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Lecture 7: Priming and overspecification



Questions about Undergraduate Assessment 1?

Ask now!

Office hours for OELS questions: 

• 11-12 Wednesday 30th, 10-11 Thursday 31st 

• Last chance for question: 10am on Monday 4th November!



Loy & Smith (2021)

Loy, J. E., & Smith, K. (2021). Speakers Align With 
Their Partner’s Overspecification During Interaction. 
Cognitive Science, 45, e13065.

5 confederate priming experiments

• Do people copy their partner’s tendency to 
overspecify?

Jia Loy
(now works in industry)



Priming

Priming: people repeat what they have 
recently heard or produced

Structural priming: people repeat 
abstract structures they have recently 
heard or produced

E.g. Bock, J. K. (1986). Syntactic 
persistence in language production.  
Cognitive Psychology, 18, 355-387.



Confederate priming

Confederate: “a person one works 
with, especially in something 
secret or illegal; an accomplice”

Branigan, H. P., Pickering, M. J., & 
Cleland, A. A.  (2000). Syntactic 
coordination in dialogue.  
Cognition, 75, B13-25.



Overspecification

“Put the apple in the box”
“Put the apple that’s on the towel in the box”

Engelhardt, P. E., Bailey, K. G. D., & Ferreira, F. (2006) Do speakers and listeners observe the Gricean Maxim of Quantity? Journal 
of Memory and Language, 54, 554-573.
Engelhardt, P. E., & Ferreira, F. (2014) Do speakers articulate over-described modifiers differently from modifiers that are required 
by context? Implications for models of reference production. Language, Cognition and Neuroscience, 29, 975-985

“The (blue) triangle”
“The (small) blue heart”
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Fig. 1. Example of a four-trial sequence that makes up a critical item. In this case the prime and target objects

feature the same color but are drawn from different categories.

The experiment included 32 critical items—eight per within-subjects con-

dition. Critical items consisted of a four-trial sequence: a prime (participant

matching), an intervening filler (participant describing), an intervening filler

(participant matching), and a target (participant describing) trial. Fig. 1 shows an example

of four trials within a critical item. Within each condition, each of the eight noun items

appeared once as a prime (matching) and once as a target (describing) referent. Color was

varied within objects such that the four objects from each category each appeared once in a

different color across the eight prime and eight target trials.

On critical prime and target trials, the display featured the target image alongside a distrac-

tor, chosen randomly from the full set of 32 on the constraint that it differed from the target

in both color and noun item, that is, color was never necessary to distinguish between the

two. Thus, producing a color adjective would always constitute an overspecific description.

Intervening filler trials similarly presented two images, both either natural objects or facial

expressions. These filler trials were included to reduce the connection between the prime and

target trials (cf. Goudbeek & Krahmer, 2012). The relative positions of target and distrac-

tor on each trial were randomized, with the target appearing equally often on each side in

each condition.



Demo using this week’s practical code



Loy & Smith: manipulating partner’s tendency to 
overspecify

Exps 1, 2: colour, partner either consistently overspecifies (uses colour 
adjectives) or not (uses bare nouns) 

Exp 3: size, partner either consistently overspecifies (uses size 
adjectives) or not (uses bare nouns) 

Exp 4, 5: colour, partner switches behaviour mid-way through 
experiment 



Loy & Smith sample size etc

Exp 1: lab-based

• N=24 per condition after exclusions

• Paid £6

Exps 2-5: MTurk

• N≈50 per condition after exclusions

• Paid $6



Exp 1: lab, colour



Exp 2: online, colour



Exp 3: online, size
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Fig. 6. Example of a prime trial display featuring a big cap and a small sock.

asymmetry has been attributed to the “special status” of color adjectives due to its visual

salience and therefore contrastive properties (Tarenskeen et al., 2015), and may in turn

explain the high rates of overspecification we found in Experiments 1 and 2, especially with

the overspecific partner. We should therefore expect a lower preexisting bias in speakers

toward overspecification of size, which allows us to test if this behavior increases during

interaction with an overspecific partner.

Thus, in Experiment 3 we replaced the color variation with size, using black and white

images with two size variants—big and small. Based on previous research, we would expect

to find overall lower rates of overspecification. Based on results from Experiments 1 and 2

we would expect speakers to align with their partner’s behavior and thus expect to see over-

specification increase with an overspecific partner. An absence of such a partner effect could

suggest that speakers are only influenced toward minimal specification and not overspecifica-

tion. Preregistration details for the experiment can be found here: https://osf.io/ytvew.

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants

One hundred and ten participants took part in the experiment in exchange for $6. Partic-

ipants were recruited online on AMT with filters set to target workers based in the United

States who have at least a 97% approval rating and 1,000 approved HITs. Participants who

had taken part in Experiment 2 were excluded from taking part.

4.1.2. Materials

For the critical images, we used black and white versions of the same eight noun items

as before. Each of these occurred in two size variants—big and small. The ratio of the

heights of the big and small variants was 3:1. Fig. 6 shows an example of a trial display

featuring a big and a small object. Each object was associated with voice recordings that

specified the noun item and size modifier (e.g., “the small sock”), as well as only the bare

noun (e.g., “the sock”). The recordings were produced by the same speaker who produced the

recordings for Experiment 2.



Colour

Size



Exp 4: online, colour, partner switches from 
overspecific to minimally specific



Exp 5: online, colour, partner switches from 
minimally specific to overspecific



Loy & Smith’s conclusions

People follow their partner in overspecifying (or not)

• Including if their partner switches behaviour mid-way through the 
experiment

Social effects are a large constraint on people’s tendency to behave in 
an optimally efficient manner in communication



Time for Q&A/discussion on this week’s reading 



Next up

Lab 

• A confederate priming experiment, recording spoken responses

Next week

• Language evolution by iterated learning
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