focused . 

While appreciating these distinctions, we assume that they map onto one psychological 

dimension :  importance .  Presumabl y concept s tha t  ar e topical ,  foregrounded ,  o r  focuse d 

ar e perceive d (b y bot h th e speake r  an d th e listener )  a s bein g mor e importan t  tha n 

concept s tha t  ar e mor e peripheral ,  backgrounded ,  o r  les s focused . 

We also assume that discourse situations, like the telling of oral narratives, involve a 

functiona l  exchang e betwee n speaker s an d listeners .  Speaker s us e certai n device s - -  suc h 

as topicalization ,  foregrounding ,  an d focu s - -  t o conve y certai n propertie s - -  suc h a s 

importance .  Presumably ,  o n th e receivin g end ,  listener s ar e sensitiv e t o thes e devices . 

In this paper we explore one such device. It is the use of the unstressed, indefinite 

articl e thi s t o introduc e ne w nou n phrases .  W e sugges t  tha t  speaker s us e th e indefinit e 

thi s t o signa l  thei r  listener s tha t  specifi c  noun s ar e goin g t o pla y a  pivota l  rol e i n 

th e upcomin g discourse . 

Furthermore, we also suggest that the indefinite this operates as a cataphoric device to 

increas e th e concepts '  accessibilit y  i n th e listeners '  menta l  representations .  W e 

envisio n cataphori c device s a s complement s t o anaphori c devices ;  wherea s anaphori c 

device s (e.g. ,  pronouns ,  repeate d nou n phrases ,  an d th e like )  enabl e acces s t o previousl y 

mentione d concepts ,  w e sugges t  tha t  cataphori c device s improv e acces s t o subsequentl y 

mentione d concepts .  W e wil l  hav e mor e t o sa y abou t  ho w thes e device s migh t  wor k later . 

But  befor e w e do ,  w e shal l  furthe r  describ e th e cataphori c devic e tha t  w e studie d i n th e 

presen t  research . 

The Indefinite This 

Most of us are familiar with the indefinite article this; for example, it's typically 

use d t o introduc e concept s i n jokes ,  a s in ,  "S o thi s ma n walk s int o a  bar "  o r  "S o a  ma n 

walk s int o a  ba r  wit h thi s parro t  o n hi s shoulder. " 

The indefinite this is interesting for a couple of reasons. First, it's a relative 

newcomer  t o English ;  Wal d (1983 )  suggest s tha t  it s  us e date s bac k onl y t o th e lat e 1930s . 

Second ,  th e indefinit e thi s occur s considerabl y mor e frequentl y i n informal ,  spoken , 

dialect s tha n forma l  o r  writte n ones ,  althoug h man y prescriptiv e grammarian s dictat e tha t 

it' s  unacceptabl e i n an y dialec t  (Prince ,  1981) . 
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Th e indefinit e thi s shouldn' t  b e confuse d wit h th e deicti c thi s ("Loo k a t  this" )  o r 

stresse d thi s (" I  wan t  thi s  one") .  I n contras t  t o th e unstressed ,  indefinit e this ,  th e 

deicti c an d stresse d thi s ar e definit e (Perlman ,  1969) .  Accordin g t o Princ e (1981) ,  th e 

classi c tes t  o f  indefinitenes s i s occurrenc e i n th e existential-ther e construction .  A s 

(1 )  throug h (3 )  demonstrat e below ,  th e indefinit e articl e thi s an d th e indefinit e articl e 

a/a n pas s thi s test ,  wherea s th e definit e articl e th e fails . 

(1) There was this guy in my class last quarter. 

(2 )  Ther e wa s a  gu y i n m y clas s las t  quarter . 

(3 )  "Ther e wa s th e gu y i n m y clas s las t  quarter . 

By definition, the indefinite thjjs -- like the indefinite a/an -• is used to introduce 

ne w concept s int o a  discourse .  O f  th e 24 3 occurrence s o f  th e indefinit e thi s tha t 

Princ e (1981 )  observe d i n Terkel' s (1974 )  book ,  Working .  24 2 introduce d a  ne w concept . 

and th e onl y exceptio n wa s arguabl y introducin g th e sam e lexica l  for m bu t  wit h a 

differen t  referent . 

But more interestingly, in 209 of the 242 occurrences that Prince (1981) observed, the 

nou n introduce d wit h th e indefinit e thi s wa s referre d t o again ,  an d a s Princ e said , 

"vrithi n th e nex t  fe w clauses" .  Wrigh t  an d Give n (1987 )  quantifie d thi s observatio n mor e 

explicitly .  The y recorde d eight -  an d ten-yea r  old s tellin g on e anothe r  informa l  storie s 

and jokes .  Wrigh t  an d Give n foun d tha t  whe n th e childre n introduce d noun s wit h th e 

indefinit e this ,  the y referre d t o thos e noun s a n averag e o f  5.3 2 time s i n th e subsequen t 

10 clause s tha t  the y produced ;  i n contrast ,  whe n th e childre n introduce d noun s wit h th e 

indefinit e a ,  the y referre d t o thos e noun s a n averag e o f  onl y .6 8 time s i n th e nex t  1 0 

clauses .  Thes e dat a sugges t  tha t  speaker s us e th e indefinit e thi s t o introduc e ne w 

concept s tha t  ar e goin g t o pla y a  pivota l  rol e i n th e subsequen t  narrative .  Thus ,  th e 

indefinit e thi s serve s a s a  cataphori c signa l  o f  importance . 

Research Question 

Our question in this research was whether listeners are sensitive to this cataphoric 

device .  Tha t  is ,  doe s introducin g a  concep t  wit h th e indefinit e this ,  a s oppose d t o th e 

mor e typica l  indefinit e a ,  increas e tha t  concepts '  accessibilit y  i n th e listener' s menta l 

representation ? 

To answer this question, we conducted the follovring experiment. We auditorily presented 

severa l  informa l  narrative s t o nativ e Englis h speakin g subjects .  W e tol d ou r  subject s 

tha t  a t  som e poin t  i n eac h narrativ e th e narrato r  woul d sto p talking ;  whe n thi s happened . 

i t  wa s th e subjects '  jo b t o continu e tellin g th e narrative .  W e constructe d ou r 

narrative s s o tha t  th e las t  claus e o f  eac h introduce d a  ne w nou n phrase .  W e wil l  refe r 

t o thes e noun s a s "critical "  nouns .  W e manipulate d whethe r  eac h critica l  nou n wa s 

introduce d b y th e indefinit e thi s o r  th e indefinit e a .  Belo w i s a n exampl e o f  on e o f  th e 

narrative s w e constructed : 

I went to the coast last weekend with Sally. We'd checked the tide schedule 'n we'd 

planne d t o arriv e a t  low-tid e -  'cu z I  jus t  lov e beachcombin' .  Righ t  off ,  I  foun d 3 

whol e sandoUars .  S o the n I  starte d lookin '  fo r  agates ,  bu t  I  couldn' t  fin d any . 

Sall y wa s prett y bus y too .  Sh e foun d this/a n eg g .. . 
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We proposed that accessibility would be manifested in our subjects' continuations in 

thre e ways :  Frequenc y o f  Mention ,  Immediac y o f  Mention ,  an d Referentia l  Markedness .  B y 

Frequenc y o f  Mentio n w e simpl y mean t  ho w frequentl y th e subject s referre d t o th e critica l 

nouns .  Presumably ,  th e mor e accessibl e th e concep t  wa s i n th e subjects '  menta l 

representations ,  th e mor e frequentl y the y woul d tal k abou t  it . 

By Immediacy of Mention we meant whether the subjects would mention the critical noun in 

th e firs t  clause s tha t  the y produced .  Presumably ,  th e mor e accessibl e th e concep t  wa s i n 

th e subjects '  menta l  representations ,  th e mor e likel y the y woul d b e t o mentio n i t 

immediatel y (Gernsbache r  &  HarKreaves ,  1988) . 

By Referential Markedness we meant how likely it was that subjects would refer to the 

critica l  noun s wit h mor e marke d form s o f  reference ,  suc h a s nou n phrases ,  versu s les s 

marke d forms ,  suc h a s anaphori c pronouns .  Severa l  psycholin^st s an d linguist s hav e 

shown tha t  speakers '  preference s fo r  referentia l  markednes s i s inversel y relate d t o thei r 

intende d focu s o r  topicalit y (Fletcher ,  1984 ;  Givon ,  1985 ,  Marslen-Wilson ,  Levy ,  &  Tyler , 

1982 ;  Sidner ,  1983) .  Tha t  is ,  speaker s us e les s marke d form s (e.g. ,  zer o einaphor a an d 

pronouns )  fo r  mor e focuse d o r  topica l  concepts .  Similarly ,  w e propose d tha t  ou r  subject s 

woul d us e les s marke d form s fo r  mor e accessibl e concepts .  I n othe r  words ,  th e mor e 

accessibl e th e concept ,  th e mor e likel y th e subject s woul d refe r  t o i t  wit h a  les s marke d 

for m o f  reference .  Ou r  methodolog y an d result s ar e describe d mor e full y below . 

Experimental Methods 

Our subjects were 45 undergraduates at the University of Oregon who participated as one 

means o f  fulfillin g a  cours e requirement .  Al l  wer e nativ e America n Englis h speakers . 

Our materials were 20 experimental and 4 filler narratives. They ranged in length from 

57 t o 15 3 word s wit h a n averag e lengt h o f  93. 7 words .  Al l  th e narrative s wer e writte n i n 

a ver y informal ,  conversationa l  dialect .  Th e 2 0 experimenta l  narrative s wer e randoml y 

ordere d an d intermixe d vrit h th e 4  fille r  narratives .  Th e purpos e o f  th e fille r 

narrative s wa s t o disguis e th e occurrenc e o f  s o man y this-introduce d nou n phrase s i n th e 

fina l  clause s o f  th e experimenta l  narratives . 

All 24 narratives were recorded by a college-aged male who we kept naive to the 

experimenta l  hypotheses .  Ou r  narrato r  recorde d tw o tapes :  O n on e tape ,  hal f  th e 

experimenta l  narrative s wer e recorde d i n thei r  this-introduce d form ,  whil e th e othe r  hal f 

wer e recorde d i n thei r  a-introduce d form .  O n th e othe r  tape ,  th e revers e wa s true .  On e 

indicatio n o f  ou r  narrator' s naivet e wa s tha t  h e inadvertantl y recorde d tw o o f  th e 

experimenta l  narrative s i n thei r  thi s for m o n bot h tapes .  Althoug h w e didn' t  realiz e 

thi s mistak e unti l  afte r  collectin g th e data ,  w e droppe d thes e tw o narrative s fro m ou r 

analyses . 

During the experiment, each subject sat in a sound proof room. The subject listened to 

our  recorde d narratives ,  a s wel l  a s ou r  instructions ,  ove r  a  se t  o f  headphones .  Th e 

subject s wer e tol d tha t  the y woul d hea r  th e beginning s o f  twenty-fou r  storie s an d tha t 

the y shoul d complet e the m a s the y fel t  th e narrato r  o f  th e storie s woul d hav e done .  A t 

th e en d o f  eac h narrative ,  th e subject s wer e give n 2 0 second s t o tel l  thei r  continuation . 

When th e 2 0 second s wer e up ,  th e subject s hear d a  singl e tone .  The y wer e t o sto p talkin g 

the n i f  tha t  wa s convenient ,  bu t  i f  i t  wasn't ,  the y coul d continu e fo r  a n additiona l  te n 

seconds ,  a t  whic h tim e the y hear d tw o tones .  Afte r  th e tw o tones ,  the y wer e the n give n a 
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fifteen second break before the next narrative began. To get accustomed to the 

experimenta l  task ,  th e subject s firs t  practice d o n tw o narratives . 

Experimental Results 

Each subject's continuations of the experimental narratives were transcribed according to 

th e method s o f  Och s (1979) .  I n thes e transcriptions ,  claus e boundarie s wer e marke d o n 

th e basi s o f  finit e verb s an d intonatio n group s (Chafe .  1980) .  T w o judge s score d th e 

transcript s blin d t o bot h th e subjects '  identitie s an d th e narratives '  experimenta l 

condition ,  (i.e. ,  whethe r  th e critica l  noun s wer e introduce d wit h thi s versu s a) . 

Frequency of Mention. We first measured how frequently subjects mentioned the critical 

nouns .  W h e n th e critica l  noun s wer e introduce d wit h th e indefinit e this ,  subject s 

mentione d th e noun s i n 2 2 % o f  th e clause s tha t  the y produced ;  i n contrast ,  whe n th e 

critica l  noun s wer e introduce d wit h th e indefinit e a .  subject s mentione d th e noun s i n 

onl y 1 6 % o f  th e clauses„the y produced .  Thi s differenc e wa s statisticall y reliable , 

t(l,17 )  -  2.312 ,  £  <  .03 .  I n fact ,  i n 1 7 o f  th e 1 8 narrative s w e observe d th e expecte d 

differenc e (i.e. .  subject s mor e frequentl y mentione d th e critica l  noun s whe n the y wer e 

introduce d wit h thi s versu s a) . 

As an illustration, below is Subject <»03's continuation for the same narrative that we 

presente d a s a n exampl e above .  Thi s subjec t  hear d th e narrativ e wit h th e critica l  nou n 

egg introduce d wit h th e indefinit e this .  A s illustrate d i n hi s continuation ,  thi s 

subjec t  frequentl y refer s t o th e critica l  noun . 

'N it looked like it came from a lizard or something or meiybe a turtle, but we 

couldn' t  tel l  i f  i t  ha d hatche d o r  no t  s o w e pu t  i t  bac k wher e w e foun d i t  jus t  i n 

cas e i t  wa s stil l  aliv e 

In contrast, below is Subject <*30's continuation for the same narrative, but Subject 30 

hear d th e narrativ e wit h th e critica l  nou n eg g introduce d wit h th e indefinit e a . 

But what I really wanted to find was a whole crab shell. Y'know you can hardly ever 

fin d those .  Yo u alway s fin d jus t  bit s an d pieces .  It' s  lik e someon e deliberatel y 

comes u p ' n crunche s 'e m al l  befor e 'y a ge t  ther e o r  somethin' .  But ,  beachcomin' s a 

favorit e thing ,  eve n i f  I  don' t  fin d an y cra b shells . 

Immediacy of Mention. The second property that we measured from our subjects' 

continuation s wa s thei r  likelihoo d o f  mentionin g th e critica l  nou n i n th e firs t  claus e 

tha t  the y produced .  W h e n th e critica l  noun s wer e introduce d wit h th e indefinit e this , 

subject s mentione d thos e noun s i n 4 6 % o f  th e firs t  clause s o f  thei r  continuations ;  i n 

contrast ,  whe n th e critica l  noun s wer e introduce d wit h th e indefinit e a ,  subject s 

mentione d thos e noun s i n onl y 3 7 % o f  thei r  firs t  clauses .  Thi s differenc e wa s als o 

statisticall y reliable ,  t(l,17 )  -  2.03 ,  £  <  .055 .  I n fact ,  w e observe d thi s expecte d 

differenc e i n 1 5 o f  th e 1 8 experimenta l  narratives . 

Referential Markedness. Our third measure was the subjects' choice of referent for the 

critica l  nouns .  T o quantif y thi s effect ,  w e attende d onl y t o thos e continuation s wher e 

subject s di d i n fac t  refe r  t o th e critica l  nouns .  An d i n thos e continuations ,  w e 

attende d onl y t o th e subjects '  firs t  referenc e t o th e critica l  nouns .  Ther e wer e a  tota l 

of  53 3 o f  thes e firs t  references ;  37 6 wer e pronoun s (th e les s marke d for m o f  reference ) 
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and 177 were noun phrases (the more marked form of reference). Of the 376 pronouns, 57% 

wer e reference s t o this-introduce d critica l  nouns ,  an d th e remainin g 4 3 % wer e reference s 

t o a-introduce d critica l  nouns .  Thus ,  subject s wer e mor e likel y t o selec t  th e les s 

marke d for m o f  referenc e t o refe r  t o this-introduce d critica l  nouns .  Th e opposit e 

patter n emerge d wit h th e nou n phrase s (th e mor e marke d for m o f  reference) .  O f  th e 17 7 

noun phrases ,  5 4 % wer e reference s t o critica l  noun s tha t  ha d bee n introduce d wit h a ,  an d 

th e remainin g 4 6 % wer e reference s t o critica l  noun s tha t  ha d bee n introduce d wit h this . 

Thus ,  subject s wer e mor e likel y t o selec t  th e mor e marke d for m o f  referenc e t o refe r  t o 

a-introduce d critica l  nouns .  Thi ^  associatio n wa s statisticall y differen t  fro m wha t 

woul d b e expecte d b y chance ,  X  (1 )  -  6.014 .  e  <  013 . 

Finally, we also encountered a rather interesting datum. A small proportion of the time 

(2.83%) ,  subject s committe d wha t  w e wil l  refe r  t o a s a  "switch. "  I n th e narrativ e the y 

heard ,  th e critica l  nou n wa s introduce d wit h th e indefinit e this ,  bu t  whe n the y firs t 

mentione d th e noun ,  the y switche d th e thi s t o a n a .  O r  conversely ,  the y hear d th e 

critica l  nou n introduce d wit h th e indefinit e a .  bu t  the y switche d th e a  t o a  this .  W e 

foun d tha t  switchin g thi s t o a  wa s ver y rare .  Tha t  situtatio n occurre d o n onl y 1 3 % o f 

th e switche s (o r  .388 % o f  th e continuations) .  I n contrast ,  swtichin g a  t o thi s occurre d 

significantl y mor e often ;  tha t  situatio n accounte d fo r  8 7 % o f  al l  th e switche s (o r  2.44 % 

of  th e continuations) ,  t(l,17 )  -  3.578 ,  £  <  .002 .  Wha t  thi s patter n suggeste d t o u s wa s 

tha t  subject s fel t  tha t  the y ha d t o signa l  importanc e wit h th e indefinit e thi s befor e 

the y coul d focus ,  foreground ,  topicaliz e o r  otherwis e elaborat e o n th e noun s i n thei r  ow n 

continuations . 

Conclusions 

To summarize our results, we found that our introducing noun phrases by the indefinite 

thi s versu s th e indefinit e a  greatl y affecte d ou r  subjects '  continuations :  W h e n th e 

critica l  noun s wer e introduce d Mnt h this ,  subject s mentione d th e noun s mor e frequently , 

ofte n withi n th e firs t  clause s tha t  the y produced ,  an d typicall y vi a pronouns .  I n 

contrast ,  whe n th e critica l  noun s wer e introduce d wit h a ,  subject s mentione d th e noun s 

les s frequently ,  em d typicall y vi a ful l  nou n phrases . 

These data suggest that listeners are indeed sensitive to the rapidly developing use of 

th e indefinit e thi s t o signa l  potentiall y  importan t  information .  Concept s introduce d b y 

a speake r  wit h th e indefinit e thi s ar e mor e accessibl e t o th e listener .  I n thi s W£iy ,  th e 

indefinit e thi s appear s t o b e operatin g a s wha t  w e ar e callin g a  cataphori c device . 

Indeed, Prince (1981) has suggested that the indefinite this parallels a device in 

America n Sig n Languag e i n whic h a  signe r  establishe s a n absen t  thir d perso n o n hi s o r  he r 

righ t  s o tha t  th e signe r  migh t  late r  refe r  t o tha t  individual ;  a n absen t  thir d perso n wh o 

i s no t  intende d t o b e subsequentl y referre d t o i s no t  establishe d thi s weiy .  Clearly , 

thi s A S L devic e i s als o operatin g cataphoric2dly . 

Another device that might work cataphorically in spoken English is intonation (or spoken 

stress) .  Cutle r  (1976 )  foun d tha t  initia l  phoneme s wer e recognize d faste r  whe n the y 

bega n word s tha t  carrie d thei r  sentences '  stres s (se e als o Shields ,  McHugh ,  &  Martin , 

1974) .  Cutle r  (1976 )  als o foun d tha t  i t  wasn' t  jus t  th e improve d acousti c qualit y tha t 

effecte d thi s advantage :  Sh e foun d th e sam e result s whe n sh e exchange d (b y tap e 
splicing )  th e stresse d wor d wit h th e sam e wor d fro m a n unstresse d environment .  I n othe r 
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words ,  i t  wa s th e iDtonatio n contou r  tha t  directe d th e listener s towar d th e stresse d 
items . 

Similarly, Bock and Mazzella (1983) found that stressing the word Arnold in a sentence 
suc h as , 

(4 )  Arnol d didn' t  fi x  th e radio . 
as oppose d t o th e wor d fix ,  mad e i t  easie r  fo r  listener s t o understan d a  subsequen t 
sentenc e lik e 

(5 )  Dori s fixe d th e radio . 
So bot h Cutler' s (1976 )  an d Boc k an d Mazzella' s (1983 )  studie s sugges t  tha t  intonatio n 
signal s informatio n focus ,  o r  wha t  w e hav e bee n callin g importance .  Thus ,  intonatio n 
seems lik e a  goo d candidat e fo r  a  cataphori c device . 

How do cataphoric devices work? That is, what are the mental processes underlying our 
suggestio n tha t  cataphori c device s increas e thei r  concepts '  accessibilit y  i n listeners ' 
menta l  represenations ? On e hypothesi s i s base d o n som e o f  ou r  recen t  finding s concernin g 
how anaphori c device s wor k (Gernsbacher ,  1988) .  W e hav e foun d tha t  anaphori c device s 
(e.g. ,  pronouns ,  repeate d nou n phrases ,  an d th e like )  enabl e acces s t o previousl y 
mentione d concept s vi a tw o mechanisms :  Enhancement ,  whic h increase s th e activatio n leve l 
of  th e rementione d concept' s menta l  representation ,  an d Suppression ,  whic h decrease s o r 
dampens th e activatio n o f  othe r  concepts '  representations .  Th e ne t  effec t  o f  bot h 
mechanism s i s tha t  th e anaphoricall y mentione d concep t  i s activate d a t  a  differen t  leve l 
tha n othe r  concepts . 

Similarly, we suggest that cataphoric devices may use either or both of these two 
mechanisms .  Tha t  is ,  a  cataphori c devic e ma y improv e it s concept' s accessibilit y  b y 
enhancin g th e menta l  representatio n o f  tha t  concept .  O r  a  cataphori c devic e ma y improv e 
it s concept' s accessibilit y  b y suppressin g th e activatio n o f  othe r  concepts .  W e ar e 
excite d abou t  empiricall y explorin g thes e possibilities . 

Footnotes 

A few culturally shared or contextually unique concepts are introduced with a definite 
article ,  fo r  exampl e th e sun ,  th e President ,  o r  " I  walke d int o th e hous e an d th e stere o 
was blaring "  (Chafe .  1987 ;  Clar k &  Marshall ,  1981 ,  Givon ,  1986) . 

2 
Our  statistica l  analyse s treate d th e 1 8 experimenta l  narratives ,  o r  mor e technicall y th e 

18 critica l  noun s introduce d i n th e 1 8 experimenta l  narratives ,  a s ou r  unit s o f  analysis . 
Thi s approac h i s mor e conservativ e tha n th e typica l  subject-base d analyse s (Clark .  1973) . 
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