
Similarity-based interference effect on the choice of referring expression in Mandarin Chinese 

 

Language production could be shaped by different factors. One of the underlying mechanisms is the 
presence of semantic similarity between elements in the discourse, which reduces the accessibility of 
the entities and consequently causes interference in production planning. This is called the similarity-
based interference effect (SIE). The existence of SIE is substantially found in experiments conducted 
with the picture-word interference paradigm: naming latencies are longer when the distractor words are 
semantically similar with the target (e.g. Glaser & Düngelhoff, 1984; Glaser & Glaser 1989). However, 
what is more controversial is the consequence of SIE, as examined using more unconstrained sentence 
production paradigms such as picture description. Some studies (group A) show that when the two 
entities are semantically similar, speakers are more likely to choose explicit referring expressions such 
as full NP (e.g. Arnold & Griffin 2007; Fukumura et al., 2011). Conversely, other existing studies 
(group B) show that semantic similarity leads to less explicit referring expressions such as omission to 
resolve the generated interference (e.g. Gennari et al., 2012; Hsiao et al., 2014).  

 

In the present study, we investigated the SIE on the choice of referring expression (omissions, pronouns 
and repeated NPs) in Mandarin. Native Mandarin participants (N=35) saw pairs of pictures (one referent 
and one competitor) with varying semantic similarity (high-similarity, e.g. killer & murderer vs low-
similarity, e.g. killer & proofreader). Then participants were asked to describe pictures depicting an 
action carried out by the referent. Data were analysed using mixed effects logistic regression models in 
R. Results showed a main effect of semantic similarity on the choice of referring expressions. 
Participants produced fewer omissions (p<.001) and more repeated NPs (p<.001) when the referent was 
semantically similar with the competitor than when they were of low semantic similarity. Additionally, 
such preference correlated with the similarity ratings for the entities: the more similar the entities, the 
fewer the omissions (p<.001) and the more the repeated NPs (p<.001) were revealed. Pronouns were 
not significantly affected by semantic similarity (p=.527).  

 

Our results suggest the existence of SIE on the choice of referring expressions in Mandarin. Crucially, 
Mandarin speakers overcome such interference by producing explicit referring expressions such as 
repeated NPs. Such SIE pattern is consistent with studies in group A, but not with group B above. One 
interpretation of these results is that when both entities were semantically similar, the accessibility of 
the referent could be reduced. Thus, speakers would need to retrieve more information when referring 
to it in production planning, leading to a preference of explicit expressions. Such interpretation is also 
compatible with the traditional accessibility account, which argues for an inverse relationship between 
accessibility and explicitness (e.g. Ariel 1990; Givón, 1983).    

 

 

 


