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Predictin g Conversationa l  Report s o f  a  Persona l  Even t 

Yvett e J .  Tenne y 
Bol t  Berane k an d Newman Inc . 

Cambridge ,  MA 0223 8 

Thi s stud y addresse s th e questio n o f  ho w conversationa l  report s ar e 
generated -  Althoug h previou s researc h ha s bee n concerne d wit h ho w on e 
respons e i s generate d i n respons e t o anothe r  (Grice ,  1975 ;  Schank ,  1977) ,  a 
fundamenta l  questio n tha t  ha s not  bee n investigate d i s ho w a  speake r  decide s 
what  to  sa y whe n give n th e freedo m t o introduc e a  numbe r  o f  topics .  Th e 
proble m o f  decidin g wha t  t o sa y i s als o relevan t  fo r  writte n composition s 
(Hay s an d Flower ,  1980) .  Yet  littl e i s know n abou t  th e selectio n o f  idea s fo r 
discourse . 

Kintsch (1980) has described the task of generating discourse as a 
proble m o f  searchin g throug h memor y fo r  subjec t  matte r  tha t  meet s th e 
constraint s o f  subject ,  audience ,  an d discours e type .  Accordin g t o thi s view , 
factor s tha t  affec t  th e salienc e o f  event s i n memor y shoul d b e importan t  i n 
predictin g topi c choices .  Furthermore ,  th e influenc e o f  memor y factor s shoul d 
be particularl y clea r  i n th e cas e o f  conversations ,  wher e topi c decision s hav e 
to  b e mad e rapidl y an d spontaneously . 

What determines the salience of events in memory? Gamst (1982) has 
speculate d tha t  "interests ,  needs ,  concerns ,  an d poin t  o f  view "  ar e important , 
whil e Schan k (1980 )  ha s postulate d tha t  "unusual ,  important ,  painful ,  o r 
otherwis e notable "  aspect s o f  a n even t  ar e likel y t o b e accessible .  Bot h o f 
thes e factor s wer e investigate d i n th e presen t  study . 

The purpose of the study was to examine how speakers select items from 
long-ter m memor y to  produc e conversational  report s abou t  rea l  events .  Mor e 
specifically ,  th e goa l  wa s t o se e i f  i t  wa s possibl e t o predic t  wha t  a 
particula r  speake r  woul d sa y o n th e basi s o f  individua l  concern s an d th e 
particula r  outcom e o f  events .  To  mee t  thes e needs ,  i t  wa s necessar y t o fin d 
conversationa l  topic s tha t  wer e predictabl e i n advance ,  likel y t o b e me t  wit h 
varyin g degree s o f  concern ,  an d associate d wit h a  rang e o f  possibl e outcomes . 
Conversation s abou t  th e birt h o f  bab y wer e selecte d becaus e the y me t  thes e 
requirements . 

The study was carried out in three stages. In the first stage, couples 
who wer e expectin g a  bab y fille d ou t  a  questionnair e abou t  thei r  concern s on e 
mont h prio r  t o th e birth .  I n th e secon d stage ,  participant s tap e recorde d 
phon e conversation s i n whic h the y announce d th e arriva l  o f  th e baby .  Th e 
thir d stag e consiste d o f  a  follow-u p questionnaire . 

It was expected that both prior concerns and the outcome of events would 
affec t  th e selectio n o f  topics .  Th e firs t  hypothesi s wa s tha t  subject s woul d 
be mor e likel y t o mentio n topic s o f  hig h prio r  concer n tha n topic s o f  lo w 
concern .  A  numbe r  o f  investigation s hav e show n tha t  a  subject' s schema ,  o r 
poin t  o f  view ,  influence s wha t  i s encode d an d recalle d abou t  narrativel y 
depicte d event s (e.g. ,  Anderson ,  1978) .  Wor k o n menta l  model s (Centne r  & 
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Stevens ,  1983 )  ha s show n tha t  memor y fo r  physica l  phenomen a (e.g. ,  th e 
trajector y o f  a  ball )  i s  shape d b y naiv e beliefs .  Th e presen t  stud y extend s 
thi s lin e o f  researc h b y examinin g th e effect s o f  prio r  concern s o n th e 
reportin g o f  persona l  events . 

A second hypothesis was that subjects would be more likely to mention 
topic s tha t  ha d a n unusua l  outcom e tha n topic s tha t  ha d a n ordinar y outcome . 
Severa l  line s o f  evidenc e suppor t  thi s prediction .  Robinso n (1980 )  foun d tha t 
subject s wer e cibl e t o retriev e memorie s o f  unusuall y pleasan t  o r  unpleasan t 
event s mor e quickl y tha n memorie s o f  neutra l  events .  Mor e generally ,  researc h 
has show n tha t  subject s pa y attentio n t o aspect s o f  a n even t  tha t  canno t  b e 
inferre d o n th e basi s o f  prio r  knowledg e (e.g. ,  Gibb s &  Tenney ,  1980) . 

Metho d 

Subject s 

Twelv e couple s participate d i n th e study .  Seve n wer e expectin g thei r 
firs t  child ,  fou r  thei r  second ,  an d on e thei r  fourth . 

Materials 

Materials consisted of a prenatal and a postnatal questionnaire 
concernin g seventee n topic s relate d t o labo r  an d deliver y (e.g. ,  difficult y o f 
labor ,  father' s role ,  us e o f  th e birthin g room) ,  th e hab y (e.g. ,  name ,  sex , 
appearance) ,  an d activitie s durin g th e postpartu m perio d (e.g. ,  breastfeeding , 
rooming-in ,  siblin g visits) .  Th e prenata l  questionnair e consiste d o f  twenty -
fiv e question s (e.g. .  Ho w concerne d ar e yo u abou t  possibl e discomfor t  t o th e 
mothe r  durin g labo r  cui d delivery ? 1- 5 scale) .  Th e postnata l  questionnair e 
consiste d o f  twenty-eigh t  question s o n th e sam e topic s (e.g. .  Ho w di d th e 
degre e o f  discomfor t  t o th e mothe r  durin g labo r  an d deliver y compar e t o wha t 
you ha d expected ? 1- 5 scale) . 

Procedure 

One month prior to the mother's due date, the experimenter administered 
th e prenata l  questionnair e separatel y t o fathe r  an d mothe r  an d showe d th e 
coupl e ho w t o recor d thei r  calls .  Th e postnata l  questionnair e wa s 
administere d on e mont h afte r  th e birth . 

Result s 

Questionnaire Results 

Prenatal. Responses on the prenatal questionnaire were converted into the 
number s 1  t o 5 ,  wher e 5  indicate s th e greates t  concern .  A  sxibject' s concer n 
fo r  a  topi c wa s categorize d a s hig h i f  th e subject' s scor e wa s abov e th e mea n 
fo r  father s o r  mothers ,  respectively ,  an d lo w i f  i t  wa s below . 

Postnatal. The outcome of each of the topics was categorized as unusual or 
ordinary .  Response s wer e converte d t o th e number s 1  t o 5 ,  wher e 5  indicate s 
th e mos t  favorabl e outcom e an d 1  th e leas t  favorabl e outcome .  Outcom e score s 
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wer e categorize d a s unusua l  i f  eithe r  o f  th e extreme s ( 1 o r  5 )  wa s selected . 

Assignment of Topics to Expectation x Outcome Categories 

Each of the seventeen topics rated by a subject on the pre- and post-
nata l  questionnaire s wa s assigne d t o on e o f  fou r  expectatio n x  outcom e 
categories :  hig h concern-unusua l  outcome ,  hig h concern-ordinar y outcome ,  lo w 
concern-unusua l  outcome ,  lo w concern-ordinar y outcome .  Degre e o f  concer n wa s 
determine d b y response s o n th e prenata l  cjuestionnaire ,  whil e unusualnes s wa s 
determine d b y response s o n th e postnata l  questionnaire . 

Frequency of Mention of Topics 

The recorded phone conversations yielded 90 separate reports. Each 
repor t  wa s score d fo r  mentio n o f  eac h o f  th e seventee n topic s b y th e 
investigato r  an d a  second ,  independen t  rater .  I n orde r  no t  t o bia s th e codin g 
on th e basi s o f  outcome ,  bot h negativ e an d positiv e statement s abou t  a  topi c 
wer e counte d (e.g. ,  mentio n o f  us e a s wel l  a s non-us e o f  drug s counte d fo r  th e 
topi c o f  natura l  childbirth) . 

Analysis of Selection Rules 

For each subject, the likelihood of mentioning each of the seventeen 
topic s wa s define d a s th e proportio n o f  conversation s i n whic h th e subjec t 
mentione d th e topic .  Thu s a  subjec t  wh o mentione d natura l  childbirt h i n thre e 
out  o f  si x conversation s ha d a  likelihoo d o f  mentio n fo r  tha t  topi c o f  .50 . 
The likelihood s fo r  al l  th e topic s tha t  fel l  int o th e sam e expectatio n x 
outcom e categor y fo r  a  particula r  subjec t  wer e average d together .  Tabl e 1 
shows th e likelihoo d o f  mentionin g topic s i n eac h o f  th e fou r  expectatio n x 
outcom e categories ,  average d acros s th e ninetee n subject s wh o ha d 
conversations . 

Tabl e 1 

Average Likelihood of Mentioning Topic 

High Concern Low Concern 

Unusual Ordinary Unusual Ordinary 
Outcome Outcom e Outcom e Outcom e 

.446 .302 .287 .206 

The likelihood data were analyzed in a two-way analysis of variance with 
concer n (high ,  low )  an d outcom e (unusual ,  ordinary )  a s withi n subjec t  factors . 
The result s reveale d a  significan t  mai n effec t  o f  concern ,  F(l,18 )  =  6.70 ,  p  < 
.05 ,  a  significan t  mai n effec t  o f  outcome ,  F(l,18 )  =  5.22 ,  p  <  .05 ,  an d n o 
interactio n betwee n concer n an d outcome ,  F(l,18 )  <  1 ,  p  >  .05 . 

Discussion 

This study was concerned with the question of what makes something 
interestin g o r  worth y o f  mention .  Give n al l  th e possibl e topic s on e migh t 
mentio n i n describin g a n event ,  wha t  determine s whic h one s wil l  b e reported ? 
The answe r  turn s ou t  t o depen d upo n bot h th e speaker' s prio r  concern s an d o n 
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th e event s themselves . 

The first hypothesis, that subjects would be more likely to mention 
topic s o f  hig h tha n lo w concern ,  wa s supporte d b y th e data .  Althoug h th e 
prenata l  questionnair e wa s no t  designe d t o identif y specifi c  childbirt h 
models ,  i t  wa s expecte d tha t  subjects '  model s woul d b e reflecte d i n thei r 
responses .  Fo r  example ,  on e possibl e mode l  i s tha t  labo r  i s lik e a n illness , 
requirin g medica l  intervention .  A  contrastin g vie w i s tha t  ledao r  i s a 
physica l  challeng e tha t  ca n b e met  b y adequat e preparation .  I t  wa s expecte d 
tha t  subject s wit h physica l  challeng e model s woul d b e mor e likel y tha n 
subject s wit h sicknes s model s t o giv e a  hig h importanc e ratin g t o th e topi c o f 
natura l  childbirth . 

Why were topics of high concern mentioned more frequently than topics of 
lo w concern? -  A  reasonabl e explanatio n i s tha t  subject s ha d mor e elaborate , 
model s fo r  thos e aspect s fo r  whic h the y indicate d stron g concerns .  A  highl y 
differentiate d mode l  woul d allo w fo r  mor e elaborat e encodin g o f  th e event ,  b y 
focussin g attentio n o n aspect s tha t  woul d otherwis e b e ignored .  Consider ,  fo r 
example ,  th e detaile d descriptio n o f  labo r  technique s give n b y on e o f  th e 
mother s i n th e stud y wh o fel l  int o th e categor y o f  hig h concern-ordinar y 
outcom e o n th e topi c o f  natura l  childbirth . 

"Well, I sort of invented my own breathing technique as I went along. 
[Oh great ,  everybod y doe s i t  thei r  ow n way. ]  Yo u know ,  I  couldn' t 
coun t  one-two-three-fou r  an d the n paus e an d the n one-two-three-four . 
So I  di d sor t  of ,  somethin g sli... ,  slightl y different ,  whateve r  yo u 
kno w worke d fo r  me a t  th e time. " 

The secon d hypothesis ,  tha t  subject s woul d b e mor e likel y to  recal l 
topic s tha t  ha d a n unusua l  tha n a n ordinar y outcome ,  als o receive d 
confirmatio n fro m th e data .  Ther e ar e severa l  possibl e explanation s fo r  thi s 
finding .  First ,  i t  i s  adaptiv e fo r  subject s t o allocat e attentio n t o th e 
unusual ,  sinc e th e routin e ca n b e inferred ,  b y default ,  fro m prio r  knowledg e 
(Gibb s &  Tenney ,  1980) .  Secondly ,  unusua l  event s may b e intrinsicall y salien t 
becaus e the y involv e stron g affect .  Robinso n (1980 )  showe d tha t  th e 
intensity ,  thoug h no t  th e direction ,  o f  affec t  associate d wit h a n even t 
predicte d retrieva l  tim e o n a  tes t  o f  autobiographica l  memory .  Finally ,  ther e 
ar e th e demand s o f  goo d conversation .  Listener s expec t  th e speake r  t o b e 
maximall y informative ,  whic h suggest s a  focu s o n th e nove l  (Grice ,  1975) . 

Thus, although there was a tendency for speakers to emphasize areas of 
persona l  concer n i n thei r  choic e o f  topics ,  the y di d tal k informativel y abou t 
aspect s tha t  ha d no t  bee n o f  particula r  concer n whe n th e outcom e wa s unusual . 
For  example ,  tw o subject s wh o differe d i n th e importanc e the y attribute d t o 
earl y bondin g gav e simila r  description s o f  th e bondin g perio d tha t  the y wer e 
permitte d i n th e hospital .  Th e subjec t  wh o ha d bee n concerne d abou t  bondin g 
said , 

"They gave me the baby almost immediately. They do that. I mean it's 
wonderful .  We ha d he r  almos t  a n hou r  an d a  half .  We too k picture s 
and everythin g an d i t  wa s wonderful, " 

while the subject who had been indifferent reported. 
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"The y pu t  he r  inunediately ,  yo u know ,  he r  ski n t o my ski n an d the y pu t 
a blanke t  ove r  th e tw o o f  us .  [Aha ]  H e wa s takin g picture s an d 
everythin g and.. .  [Wa s i t  righ t  o n you r  tummy? ]  Oh Yeah ,  the y pu t  he r 
righ t  o n me .  [O h nice ]  An d urn ,  yo u know ,  s o i t  wa s reall y good. " 

To conclude, the study showed that it is possible to predict which 
speaker s wil l  tal k abou t  whic h genera l  topic s i n naturall y occurrin g 
conversations ,  give n knowledg e o f  thei r  prio r  concern s an d o f  wha t  actuall y 
happened .  However ,  ther e wa s considerabl e variet y i n ho w topic s wer e handled . 
For  example ,  th e topi c o f  th e nam e wa s handle d wit h humo r  ("Well ,  i t  wa s 
eithe r  'Robin '  o r  'Blackbird'") ,  th e topi c o f  th e baby' s se x wa s treate d wit h 
suspens e ("It's... a baby!") ,  an d finally ,  th e topi c o f  pai n wa s handle d 
philosophically ,  (" I  jus t  gues s i t  dawne d o n me tha t  ther e wa s onl y on e wa y 
out  an d I  ha d t o d o something .  The y weren' t  goin g t o d o anythin g fo r  me") . 
I t  i s  thi s creativ e aspec t  o f  th e reportin g o f  persona l  event s tha t  pose s th e 
bigges t  challeng e t o ou r  understanding . 

Finally, the generation of ideas for discourse should be examined in 
othe r  domains .  Furthe r  researc h may sho w tha t  th e sam e memor y processe s appl y 
t o persona l  report s o f  weddings ,  trips ,  accidents ,  jo b offers ,  majo r 
purchases ,  an d winnin g th e lottery . 
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