
 

Discourse behavior of possessives reflects the importance of interpersonal relationships 

Jesse Storbeck & Elsi Kaiser* 

Abstract. Nominal possessive constructions (e.g. Sam’s car) present a challenge for 
theories of discourse since, unlike simpler nominal phrases (e.g. a car), they explicit-
ly refer to two entities, not just one. Research on the discourse prominence of these 
two referents has been limited in scope and produced contradictory findings. We use 
a sentence continuation experiment to investigate the prominence of possessions as a 
function of their animacy. We find that possessed animates (e.g. her butler) are espe-
cially prominent. Their privileged status in discourse may relate to non-linguistic 
theories on the importance of interpersonal relationships. 
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1. Introduction.  A widely held view about discourse-level representation and processing is that 
referents in a given discourse vary in prominence (alternatively, ‘salience’) and that the promi-
nence of referents changes over time as the discourse unfolds (e.g. Ariel, 1988; van den Broek et 
al., 1996). Many factors contribute to a referent’s prominence, but two of the most influential 
and dependable predictors are grammatical role and animacy; specifically, subjects tend to be 
more prominent than objects (e.g. Chafe, 1976; Crawley et al., 1990), and animates tend to be 
more prominent than inanimates (e.g. Bock et al., 1992; Dahl & Fraurud, 1996). However, to the 
best of our knowledge, prior work has tended to overlook a frequent grammatical structure with 
potential to inform current theories of discourse: nominal possessive constructions (e.g. Sam’s 
car, Sam’s doctor). Unlike simpler nominals (a car, the doctor), nominal possessives reference 
two entities, a possessor (Sam) and a possession (car/doctor) within the same noun phrase. 

Since most previous work investigating the discourse prominence of referents has focused 
on nominal phrases containing a single referent, the lack of research on possessives brings up 
two main questions. Firstly, how are the two entities represented in discourse? Do they simply 
behave like independent discourse referents, or are their representations linked somehow? The 
latter seems to be necessary if we hope to encode the possessive relationship in the discourse. 
Secondly, if the two discourse referents are linked, does the link differ across different types of 
semantic possession relations? This question is particularly notable for languages like English, 
which use the same syntactic configuration to express a variety of relations between the posses-
sor and possession, such as ownership (e.g. Sam’s book), part-whole (e.g. Sam’s arm), and 
kinship (e.g. Sam’s mother). In contrast, other languages, such as Maltese, use different morpho-
syntactic mechanisms to express different types of possession relations. For example, Maltese id 
‘hand’ and ktieb ‘book’ require different morphosyntax to form possessives: id-i ‘my hand’ 
(part-whole relation) and il-ktieb tiegħ-i ‘my book’ (ownership relation) (Haspelmath, 2017). 

Before proceeding further, we should note that the type of nominal possessive exemplified 
by Sam’s car is sometimes known as an ‘s-genitive’; however, English also realizes nominal 
possessives with the ‘of-genitive’ structure (e.g. the floor of the bedroom, the capital of Califor-
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nia). This study focuses on English s-genitives for multiple reasons. Firstly, animate possessors 
exhibit a broad range of semantic possession types—key for investigating how different posses-
sion relations affect discourse-level representation—yet animates are typically dispreferred as 
possessors in of-genitives (e.g. Rosenbach 2002). Additionally, our work will involve pronouns, 
which can be ungrammatical or degraded as possessors in of-genitive constructions (e.g. the pal-
ace of the king vs. *the palace of him; the roof of the house vs. ?the roof of it) (e.g. Rosenbach 
2002). 

The present study investigates how nominal possessive constructions are encoded in dis-
course and how different semantic possession relations affect the discourse-level representations 
for the referents involved in possessives. We begin by reviewing prior work on the discourse 
properties of possessives, which comes from applications of Centering Theory (e.g. Grosz et al., 
1995) (Section 1.1). We also summarize some relevant research on interpersonal relationships, 
which possessives explicitly denote when both the possessor and possession are human (Section 
1.2). Based on existing work, we then propose three hypotheses about the discourse prominence 
of possessed referents (Section 1.3). In Section 2, we test our hypotheses using a sentence con-
tinuation task. In Section 3, we present our results, which suggest that possessed animate 
referents are especially prominent in discourse. We conclude (Section 4) in favor of theory that 
links the general cognitive importance of interpersonal relationships with the apparently privi-
leged discourse representations of their linguistic realizations. 
1.1. PREVIOUS APPROACHES BASED ON CENTERING THEORY.  While the discourse behavior of 
nominal possessives has generally received little attention in psycholinguistic literature, some 
researchers have approached this issue within the framework of Centering Theory (Grosz et al., 
1995). Centering Theory is a model of discourse coherence which seeks to capture patterns in 
transitions from one utterance to another (e.g. what makes a particular sequence of utterances 
more or less coherent as a discourse). Centering Theory is particularly relevant to the present 
study because a key component of its algorithm is ranking referents according to their promi-
nence. Given the frequency of nominal possessive constructions and the fact that most work 
within Centering Theory has been corpus-based, it is not surprising that this framework in par-
ticular has had to address nominal possessive constructions. 

Within Centering Theory, researchers have argued for two competing accounts of the rela-
tive prominence of possessors and possessions. On the one hand, Chae (2003) follows the 
Complex NP Assumption of Walker & Prince (1996), which posits that the discourse referents 
realized within a complex noun phrase—of which possessives are one type—are ranked from 
most to least prominent based on their left-to-right order. Therefore, possessors in s-genitives are 
more prominent than their possessions (e.g. in Sam’s car, Sam would outrank car in promi-
nence). On the other hand, Di Eugenio (1998) proposes (for possessives involving animate 
possessors) that the ranking depends on the animacy of the possession; animate possessions im-
mediately outrank their possessors, while inanimate possessions are ranked immediately below 
their possessors. Accordingly, in Sam’s car, Sam would still outrank car, but in Sam’s doctor, 
doctor would outrank Sam. This theory dovetails with the well-documented cross-linguistic find-
ing in the broader discourse literature that animate referents tend to be more prominent than 
inanimate ones (e.g. Bock et al., 1992; Dahl & Fraurud, 1996; Dahl, 2008). For instance, animate 
referents tend to appear before inanimates and in subject position (e.g. Branigan et al., 2007; 
Prat-Sala & Branigan, 2000). Additionally, animacy influences the linguistic form with which a 
referent is mentioned, with animates being overall more likely to be pronominalized than inani-
mates (Arnold & Griffin, 2007; Fukumura & van Gompel, 2011). 
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Notwithstanding the debate within Centering Theory on how to deal with nominal posses-
sives, both of these competing accounts leave an important question unanswered: how does 
being possessed affect a referent? For instance, if we compare possessive constructions like 
Sam’s car to simpler noun phrases like the car or a car, will there be any difference in the dis-
course prominence of car? Given that a key goal of theories of discourse representation is to 
shed light on the factors that modulate a referent’s prominence, an understanding of the effect of 
possession itself is needed in a theory of the discourse behavior of nominal possessives. 
1.2. THE IMPORTANCE OF INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS.  When the possessor and possession in 
a possessive construction are both animate and human, the construction explicitly denotes an 
interpersonal relationship. Such relationships may be permanent (e.g. Sam’s mother, the teach-
er’s son) or more transitory (e.g. their neighbor, the accountant’s boss) and may vary with 
respect to the formality of the relationship’s definition (e.g. strictly biological relations vs. gradi-
ent social relations). Nevertheless, in all possessives where both possessor and possession are 
human, the two individuals stand in some kind of socially salient and not-entirely transient rela-
tion to each other (i.e. an interpersonal relationship). 

In non-linguistic research, interpersonal relationships have been shown to be critical for hu-
man health and well-being (e.g. Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009; Eisenberger & Cole, 2012). For 
instance, social connectedness has been linked to longevity and disease resistance (e.g. Miller et 
al., 2009; Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010), while loneliness is correlated with depression and cognitive 
decline (e.g. Tilvis et al., 2004; Cacioppo et al., 2006). In short, this literature makes clear that 
people with stronger connections to others tend to live longer, happier lives, while socially iso-
lated individuals tend to suffer a variety of negative consequences. 

Furthermore, prior research on memory shows that people tend to form stronger memory 
representations for animate entities than for inanimates (e.g. Nairne et al., 2013; Bonin et al., 
2014). This observation has led some researchers to theorize that that better memory for ani-
mates arose from the evolutionary importance of identifying threats, mates, and social groups, 
most of which entail interpersonal relationships (e.g. Nairne, 2010; VanArsdall et al. 2013). 

Based on such findings, the human mind appears to be especially attuned to interpersonal re-
lationships. Therefore, one might expect nominal possessives that express interpersonal 
relationships to also be privileged in our mental representations, relative to other kinds of posses-
sive relations. The experiment reported in this paper explores whether these general cognitive 
tendencies have any effect on a referent’s discourse prominence, as reflected by language pro-
duction. Before turning to the experiment itself, we next outline three possible hypotheses about 
the discourse representations of possessed referents. 

1.3. THREE HYPOTHESES CONCERNING THE DISCOURSE REPRESENTATIONS OF POSSESSIONS.  Based 
on prior work, we propose and test three novel hypotheses about the discourse representations of 
possessed referents. Importantly, the first two hypotheses are not mutually exclusive; the third 
hypothesis supersedes the previous two, while not necessarily invalidating their underlying logic. 

The first hypothesis is the Animacy Hypothesis. Animate referents are widely viewed as 
more prominent in discourse and memory, since they tend to be mentioned earlier (e.g. Bock et 
al., 1992; Dahl, 2008), are more frequently pronominalized (e.g. Arnold & Griffin, 2007; Fuku-
mura & van Gompel, 2011), and persist in memory (in both a linguistic and domain-general 
sense) more than inanimates (e.g. Nairne et al., 2013; Bonin et al., 2014). Therefore, the Anima-
cy Hypothesis proposes that animate possessions (e.g. Sam’s doctor) are more prominent in 
discourse than inanimate ones (e.g. Sam’s car) for the same reasons and to the same extent that 
simpler nominals exhibit animacy effects (the/a doctor vs. the/a car). 
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The second hypothesis is the Possessive Hypothesis. Nominal possessives like Sam’s car 
are referentially and semantically more complex than simpler nominals due the presence of an 
additional referent and the link between possessor and possession. Since increased representa-
tional complexity has been shown to promote retrieval from memory (e.g. Fisher & Craik, 1980; 
Hofmeister, 2011; Karimi & Ferreira, 2016; Troyer et al., 2016), we might expect possessions to 
be more prominent than simpler nominals on the discourse level. Therefore, according to the 
Possessive Hypothesis, car in Sam’s car would be more prominent than car in the/a car. 

As stated previously, the Animacy Hypothesis and the Possessive Hypothesis are not mutu-
ally exclusive, and were they both to hold, the result would be that possessed animates are more 
prominent than either possessed inanimates or non-possessed animates; however, there might be 
another reason—irrespective of the combination of the previous two hypotheses—to expect in-
creased prominence for possessed animates: their explicit denotation of interpersonal 
relationships (e.g. Sam’s mother). As discussed in Section 1.2, it seems reasonable to assume, 
based on prior work, that humans’ mental representations of interpersonal relationships are cog-
nitively privileged (e.g. Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009; Eisenberger & Cole, 2012). Based on 
findings within the social psychology, health, and memory literatures, we might additionally 
suspect that their linguistic realizations are privileged on the discourse level.  

Therefore, our third hypothesis is the Interaction Hypothesis, whereby possessed animates 
are especially prominent in discourse—in excess of any additive effects of animacy and posses-
sion—due to the domain-general cognitive significance of interpersonal relationships. 
Accordingly, we would expect doctor in Sam’s doctor to be especially prominent, in excess of 
any additive effects of animacy and possession status. 

2. Testing our hypotheses with a sentence continuation experiment.  Our examination of ex-
isting work has illustrated that there is still a significant gap in theories of discourse 
representation and processing concerning the nature of possessives. We therefore seek to investi-
gate how possession affects a referent and whether different semantic possession relations 
modulate that effect. To this end, we have proposed three novel hypotheses concerning the repre-
sentation of possessed referents, which we hope to support or reject using a sentence 
continuation experiment. The sentence continuation task is commonly viewed as providing a 
measure of referents’ prominence. It builds on the common assumption that a referent’s promi-
nence is positively correlated with its likelihood of subsequent mention in the discourse (e.g. 
Givón, 1983; Arnold, 2001; Kehler et al., 2008; Kaiser, 2009; Kehler & Rohde, 2013). Further-
more, existing discourse theory posits that the most prominent referents tend to appear as 
grammatical subjects (e.g. Chafe, 1976; Gordon et al., 1993; Stevenson et al., 1994). Thus we 
can measure which referents are most prominent by analyzing how often they are selected as 
continuation subjects (e.g. Givón, 1983; Ariel, 1988; Stevenson et al., 1994; Arnold, 2001). We 
also analyze mentions of entities throughout the continuation sentence as a further measure of 
discourse prominence, as well as looking at the linguistic form of mentions as a measure of enti-
ties’ conceptual accessibility (e.g. Kaiser, 2009). 
2.1. PARTICIPANTS.  Data from 40 native English speakers is presented for analysis. All partici-
pants were 18 years of age or older and were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk. All of the 
participants included in the analysis reported being born in the United States and identified as 
native speakers of English. All reported normal or corrected-to-normal vision and normal hear-
ing. 
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2.2. DESIGN AND MATERIALS.  The experiment had 56 items: 24 targets and 32 fillers. All target 
items followed the frame: [name] [nonce verb in simple past tense] [a vs. his/her] [animate vs. 
inanimate] (e.g. Jessica rulked an electrician; see example in Table 1). 

 

Indefinite 
Animate 

Possessed 
Animate 

Indefinite 
Inanimate 

Possessed 
Inanimate 

Jessica rulked 
an electrician. 

Jessica rulked 
her electrician. 

Jessica rulked 
a chandelier. 

Jessica rulked 
her chandelier. 

Table 1: An example target item (1 of 24) in each of the four conditions 
 

We manipulated (i) possession: whether the object was possessed or indefinite and (ii) ani-
macy: whether the direct object (which was the possession in the possessed conditions) was 
animate (and human) or inanimate. 

Animate objects were all human role nouns (e.g. chauffeur, florist, housekeeper, stockbrok-
er); inanimate objects were all concrete alienable possessions (e.g. jacket, stereo, toaster, 
umbrella). To minimize the potential for referential ambiguity in participants’ continuations, the 
names (i.e. the prompt subjects) were all unambiguous with respect to their typically associated 
gender and matched for each item with human role noun objects which were stereotypically bi-
ased toward the opposite gender. The order of the genders in target items with animate objects 
was counterbalanced, as was the gender of the subjects overall. For each target item, animate 
objects were paired with inanimates that matched as closely as possible in lexical frequency, 
syllable length, and character length. 

We chose to contrast possessive noun phrases with indefinites, rather than definites, because 
we found indefinites to sound more natural in the abbreviated contexts of our items; however, we 
intend to test definites as well in future work, since the givenness contexts which license 
definites are perhaps a more apt fit for possessives (e.g. Gundel et al., 1993; Barker, 2000). 

Nonce verbs (e.g. blorned, chabbed, dasped, tammed) were used because they allowed the 
verb to remain constant within items, since predicates which naturally take animate objects are 
often unnatural with inanimate objects (and vice versa). The nonce verbs also limited the effects 
of verbal semantics on the continuations, perhaps from implicit causality (e.g. Hartshorne & 
Snedeker, 2013) or distributional biases toward animate or inanimate objects. 

The 2 × 2 (indefinite/possessive × animate/inanimate) design resulted in four conditions. 
Conditions were distributed across four experimental lists in a Latin square (i.e. within-subject 
and within-item design). Thus, each participant saw six items per condition. Targets and fillers 
on lists were interleaved in a pseudorandomized fashion. Four additional lists were created by 
reversing the trial order of the original lists, for a total of eight experimental lists. 
2.3. PROCEDURE.  Before beginning the study, participants were told that they would read prompt 
sentences and write one-sentence continuations. Participants were instructed to make their con-
tinuations natural-sounding, not to copy-paste material from previous continuations or the 
prompts, and to limit their responses to a single complete sentence for each item. They complet-
ed three practice items (crucially without any possessive structures) and saw samples of 
acceptable continuations and unacceptable fragments. Other than the instructions against frag-
ments and copy-paste, participants were assured multiple times that there were no right or wrong 
answers. Experimental items were presented on separate pages (see the example in Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: An example target item as it appeared to participants 

 

2.4. ANNOTATION OF THE CONTINUATION DATA.  In order to analyze participants’ continuations, 
they were annotated by hand with respect to mentions of the preceding subject and object. Addi-
tionally, we annotated the head noun of the subject noun phrase for every clause in the 
continuation. Analyses below based on subject position are limited to the first independent-
clause subject in each continuation. Accordingly, if the prompt was Jennifer pranned her sur-
geon, and the participant wrote She asked him how long her surgery would last, the continuation 
would be coded as mentioning both the preceding subject and preceding object and mentioning 
the preceding subject as subject of the continuation. In the analyses below, a word was only 
counted as a mention of an entity if the head of the noun phrase referred to that entity; for exam-
ple, for the prompt Daniel zatted his jacket, an instance of his jacket in the continuation would 
only count as a mention of the preceding object (jacket) and not the preceding subject (Daniel). 

2.5. PREDICTIONS.  Crucially, our three hypotheses introduced in Section 1.3 make different pre-
dictions of the results. Here we frame our predictions for the Animacy Hypothesis, Possessive 
Hypothesis, and Interaction Hypothesis in relation to mentions of the preceding object, since this 
is the locus of the experimental manipulation. Notably, these predictions are broadly relevant for 
both the subject-position and entire-continuation analyses. We consider subject position to reflect 
a “winner take all” measure of discourse prominence, under the widely held assumption that the 
most prominent referents in an utterance tend to be realized as grammatical subjects. On the oth-
er hand, we expect that mentions across the entire continuation will be a correlated but more 
inclusive measure that may pick up on finer differences in prominence. 

As discussed in Section 1.3, the Animacy Hypothesis posits that, due to animates’ general 
advantage in prominence over inanimates, animate possessions are therefore more prominent 
than inanimate ones. Accordingly, the Animacy Hypothesis predicts that animate possessions 
(e.g. his nurse) will be more likely to be mentioned in continuations than inanimate possessions 
(e.g. his jacket), and that this difference will be comparable in magnitude to the difference we 
observe for the indefinites (e.g. a nurse vs. a jacket). In statistical terms, we therefore expect a 
main effect of animacy with respect to mentions of the preceding object (without making any 
commitments as to the effect of possession). 

The Possessive Hypothesis states that possessed referents are more prominent than simple 
noun phrases due to their referential and semantic complexity. Accordingly, it predicts that the 
possessed preceding objects will be more likely to be mentioned than the indefinites. We would 
expect such an effect of possession to apply approximately equally to animates and inanimates 
(i.e. a main effect of possession in our statistical models). 

Finally, the Interaction Hypothesis theorizes that animate possessions are exceptionally 
prominent in discourse due to their denotation of interpersonal relationships. Therefore, we 
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would expect possessed animates to receive an extra boost in likelihood of mention in partici-
pants’ continuations (i.e. a statistical interaction of animacy and possession). Notably, animacy 
and possession could still contribute independently to the prominence of possessed animates 
following the logic of the Animacy Hypothesis and Possessive Hypothesis; however, the Interac-
tion Hypothesis rests on observing a superadditive effect of animacy and possession together. 
3. Results.  All statistical analyses used generalized linear mixed-effects models implemented 
with the R package lme4 (Bates et al., 2015). All the models were fit to the binomial outcome of 
mentioning some entity in a certain position (1) or not (0). The independent variables animacy 
and possession were deviation coded (animate = 0.5, inanimate = -0.5; possessive = 0.5, indefi-
nite = -0.5). We used the maximal random effects structure in each model that did not result in 
nonconvergence (Barr et al., 2013). When a model’s random effects structure needed to be re-
duced due to nonconvergence, we prioritized the inclusion of random slopes for participants. 

3.1. MENTIONS IN SUBJECT POSITION.  We first analyzed the subject position of continuations to 
see whether participants mentioned the preceding subject, object, or a third party not mentioned 
in the prompt. When a continuation contained multiple clauses, we analyzed the subject of the 
first independent clause. A visualization of these data is given below in Figure 2. 
 

 
Figure 2: Does the subject of the continuation sentence refer back to the preceding subject, pre-

ceding object, or something else? (proportions are separated by condition) 
 

We fit two models which predicted the probability of the continuation subject referring (with 
any linguistic form) to the preceding subject (Model 1) or preceding object (Model 2). Model 1 
revealed an animacy effect, whereby the presence of an animate object in the prompt sentence 
significantly reduced the likelihood of the continuation subject referring to the prompt subject 
(i.e. the proper name) (p < 0.01). This main effect of animacy seems to reflect increased competi-
tion for prominence between the preceding subject and object when the object is animate. 
Neither the main effect of possession nor its interaction with animacy were significant (p = 0.35 
and p = 0.74, respectively). 

Like the model for the preceding subject, Model 2 (predicting the probability of mentioning 
the preceding object in subject position) also showed a significant main effect of animacy (p < 
0.001). This finding illustrates that animate objects had a significantly greater chance of being 
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mentioned in subject position compared to inanimate objects, reflecting the well-known ad-
vantage in prominence that animacy confers. There was no significant main effect of possession 
(p = 0.30), but the model did show a significant interaction of possession and animacy (p = 0.04), 
which reflects a boost in the likelihood of mention for animate possessions. To further examine 
this interaction, we fit an additional model to test for a simple effect of possession within the 
animate conditions; this analysis revealed a significant simple effect of possession (p = 0.02), 
supporting the interpretation that preceding animate objects were more likely to be mentioned as 
continuation subjects when they were possessed. There was no corresponding simple effect of 
possession in the inanimate conditions (p = 0.43). This finding suggests that animate possessions 
are especially prominent in discourse and consequently supports the Interaction Hypothesis. 

3.2. MENTIONS IN ALL POSITIONS.  We turn now to the analysis of mentions in all positions of the 
continuations. A visualization of references anywhere in the continuation (with any linguistic 
form) is presented as Figure 3. The statistical analysis proceeded in much the same way as the 
subject-position analysis, except the binomial outcome was mention of a particular entity across 
the entire continuation. Again, we fit two models, one for the preceding subject (Model 3) and 
one for the preceding object (Model 4). 
 

 
Figure 3: Does the continuation sentence contain a reference to the preceding subject or object? 

(proportions are separated by condition) 
 

Model 3 (predicting the likelihood of mentioning the preceding subject anywhere in the 
continuation) revealed no significant effects (all p > 0.50). This result contrasts with the corre-
sponding subject-position analysis (Model 1, Section 3.1), which showed an animacy effect for 
mentions of the preceding subject. While the preceding subject was less likely in animate condi-
tions to be mentioned as the subject of the continuation (as shown in Figure 2), by the end of the 
continuation, all the conditions showed a similar likelihood of having mentioned the preceding 
subject somewhere (as shown in Figure 3). 

Model 4 (predicting the likelihood of mentioning the preceding object anywhere in the con-
tinuation) showed a significant effect of possession (p < 0.01) and, like the corresponding 
subject-position analysis (Model 2, Section 3.1), a significant interaction of possession and ani-
macy (p < 0.01). This interaction shows that possessed animates were especially likely to be 
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mentioned across the entire continuation. Finally, we again sought to confirm this interaction by 
testing for a simple effect of possession within just the animate conditions; like the correspond-
ing subject-position analysis in Section 3.1, this follow-up model showed that possessed 
animates were significantly more likely than their indefinite counterparts to be mentioned in con-
tinuations (p < 0.001); however, no such simple effect was present for the inanimate conditions 
(p = 0.83). Therefore, our results again support the Interaction Hypothesis and the theory that 
animate possessions enjoy special discourse prominence. 
 

4. Discussion.  Not all referents are equally prominent in comprehenders’ mental representations 
of discourse. We report an experiment investigating the discourse behavior of nominal posses-
sives (e.g. Sam’s car), which differ from simpler definite or indefinite nouns (e.g. a/the car) by 
referencing two entities: a possessor (Sam) and a possession (car). Drawing on research in lin-
guistics and other cognitive domains, we propose in Section 1.3 three hypotheses about the 
prominence of animate and inanimate possessions: the Animacy Hypothesis, Possessive Hypoth-
esis, and Interaction Hypothesis. We tested these hypotheses using a sentence continuation task, 
where we analyzed how likely participants were to mention referents from a prompt sentence 
depending on the referents’ possession status (possessed vs. indefinite) and animacy (human role 
nouns vs. alienable concrete objects). 

Given that we observed significant interactions of animacy and possession in both the sub-
ject-position and entire-continuation analyses, our results support the Interaction Hypothesis. 
Because participants were more likely to mention possessed animates (both as subjects and in 
general) in excess of the combined independent effects of animacy and possession, we conclude 
that possessed animates get an exceptional boost in discourse prominence—beyond what is pre-
dicted simply based on the independent effects of animacy and possession.  

We suggest that possessed animates’ special status in discourse may relate to the fact that 
they explicitly denote interpersonal relationships. Prior work in the diverse research domains of 
health, social cognition, and memory has shown that an individual’s relationships relative to oth-
er humans are of critical importance. We suggest that the exceptional discourse behavior of 
possessed animates observed in the current study is linked to a more general cognitive privilege 
for interpersonal relationships. 

Regarding prior work on the discourse behavior of possessives, our results also address a 
debate within the Centering Theory literature mentioned in Section 1.1. Researchers in this field 
have proposed two competing accounts for the relative prominence of possessors and posses-
sions in English s-genitives. The first is that possessors are always more prominent than 
possessions (Chae, 2003). Alternatively, Di Eugenio (1998) has proposed that the prominence 
ranking depends on the animacy of the possession. According to this account, possessors are 
more prominent than inanimate possessions, but animate possessions are more prominent than 
their possessors. The results of our experiment show that animate and inanimate possessions 
behave quite differently on the discourse level, with animate possessions receiving more promi-
nence than their animacy alone would predict. Therefore, our results are more compatible with 
Di Eugenio’s account, which differentiates the discourse behavior of animate and inanimate pos-
sessions and confers extra prominence on possessed animates. 

Finally, some readers may wonder why we did not find a clear overall effect of possession—
why are possessed nouns not mentioned more (or perhaps less) often than indefinites? It seems 
reasonable to assume that possession must have some baseline effect on the discourse representa-
tion of a referent, irrespective of animacy; however, the reason our results do not show this effect 
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may be attributable to our comparison of possessives to indefinites. We anticipate that choosing 
a different class of nominals to compare with possessives (e.g. definites) might result in a detect-
able baseline possessive effect. Crucially, however, we do not expect that discourse-related 
differences between definites, indefinites, and possessives (e.g. givenness, specificity) would 
systematically vary across our animate and inanimate conditions. Therefore, these factors cannot 
explain the animacy-by-possession interactions we observe in the current experiment. Further-
more, in future work comparing possessives to definites, we would still predict that animacy 
would interact with possession, yielding a result that supports the Interaction Hypothesis. 
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