
  In this study, I investigate the planning of cause and consequence in sentence production, 
by examining the participants’ continuations to discourse fragments in four experiments in 
Japanese. Formal and experimental analyses of narrative discourse have suggested each 
continuation of a discourse can link to prior context in various ways (van den Broek, Linzie, 
& Fletcher, 2000; Simner & Pickering, 2005). However, the precise nature of this 
mechanism has been unclear, and this type of study has mainly been done in English so it is 
not known if the same result can be found in other languages. Thus, this study investigates 
two aspects of planning narrative discourse: (1) how the discourse continuation’s prior 
context is chosen, and (2) how the content of the discourse continuation is chosen.  

For the first question, I looked at how people choose their prior context to continue their 
narrative. For instance, after narratives such as Yuka applauded Ken because she admired 
him, people can refer to any proposition to continue their narrative (either Yuka applauded 
Ken or she admired him). The proposition they refer to for their continuation is called the 
“anchor” (Simner & Pickering, 2005).  

There are two hypotheses predict how individuals choose this anchor in their 
narratives.   The first hypothesis, temporal recency (Fletcher & Bloom, 1988; van den 
Broek et al., 2000), predicts that the new continuation will be linked to the prior context 
most recently described by the narrative. This is because, when people describe events, 
causes temporally come earlier than consequences, meaning the anchor should follow the 
most temporally recent consequence. On the contrary, the temporal-textual recency 
hypothesis (Simner & Pickering, 2005) predicts people tend to describe recent events rather 
than less recently described ones. It predicts there would be not only the influence of 
temporal recency but also textual recency, where people tend to anchor their continuation to 
that which is linguistically closer.  

Previous studies found conflicted results. Although Fletcher and Bloom. (1988) and van 
den Broek et al. (2000) support the temporal recency hypothesis, Simner and Pickering 
(2005) also provide psycholinguistic evidence of the temporal-textual recency hypothesis. 
Thus, the purpose of this study is to make a comparison of both hypotheses in terms of 
choosing narrative anchors.   This study (Experiment 1) adopted a discourse-completion 
task in Japanese (similar to Simner and Pickering (2005)). I manipulated the causality 
content, which was presented as discourse fragments containing either cause-consequence 
(1a: Yuka admired Ken so she applauded him. ) or consequence-cause (1b: Yuka applauded 
Ken because she admired him. ). 

 When participants were asked to produce their continuation after reading either the 1a 
or the 1b sentence, they had a general tendency to continue their narrative from the 
previous consequences than causes. And this tendency was much stronger (70% vs. 30%) if 
these included information from consequences that were linguistically closer (1a) than less 
closer (1b). Thus, the result of this experiment is in favour of temporal-textual hypothesis.   

For the second question (how people plan the content of their continuation), I once again 
looked at the relationship of causality, but this time in an attempt to respond to the question 
of how people make causality decisions based on context.  There are two hypotheses to 
describe this relationship. The first one is the unconditional-preference hypothesis (van den 
Broek et al., 2000), which suggests people simply have a preference to produce 
consequences in any occasion. On the contrary, the satisfied-gap hypothesis (Levelt, 1989, 



Simner & Pickering, 2005) suggests people seek to fill gaps they perceive in the developing 
discourse model, which means they choose their continuation depending on the types of 
prior discourse.  In this study I used three different experiments (all of them are 
discourse-completion tasks) to investigate which hypothesis will explain the mechanism of 
discourse.   

First (Experiment 2), following the example of van den Broek et al. (2000) and Simner 
and Pickering (2005), a 297-word Japanese passage was presented either in context (2a: 
There once was a girl named Yuka. / One day, Yuka’s class had “show and tell.” …) or out 
of context (2b: One day, Chie’s class had “show and tell.” / Mariko was jealous of her 
friend's project…). I collected discourse completions to fragments of the passage. 

 The result of Experiment 2 revealed that, when the discourse fragments were presented 
in context, people tend to continue their utterance with consequences more than when the 
discourse fragment was presented out of context (79% vs. 74%). Thus, how they choose the 
contents of their discourse continuation depends on the types of context.   

Second (Experiment 3), I compared these hypotheses by presenting the more controlled 
discourse fragment, and I focused on the content of completions to an anchor clause that 
had been preceded either by its cause or by its consequence. Once again, two types of 
fragments were manipulated, but this time either with cause-preambles (3a: Yuka admired 
Ken so she applauded him.) or consequence-preambles (3b: Yuka pleased Ken because she 
applauded him.). Then participants were asked to continue their narratives afterwards. The 
results suggest that, even when the controlled fragments were presented, people still tend to 
continue their discourse with the contents of its consequence rather than its cause (81% vs. 
79%).   

Third (Experiment 4), I looked at how the world knowledge (e.g., the typicality of the 
event) would influence the discourse production. Corrigan (1992) suggests passages 
describing typical events carry more implicit cause than those describing less typical events. 
Thus, if discourse fragments include actions performed by typical agents (4a: The doctor 
healed the patients.), people tend to produce their fragments with a more consequential 
continuation compared to fragments with a less typical event (4b: The patients healed the 
doctor.). In this experiment, these two types of fragments were manipulated, and 
participants were asked to continue their narratives afterwards. The results revealed people 
are more likely to continue the sentence with more consequential narratives if the events 
described in the sentence are more typical (74%) than less typical (68%). Thus, this 
suggests people use world knowledge to produce the causality relationship in their 
discourse.   

To summarize, I show people consider an absence of either cause or consequence to be a 
gap, and they seek to fill this gap in their narrative. Furthermore, people do not simply use 
causality relations to produce an utterance in their discourse; they use features of textual 
and temporal recency to produce a successful narrative. Finally, the general findings in this 
Japanese study are compatible with the findings by Simner and Pickering (2005) conducted 
in English, suggesting the mechanism of narrative discourse, in terms of how individuals 
choose the anchor and the content, could be similar in both languages. 


