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A long line of research in the tradition of Chafe (1976) has examined the factors de-
termining the choice of referential expressions in natural discourse, that is when
speakers opt for a pronoun, zero anaphora, or a full lexical expression. Gener-
ally, explanations are framed in an information packaging approach (Prince 1981;
Givón 1983; Gundel et al. 1993; Chafe 1994; Gundel 2003), appealing to some vari-
ant of “accessibility” (Ariel 1990; 2000) or “activation states” (Chafe 1976). The
distance between a given referential expression and its antecedent has been re-
cognized as a defining variable in work on both referential choice (Ariel 1990;
Kibrik 2000; Botley & McEnery 2001; Gipper 2016) and co-reference resolution
(Levinson 1987; Ariel 1996; see also Lappin & Leass 1994; Mitkov 2002). This
paper presents a data-driven and cross-linguistic approach to referential choice,
focusing on antecedent distance and drawing on natural spoken discourse from
four languages.

Schiborr (2017) examines antecedent distance in spoken English, testing the
claims of Ariel’s accessibility hierarchy (1990; 2000; 2004). Accessibility theory
postulates amonotonously graded scale of referring expressions whose specificity
and informativeness is expected increase proportionally with the distance to their
antecedent. Schiborr (2017) finds little support for most of the finer-grained dis-
tinctions on the accessibility hierarchy; instead, referring expressions display a
dichotomy between lexical (full noun phrases) and non-lexical expressions (pro-
nouns including demonstratives, and zero anaphora). Initial work on additional
languages largely supports this conclusion, see Figure 1.

However, although antecedent distance is evidently an important predictor for
the choice between lexical and non-lexical expressions, it cannot account for the
choice between pronominal expressions and zero anaphora. This paper presents
ongoing work on extending this approach to additional languages, particularly
those exhibiting a higher tolerance for zero anaphora (“pro-drop”), as well as on
the selection of additional factors for modelling other aspects of referential choice
(e.g. the humanness of the referent in question, its overall prominence in the
discourse, and competition with other referents).

1

nils-norman.schiborr@uni-bamberg.de


1

1

1

1

1

3

1

2

10

[n=391]

[n=247]

[n=416]

1

1

1

1

1

3

2

2

10

[n=401]

[n=538]

[n=551]

CypriotG
reek

Teop

0 1 5 10 15

zero

pronoun

lex. NP

zero

pronoun

lex. NP

distance from antecedent in clause units

re
fe
rr
in
g
ex
pr
es
si
on

Figure 1 Distribution of referring expressions by the winsorized distance
from their antecedent in clause units (same clause for 𝑑 = 0).
Data sources: Cypriot Greek (Vollmer & Hadjidas 2015) and
Teop (Oceanic, Nehan-Bougainville; Mosel & Schnell 2015).

Methodologically, the approach is bottom-up, in that the relevant analytical
categories are derived secondarily from the annotated corpus data, rather than
being pre-imposed. Thus, although most researchers agree that some notion of
topicality is relevant for referential choice, the present approach does not operate
within a pre-conceived theory of topicality. Distance calculations are performed
with the aid of the RefIND scheme (Referent Indexing in Natural-language Dis-
course, Schiborr et al. 2018), which tracks co-referential mentions throughout
a discourse. Other information is gleaned from annotations with the GRAID
scheme (Grammatical Relations andAnimacy inDiscourse, Haig & Schnell 2014),
which marks all referential expressions, including covert expressions (i.e. zero
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anaphora). This paper examines natural language data from four languages –
Cypriot Greek, English, Teop, Vera’a – all taken from the freely accessible Multi-
CAST collection (Haig & Schnell 2015),1 and may include more depending on
progress until December.
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