
Referential choice in stories with characters of one or different 
genders: a study of monolingual Croatian speakers

Referencing
- During narrative discourse, individuals must be

introduced as new story characters, maintained as
known characters throughout and re-introduced if
the focus shifts from them to another character.

- cohesive functions of referential devices constitute
a late development - most children show adult-
level performance by 10 years (see also Hickmann
et al., 1996).

- Limitations: many studies of referential behaviour
have relied on one-human-character stories

- Less explored: how the complexity of the narrative
task (number of characters, gender of characters)
influences children’s referential choices.

Different theoretical predictions
of referential behaviour in
cognitively demanding
situations:

The study examines use of more specific noun
phrases or less specific pronouns in children
and adults, allowing exploration of the effects
of cognitive development; and the narratives
involve characters with one or different
genders, allowing exploration of the influence
of cognitive load. Questions:
1. Does the ratio of nominal to pronominal

use differ between children and adults

depending on the story type?

→ Do the results support a listener-oriented

approach (higher rate of pronominals) or

discourse-oriented approach (higher rate

of nominals)?

Typical language development established with the
Croatian version of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 
Test (PPVT-III-HR; Dunn et al., 2010; reliability: 
alpha 0.83-0.99) and Croatian version of the Test 
for the Reception of Grammar (TROG-2: HR; 
Bishop, Kuvač Kraljević, Hržica, Kovačević, & 
Kologranić Belić, 2013; reliability: alpha 0.956)

Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives (MAIN;
Gagarina et al., 2012; 2015), adapted for Croatian (Hržica
& Kuvač Kraljević, 2012) – part of a LITMUS batery

Two stories: Baby Goats and Baby Birds have a demanding
parallel narratives structure: 3 active characters per story,
multiple characters appear in the same pictures.

In Croatian each noun is assigned a gender: feminine,
masculine and neuter:
- The main characters in Baby Goats all have a feminine

grammatical gender
- The main characters in Baby Birds have a feminine and

masculine grammatical gender (1)
→ The Baby Goats story is considered more challenging

DISCOURSE APPROACHES
higher number of nominals
e.g. Arnold, Benetto and Diehl 2009

LISTENER-ORIENTED APPROACHES
higher number of pronominals
eg. Hendriks at al. 2014

M SD Min Max
Children (N=50)
Age, years 6;6 0;3 6;0 6;11
Adults (N=50)
Age, years 29 9;2 21 53

Participants Materials

• Participants told a story using
picture prompts

• Stories were transcribed
(MacWhinney 2000)

• Referential expressions in all
referential functions (RF) extracted

• RFs: introduction, maintainence, re-
introduction

• Refferential expressions categorised
as nominal or pronominal

• The number of nominal and 
pronominal expressions and their 
proportion were calculated for each 
participant (all and per each RF). 

Proportions of nominals and

pronominals in all referential

expressions

The proportion of nominals varied 
significantly between groups [F(1, 96) 
= 8.32; p = .005] and story type [F(1, 
96) = 7.65; p = .007], while the 
interaction between these two factors 
was not significant [F(1, 96) = 1.81; p = 
.169]. 

The proportion of nominals was higher 
for children than adults, regardless of 
story type; for both groups, the 
proportion of nominals was higher in 
the story with characters of the same 
gender.

Croatian: a language with a 
transparent gender system
(feminine, masculine and neuter). 

RF: maintenance

The proportion of nominals differed significantly 
between groups [F(1, 96) = 10.89; p = .001] and 
story types [F(1, 96) = 33.75; p < .001], and factors 
interacted significantly [F(1, 96) = 12.59; p < .001]. 

Children and adults used a similar proportion of 
nominals and pronominals for character 
maintenance in the story with characters of one 
gender. Adults used significantly lower 
proportions of nominals in the story with 
characters of different gender. 

Proportions of nominals and pronominals in the
three referential functions

RF: introducting and reintroducing – no 
difference between adults and children

Children and adults produce more
nominals in situations perceived as more
complex (higher number of characters,
same gender of characters).

Adults increase their production of
nominals when there are higher chances
of ambiguous referencing, i.e. when
context includes characters with the same
gender. This is consistent with previous
research exploring the influence of gender
on referential choice (e.g. Arnold, et al.,
2000; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985).

Our findings argue in favour
of a discourse-oriented
approach: nominals are a more
suitable referential choice for speakers in
demanding situations, since they are more
likely to serve adequately for different
referents in any context.
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