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INTRODUCTION 
-  When referring to a target referent in a visual domain, speakers have to perform attribute selection in order to make the target identifiable for 

 their listener.  
 
-  Recent computational interpretations of the attribute selection process (e.g., Gatt, Goudbeek & Krahmer, 2011; Mitchell, Van Deemter & Reiter, 

 2013) assume that attribute selection relies on a combination of strategies:  
 

 + Speaker-oriented => Speakers rely on quick heuristics that cause them to select salient attributes that are quickly and easily perceived by 
  the visual system.  
 + Listener-oriented => Speakers select attributes that facilitate target identification for their listener.  

 
-  Previous research in psycholinguistics has not yet found direct evidence for a similar model of human attribute selection. To see if speakers 

 indeed combine the strategies, we performed a reference production study with a manipulation of time pressure.  
 
-  We measured the proportion of descriptions that was overspecified, and expected to find a higher proportion of overspecified descriptions for 

 speakers with limited rather than unlimited inspection time.  

THE EXPERIMENT 
We conducted a reference production experiment in which speakers were presented visual domains containing one target object and 

six distractor objects. The task was to produce distinguishing descriptions of the target objects.  

BETWEEN-PARTICIPANTS MANIPULATION 

-  In the system-paced condition, we found a higher proportion of 
overspecification than in the self-paced condition.  
 
-  We conjecture that time pressure causes speakers to rely heavily 
on speaker-oriented, heuristic strategies during the attribute 
selection process.  

-  In a situation without time pressure constraints, speakers seem 
to combine heuristic strategies with more listener-oriented 
strategies (i.e., a more careful scan of the domain).  

-  Issues that remain to be explored:  
 + No interaction – More variation between speakers in the 
  system-paced rather than the self-paced condition. 
 + Conceptualization vs. Realization – Post-nominal modifiers 
  were more frequent in the system-paced condition. 

Time pressure => self-paced / system-paced  
18 speakers per condition 

Self-paced =>  
 

Unlimited time to inspect the scene and describe 
the target referent. 

 
 

System-paced =>  
 

The visual scene disappeared after 1000 
milliseconds, but speakers could the take as 
much time as needed to describe the target. 

CONCLUSION & DISCUSSION RESULTS 

WITHIN-PARTICIPTANTS MANIPULATION 

Type of trial => C (color needed) / S (size needed) / C/S (color or size needed) 
There were 12 trials for each type for each participant. 

C – color needed S – size needed C/S – color / size needed 

Main effect of 
time pressure 

 
β = 0.72; SE = 0.57; p < .05 

 
Self-paced: 31.3% 

System-paced: 40.7%  

Dependent variable => Proportion of overspecified descriptions 

No main effect of 
type of trial 

 
No significant 

interaction 


