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Chapter 13

Effects of grammatical roles and parallelism 
on referential form production in Vietnamese 
spoken and written narratives

Binh Ngo, Elsi Kaiser and Andrew Simpson
University of Southern California

This study investigates the use of null and overt pronouns and noun phrases 
in Vietnamese spoken and written narratives, with a focus on referents’ gram-
matical roles and grammatical parallelism. Looking at Vietnamese allows us to 
address questions left open in prior work regarding the effects of pronominal 
form (null, overt) on reference resolution in different grammatical positions. 
Furthermore, looking at the use of Vietnamese pronouns adds typological 
breadth to the literature on reference resolution: Vietnamese overt pronouns dif-
fer typologically from pronouns in English-type languages as they also function 
as kin terms. Results from data we collected involving spoken and written narra-
tives show that referential form choice is influenced not only by the grammatical 
role of the antecedent but also the grammatical role of the pronominal element. 
When the subject of the current clause refers to the subject of the preceding 
clause (subject parallelism), we find a high rate of (null and overt) pronouns. 
Lack of parallelism triggers mostly NPs. When the object of the current clause 
refers to the object of the preceding clause (object parallelism), more pronouns 
were produced than in non-parallel cases. Crucially, we find no clear differences 
in the distribution of null vs. overt pronouns, suggesting that grammatical roles 
and parallelism have the same effects on both pronoun types. Our results also 
show no effects of written vs. spoken modality, which indicates that modality 
does not play a role in the interaction between grammatical factors and referen-
tial form choice.
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1. Introduction

It is widely agreed that entities in a discourse vary in their salience/prominence: 
At a particular point in time, some entities are more salient or prominent in the 
discourse participants’ mental models than other entities. Prior work suggests that 
the salience level of entities influences speakers’ referential form choice as well as 
comprehenders’ interpretation of referential forms (Ariel 1990; Givón 1983; Gundel 
et al. 1993). It is frequently suggested that more reduced referential forms tend to 
be used for highly salient referents while fuller referential forms tend to be used 
for less salient referents. Thus, if a language has both null and overt pronominal 
forms, null pronouns are often used to refer to highly salient referents while overt 
pronouns are used to refer to less salient referents, as shown in (1).

(1) Most salient referents ------------------------ Less salient referents
  Null pronouns Overt pronouns NPs

The claim that there exists a relationship between the salience of the referent and 
the type of referring expressions leads to the question of what influences how sali-
ent referents are. Prior work indicates that referents’ salience1 can be influenced by 
a number of factors, including the grammatical role of the antecedent (for example, 
subject vs. object) (Chafe 1976; Crawley & Stevenson 1990) and whether the pro-
noun and its antecedent occupy parallel grammatical roles (i.e. both elements are 
in subject position or in object position) (Smyth 1994; Chambers & Smyth 1998). 
The work we report in this paper builds on this insight that referential form use 
depends not only on the grammatical role of the antecedent but also on the gram-
matical role of the anaphoric form. As we discuss below, theories of referential 
form cannot focus solely on a notion of salience derived on the prior realisation 
of the antecedent but also have to take into account the argument structure of the 
anaphor-containing sentence.

Many of the fundamental studies on grammatical parallelism effect have largely 
focused on English and English overt pronouns (e.g., Smyth 1994; Stevenson et al. 
1995; Chambers & Smyth 1998). Consequently, even though it is widely known that 

1. Terms such as ‘referent’ and ‘referring expression’ are standardly used in psycholinguistic 
work on pronoun interpretation and production. In this paper, we use the term ‘referent’ to mean 
not only the entity in the world that a certain linguistic element picks out, but – more relevantly 
for our present purposes – the linguistic realisation of that entity. Thus, we will often say, for the 
sake of brevity, that a particular referring expression refers to a preceding subject or object – 
even though this is not strictly speaking correct, since the referring expression refers not to the 
grammatical role of subject or object but to the entity which occurs/is linguistically realised in 
subject/object position.
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null and overt pronouns across languages have different properties (e.g., Spanish: 
Alonso-Ovalle et al. 2002; Italian: Carminati 2002; Japanese: Clancy 1980; Chinese: 
Li & Thompson 1979), to the best of our knowledge, little is known about the extent 
to which grammatical parallelism can affect the comprehension and production of 
null and overt pronouns.

In this paper, we report a narrative study on Vietnamese, a language that allows 
null and overt pronouns in both subject and object position. We examine how and 
whether Vietnamese speakers’ choice of referential forms, particularly null and 
overt pronouns, is influenced by (i) the grammatical role of the antecedent and (ii) 
the grammatical role of the referring expression – in particular, whether they have the 
same grammatical role (grammatical parallelism) or not. Thus, the first aim of our 
work is to shed light on referential form choice in a context where the alternation 
between null and overt pronominal forms has not previously been systematically 
considered. Our second aim is to investigate potential differences between spoken 
and written language in the use of referential forms, i.e. possible effects of language 
‘modality’ – the physical means used to express language, with speech, writing or 
gestural communication. Prior work suggests that spoken and written language 
differ with regards to kinds of referential forms that are regularly produced in 
these different modalities (see Chafe & Tannen 1987 for an overview). Generally 
speaking, it has been suggested that pronouns are more common in spoken than 
in written language, and that full NPs are used more frequently in written language 
(e.g., Biber et al. 1999; Christensen 2000). However, these studies mostly discuss 
overall counts and many of them contain data from different genres with various 
levels of formality. Thus, it is difficult to know whether the differences are due to 
modality per se or to other properties that have been correlated with modality in 
these prior studies.

Thus, in the current study, we carefully consider the effect of modality (written 
vs. spoken) on the choice of referential form, while keeping the genre and level of 
formality constant by using explicit instructions. This allows us to test for potential 
differences between written and spoken language more directly.

The structure of this paper is as follows: In the remainder of Section 1, we 
discuss previous findings on the effects of grammatical role, grammatical paral-
lelism and modality on referential form interpretation and production. We also 
discuss the nature of the Vietnamese pronominal system and compare it to other 
pro-drop languages and other pronominal systems. In Section 2, we describe the 
spoken and written narratives tasks that we used to elicit data as well as how the 
data was analyzed. Section 3 presents the results from the written and spoken tasks 
and provides a comparison between the two types of data. Section 4 discusses the 
implications of our findings, compares them to findings from other languages, and 
outlines directions for future work.
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1.1 Grammatical roles and grammatical parallelism

One well-known factor that influences referents’ salience is grammatical role (i.e. 
being realised in subject or object position) (Chafe 1976; Brennan, Friedman & 
Pollard 1987; Crawley & Stevenson 1990; see also Gordon, Grosz, & Gilliom 1993; 
Gordon & Chan 1995; Perfetti & Goldman 1974). To identify salient referents, prior 
work has often used pronoun interpretation or subsequent mention likelihood as 
a diagnostic. In one of the earliest works on this topic, Chafe (1976) presented a 
number of observations and argued that subjects indeed have a special prominent 
cognitive status – for example, that knowledge about subjects is more readily acces-
sible than knowledge about other parts of sentences. The special status of subjects 
has been confirmed in many subsequent studies.

Recent work by Fukumura & van Gompel (2010) used sentence-continuation 
tasks to investigate whether and to what extent the production of pronouns in 
English is influenced by semantic biases (induced by verbs and connectives such 
as ‘because’) and the grammatical roles of potential antecedents (subject vs. object). 
Fukumura and van Gompel found that participants produced more pronouns (rela-
tive to names) when referring to the preceding subject than to the preceding object, 
regardless of the semantic biases of verbs and connectives. These results add to the 
body of literature showing that grammatical subjects are privileged as antecedents 
of subsequent pronouns.

The effect of grammatical roles is also reflected in parallelism effects (Smyth 
1994; Stevenson et al. 1995; Chambers & Smyth 1998). Chambers & Smyth (1998) 
found that pronouns, at least in English, tend to prefer antecedents in matching 
grammatical positions: Pronouns in subject position tend to be interpreted as refer-
ring back to preceding subjects, and pronouns in object position tend to be inter-
preted as referring back to preceding objects. However, to the best of our knowledge, 
work on grammatical parallelism effects has focused on English (overt) pronouns 
and has not systematically looked at the null vs. overt pronoun distinction.

Although the null vs. overt distinction has not been investigated systematically 
in parallelism configurations, a large body of prior work has investigated the refer-
ential properties of null and overt pronouns in subject position. Before continuing 
on to review this prior work, it is important to note that broadly speaking, lan-
guages with both null and overt pronouns come in two types: pro-drop languages 
which have rich subject-verb agreement (i.e. ‘agreement pro-drop languages’), and 
‘discourse pro-drop’ languages (Barbosa 2011; Neeleman & Szendrői 2007), which 
typically lack verb agreement and permit pro in subject and object positions subject 
to discourse recoverability. Prior work on pronoun interpretation in agreement 
pro-drop languages such as Italian and Spanish has led researchers to conclude 
that the antecedent’s grammatical role is crucial for the use and interpretation 
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of null and overt pronouns in subject position: while null pronouns tend to refer 
back to preceding subjects, overt pronouns tend to refer to preceding objects (e.g., 
Alonso-Ovalle et al. 2002; Carminati 2002, but see Fedele 2016 for some Italian 
data that points to a more nuanced picture).

1.2 Discourse pro-drop languages

In this paper, we focus on referential forms in a discourse pro-drop language – 
Vietnamese – for several reasons.2 First, discourse pro-drop languages typically 
have null and overt pronouns occurring in both subject and object position. This 
distributional property allows us to expand the investigation beyond overt pro-
nouns and subject pronouns. In addition, the availability of null and overt pronouns 
in both subject and object position means that we can investigate the full range of 
parallel and non-parallel configurations (as explained below in Section 1.1) with 
both null and overt pronouns. This would not be possible if we were to investigate 
pro-drop languages which have strict/heavy constraints on the use of null pronouns 
in object position. Thus, discourse pro-drop languages are an ideal tool to explore 
the interaction between pronominal form, the grammatical role of the antecedent 
(subject or object), and crucially, also the grammatical role of the referring expres-
sion (subject or object).

Previous work suggests that the null vs. overt pronoun distinction in discourse 
pro-drop languages appears to be less clear than in pro-drop languages. Several 
studies looking at Chinese pronouns in narratives suggest that the choice between 
null and overt pronouns appears to be in free variation and reflects speakers’ per-
sonal interpretations of the discourse context (Li & Thompson 1979) as well as 
speakers’ personal preferences (Christensen 2000). However, while the results in 
Li & Thompson (1979) suggest that null pronouns seem to be the common, default 
form, other work (Chen 1986; Christensen 2000) found that both null and overt 
pronouns are used frequently in narratives. These studies indicate that speakers’ 
choice and discourse structure have the main influence on the use of null and overt 
pronouns in Chinese.

In contrast, other work shows that null and overt pronouns in Chinese are 
strongly influenced by syntactic structure. In terms of comprehension, Yang et al. 
(1999, 2003) conducted a number of self-paced reading studies and found that 

2. Vietnamese is naturally classified as a discourse pro-drop language as it is not a language in 
which verbal agreement licenses the occurrence of pro, unlike Spanish and Italian. Vietnamese 
patterns like other discourse pro-drop languages such as Chinese and Japanese, where pro is 
essentially available whenever its content can be recovered from the ongoing discourse context 
(Barbosa 2011).
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grammatical role (subject vs. object) has a strong effect on how rapidly pronouns 
are read in Chinese. For example, in a reading-time study reported in Yang et al. 
(1999), participants slowed down when repeated names rather than null or overt 
pronouns were used to refer to prior-mentioned referents – but only when the 
repeated names occurred in subject position (see also Gordon et al. (1993) on the 
repeated name penalty in English). In fact, Yang et al.’s (1999) follow-up study 
found that slow-downs only occurred when a repeated name in subject position 
was used to refer back to a preceding subject (subject parallelism). In addition, Yang 
(2003) found that participants read subject pronouns faster when they referred 
back to the preceding subject than to the preceding object, even in contexts that 
favored object interpretations. As a whole, these findings show that Chinese null 
and overt pronouns in subject position have an interpretation preference toward 
antecedents in subject position.

In related work, Simpson et al. (2016) examine the comprehension of Chinese 
overt pronouns in subject position through a series of sentence completion exper-
iments. These studies mostly focus on transfer-of-possession verbs (e.g., send, give, 
kick). Simpson et al. (2016) found that participants tend to interpret overt subject 
pronouns in the continuations as referring back to the preceding subject. Although 
this tendency can be modulated by other discourse factors such as the nature of 
the event (e.g., perfective vs. imperfective) and the type of coherence relation (e.g., 
Explanation vs. Occasion), evidence for a subject preference remains strong. Put 
together, the results in Yang (1999, 2003) and Simpson et al. (2016) emphasise the 
importance of the antecedent’s grammatical role. However, these studies did not 
explore the production aspect of null and overt pronouns. Furthermore, they have 
only focused on subject pronouns and have not yet examined object pronouns. 
Thus, further work is needed to obtain a more complete picture.

Related work has been conducted in Japanese, another discourse pro-drop lan-
guage. Hinds (1975, 1983) and Clancy (1980, 1982) investigated Japanese null and 
overt subject pronouns by means of questionnaires, conversations and narratives 
and found that the use of overt pronouns in Japanese is very restricted, compared 
to null pronouns. One potential explanation for this restriction lies in the fact that 
Japanese overt pronouns are historically derived from nouns and exhibit semantic 
and syntactic behaviors similar to nouns (Kuroda 1965), which is different from 
pronouns in other languages such as Chinese. For example, kare in Japanese can 
function as a pronoun meaning ‘he’ and a noun meaning ‘boyfriend’. Kare can also 
take modifiers and determiners similar to nouns do (e.g., ureshii kare ‘happy guy’) 
(Hinds 1975). It is important to note that although null pronouns are not found in 
traditional-styled narratives in Japanese – according to Clancy (1980) – they can 
occur in daily conversations; see Hinds (1975, 1983); Amano & Kondo (2000).
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Null and overt pronouns in subject position in Japanese have also been exam-
ined by means of experimental work. Ueno and Kehler (2016) conducted a series 
of sentence completion studies on the interpretation of Japanese null and overt pro-
nouns. Their experiments employed transfer-of-possession verbs as well as implicit 
causality verbs (e.g., surprise, praise). Similar to Kehler & Rohde’s (2013) work in 
English, they had both pronoun-prompt (comprehension) and no-prompt condi-
tions (production): Participants either had to interpret an overt subject pronoun 
before providing their continuations or they could freely use whatever referential 
form they preferred. Similar to Simpson et al.’s (2016) study on Chinese, perfec-
tive and imperfective aspect were also manipulated. Furthermore, since Japanese 
has topic marking, Ueno and Kehler also manipulated topichood using topic vs. 
nominative marking on the preceding subject. The results of Ueno and Kehler 
(2016) show that Japanese overt pronouns in subject position, similar to English 
overt pronouns, are sensitive to a number of pragmatic factors (e.g., (im)perfective 
marking, implicit causality bias). In contrast, null subject pronouns have much less 
sensitivity to pragmatic manipulations, none for the (im)perfective manipulation 
and only limited sensitivity to the implicit causality manipulation. Nevertheless, 
both Japanese null and overt pronouns in subject position exhibit a subject bias 
similar to what has been found for Chinese subject pronouns.

In sum, cross-linguistically, it is unclear whether null and overt pronouns in 
subject position behave differently and how the grammatical role of the anteced-
ent can affect the use of null and overt pronouns in discourse pro-drop languages. 
Furthermore, null and overt pronouns in object position have not been systemat-
ically investigated in prior work.

1.3 Vietnamese

We choose Vietnamese – a discourse pro-drop language – as the language of inves-
tigation for two reasons. First, Vietnamese allows both null and overt pronouns in 
both subject and object positions as shown in Example (2). In (2b), null pronouns 
are used to refer back to both the preceding subject and object while in (2b′), an 
equivalent of (2b), overt pronouns are used. (Null pronouns are denoted with pa-
rentheses in the translation.)

(2) a. Vân nhìn thấy Nam trên đường về nhà.
   Vân saw Nam on way back home

   ‘Vân saw Nam on her way home.’
   b. Gọi mấy lần nhưng anh không nghe.
   call several time but he not hear

   ‘(She) called (him) several times but he didn’t hear (her).’
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   b′. Cô gọi anh mấy lần nhưng anh không nghe cô.
   she call he several time but he not hear she

   ‘She called him several times but he didn’t hear her.’

Second, unlike many other languages discussed in the pronoun resolution litera-
ture, Vietnamese overt pronouns are most commonly derived from kinship terms.3 
In Example (3a), the element ông is used as a kinship term and is interpreted with its 
literal meaning ‘grandfather.’ In (3b), ông is used as part of a compound noun and 
no longer has the literal kin term interpretation ‘grandfather’ but contributes the 
meaning of ‘old male’ to the compound. In (3c), ông is used as an overt pronoun, 
where it again does not mean ‘grandfather’, but is used in a pronominal way for 
anaphoric reference to some antecedent in the discourse which has the properties 
of being male and old.

(3) a. Ông của Lan vừa đến.
   grandfather of Lan just arrive

   ‘Lan’s grandfather just arrived.’
   b. Ông nông dân đang hái trái cây.
   old.male.farmer prog pick fruit

   ‘The farmer is/was picking fruit.’
   c. Ông hái từng trái một.
   old.male.he pick each fruit at once

   ‘He picked the fruit one by one.’

Thus, many elements which are used in a typically pronominal way in Vietnamese 
also appear in other linguistic contexts, incorporated into larger compound words 
frequently depicting professions and as pure kinship terms with relational mean-
ings. The use of such elements as pronouns is established by means of two criteria. 
First, as pronouns, such elements do not project their literal kin term meaning 
(‘grandfather’, ‘uncle’, ‘aunt’ etc.), but communicate more general information about 
gender and age. Second, in their pronominal use, elements such as ông, cô, anh and 
bà occur either bare (i.e. not part of a larger compound word) or with a demonstra-
tive modifier, e.g., ông ấy (lit. ‘that old male person). In the pear story narratives 
investigated in the current study, elements such as ông, cô, anh and bà were never 

3. In addition to the extensive list of kinship pronouns, Vietnamese also has a small set of 
pronouns which do not come from kinship terms (e.g., nó ‘he/she/it’, họ ‘they’). The pronoun 
nó occurred very infrequently (only one participant used nó) in the narratives: participants had 
a strong preference for using kinship pronouns. However, occurrences of nó were nevertheless 
counted as an overt pronoun whenever this element did occur. The pronoun họ ‘they’ was also 
very infrequent. We did not include the few occurrences of họ in our analyses, because this pro-
noun is often ambiguous in terms of which group it refers to and therefore difficult to code.
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used as kin terms encoding a relational meaning to others in the storyline, but 
occurred either as parts of larger compounds, when a discourse participant was 
introduced (and sometimes referred back to at a much later point), or as pronouns, 
when reference was made to some other NP in the discourse.

This kin term pronoun system distinguishes Vietnamese from other discourse 
pro-drop languages such as Chinese and Japanese which have previously been stud-
ied. Chinese overt pronouns are similar to English-type pronouns in that they only 
denote number (also gender in third person pronouns in written Chinese) (Li & 
Thompson 1981). Meanwhile, as shown in Section 1.2, Japanese overt pronouns 
have noun-like behaviors (Kuroda 1965; Hinds 1975, 1983). More importantly, the 
difference in Chinese vs. Japanese overt pronoun systems is also correlated with 
different patterns of use: Previous work on Chinese narratives shows that both null 
and overt pronouns are frequently used (Christensen 2000). However, in Japanese 
narratives, null pronouns are the most frequent form while overt pronouns occur 
only rarely (Clancy 1980, 1982). Null pronouns in Japanese are considered as the 
equivalent of English pronouns. In contrast, Japanese overt pronouns have very 
restrictive use with specific connotations (see Hinds 1975 for a full discussion) and 
their occurrences are often considered to be due to influence of Western languages 
such as English. Thus, among discourse pro-drop languages, null and overt pro-
nouns vary greatly in their properties and usage. A closer look at the typologically 
different kinship pronoun system in Vietnamese can contribute valuable informa-
tion regarding pronoun behavior cross-linguistically.

In this paper, we present our work on narratives as an initial investigation of 
null and overt pronouns in Vietnamese. We also aim to draw a direct comparison 
between pronouns in Vietnamese and in other discourse pro-drop languages. Since 
previous studies on pronouns in Chinese and Japanese which also discuss spoken 
and written modality have used narratives (Christensen 2000; Clancy 1982), we also 
use a narrative task to keep our study maximally parallel to prior work.

Most importantly, we are interested in the effects that grammatical roles of the 
antecedent and of the referring expression itself have on referential form choice in 
both subject and object positions. A sentence completion task is typically used to 
investigate referents’ subsequent mentions in subject position but not in object po-
sition. Therefore, a narrative task which allows us to examine referents’ occurrences 
in both subject and object positions is better suited for our purposes.

Furthermore, in order to test for potential effects of spoken vs. written modality, 
we keep the number of referents and the genre constant in both written and spoken 
modalities. Prior work on narratives and modality only reports overall counts of 
referential forms without details about the grammatical positions of their occur-
rences (Clancy 1980; Christensen 2000). Additionally, many of these studies also 
look at written and spoken data in different genres (news vs. conversational) (Biber 
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et al. 1999). Thus, the differences found may be due to the discourse type and not 
modality. Taking these factors into consideration, our study maintains maximal 
parallelism between our spoken and written narratives in genre and formality. We 
also include grammatical roles and grammatical parallelism in our analysis. Our 
goal is to shed light on the mechanisms licensing referential forms and to examine 
whether modality (i.e. the use of spoken vs. written language) indeed has a direct 
influence on these mechanisms.

2. Data collection

We used a narrative task based on the Pear film, similar to the narratives used in 
work on Chinese (Christensen 2000) and Japanese (Clancy 1980). The experiment 
consisted of two parts, spoken and written. Prior work on Chinese and Japanese 
either only discussed the overall counts of referential forms (Christensen 2000) or 
how referential forms are used with regards to discourse structure; e.g., the number 
of intervening clauses, number of intervening referents (Clancy 1980). In contrast, 
our study focuses on the mechanisms licensing referential form choice (null vs. 
overt). Thus, we incorporate factors such as (i) grammatical roles of the antecedent 
and of the pronominal element and (ii) grammatical parallelism into our analysis 
and examine their influence on referential form use in both spoken and written 
modalities.

2.1 Method

Twenty native speakers of Vietnamese (living in Vietnam) participated in the ex-
periment. First, each participant was shown the Pear film (Chafe 1980) about a 
boy stealing pears. There are sound effects in the film but no spoken words. After 
watching this film, participants were first instructed to recount the story as if they 
were speaking to a friend who had not seen it. The narratives were recorded. This 
made up the spoken task of the experiment. After verbally narrating the story, 
participants were instructed to recount the story as if they were writing to a friend 
who had not seen the film. This made up the written task of the experiment.

2.2 Data analysis

To prepare the data for further analysis, we transcribed the spoken narratives or-
thographically. We also included features of spoken language such as hesitations, 
pauses, false starts, repetitions and self-corrections in the transcription. When repe-
titions and self-corrections occurred, we only considered the final occurrence in the 
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analysis, under the assumption that this is the version with which participants were 
most satisfied. In the next step, we divided the spoken narratives into utterances. 
Following Hurewitz (1998), Passonneau (1998) and others, we define an utterance 
as a finite clause (that is, containing a finite verb) but do not consider relative clauses 
as separate utterances for purposes of discourse segmentation. Relative clauses are 
grouped with the main clause whose components they modify, following Hurewitz 
(1998) and others. As a consequence, given that our analysis focuses on subjects and 
objects of the main clause, referents that are only mentioned inside relative clauses 
are not included in the analysis (see also Bel et al. 2010, Walker et al. 1998).4 We 
adopted these same criteria to divide the written narratives into utterances. Thus, 
similar to an utterance in the spoken narratives, each utterance in the written nar-
ratives consists of a finite verb and may include a relative clause. It is important to 
note that in this analysis, we only report cases in which referents occur in adjacent 
utterances. We did not encounter ambiguous pronouns in this dataset (with the 
exception of họ ‘they’, which was not counted due to its ambiguity, see footnote 3).

We coded all mentions of singular third-person human referents in adjacent 
utterances for (i) grammatical role and (ii) referential form. Regarding (i) gram-
matical role, we coded referents’ grammatical roles in both the preceding and the 
current utterances (e.g., subject, object, possessive, etc.). In other words, we coded 
the grammatical roles of the antecedent and of the anaphoric element. For the pur-
poses of the current work, we only discuss Subject and Object roles in our analysis. 
Four grammatical configurations were established based on referents’ preceding 
and current grammatical roles as shown in Table 1. (See footnote 1 regarding our 
use of the term ‘referent’ in this paper.)

Table 1. Four configurations based on grammatical roles in preceding and current clause

Preceding clause 
(antecedent)

Current clause (anaphoric 
element)

Grammatical configuration

Subject Subject Subject-Subject (Subject parallelism)
Subject Object Subject-Object
Object Subject Object-Subject
Object Object Object-Object (Object parallelism)

4. Although arguments might be made that referents that are only mentioned inside relative 
clauses should be included in studies of anaphor-antecedent relations, following the norms 
adopted by previous investigations allows us to create a profile of Vietnamese which can be 
compared directly with studies of other languages. As for complement clauses, these were in-
cluded in the current study of Vietnamese (though they were very rare – only one relevant token 
in each of the spoken and written narratives).
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Regarding (ii) referential form, since our goal was to observe how grammatical 
roles can influence the current choice of referential form (i.e. null pronoun, overt 
pronoun, and NP), we only coded referents’ referential form in the current clause. 
Examples (4)–(7) illustrate how data is coded with regards to the four grammatical 
configurations. The referents of interest are marked in bold. Null pronouns are 
indicated in the English translations by pronouns in parentheses.5

(4) a. khi cậu bé này đi ngang qua một con đường
   when cl boy this go past a cl road

   ‘when this boy went past a road,’
   b. thì (Ø) gặp một cô bé cũng đi một chiếc xe đạp.
   then (Ø) see a cl girl also ride a cl bike

   ‘then (he) saw a girl who also rode a bike.’
   → Configuration: Subject-Subject
    Referential form: null pronoun 5

(5) a. cậu thấy ba cậu bé đang đứng trước mặt mình
   he see three cl boy prog stand front face self

   ‘he saw three boys standing in front of him.’
   b. một cậu bé đỡ cậu dậy.
   a cl boy pull he up

   ‘a boy pulled him up.’
   → Configuration: Subject-Object
    Referential form: overt pronoun

(6) a. thì (Ø) đã đỡ cái cậu bé này dậy
   then (Ø) past pull cl cl boy this up

   ‘then (they) pulled this boy up.’
   b. cậu bé này lúc này đau chân
   cl boy this time this hurt leg

   ‘at this time, this boy hurt his leg.’
   → Configuration: Object-Subject
    Referential form: NP

(7) a. thì nó gặp một bé gái đi ngược chiều
   then he see a cl girl go opposite direction

   ‘then he saw a girl going on the opposite direction’

5. Note that the element cậu which appears in Examples (4)–(7) occurs either as part of a larger 
compound cậu bé meaning ‘boy’, or as a pronoun meaning ‘he’ (young male). Its original lexical 
meaning is the kin term relation ‘uncle’ (mother’s brother). Other speakers used the pairs chú bé 
‘boy’ and chú ‘he’ (young male) for the same discourse referent. The original lexical meaning of 
chú is also ‘uncle’ (father’s younger brother).
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   b. và do (Ø) mãi nhìn bé gái
   and because (Ø) busy look cl girl

   ‘and because (he) was busy looking at the girl’
   → Configuration: Object-Object
    Referential form: NP

When counting null pronouns, we excluded those that occur in coordinate con-
structions with “and”, “but” and so on. We did this to avoid inadvertently inflating 
the number of null pronouns. Even in languages like English, standardly analyzed 
as not allowing pro-drop, coordination structures like “Lisa went home and made 
a sandwich” and “Lisa went to the library but could not find her friend” allow what 
superficially looks like a missing pronoun/pro. As a result, excluding these types of 
structures in our analyses ensures that all null pronouns reported in our results are 
‘proper’ null pronouns and not analyzable in terms of coordination.

3. Results

In this section, we first present some general information about the narratives. We 
then discuss how referential forms are used with regards to the four grammatical 
configurations in Table 1. In the present paper, we focus on the details of the written 
task. We also provide a summary of the spoken task which is presented in more 
detail in Ngo & Kaiser (2018). Finally, we will draw a comparison between written 
and spoken results.

Let us first look at the length of the narratives. We removed hesitations, pauses, 
repetitions and self-corrections from the spoken narratives prior to performing the 
word count to keep them parallel with the written narratives. Table 2 shows that on 
average, the spoken narratives are longer than the written narratives considering 
both the average number of words and the average number of utterances. We also 
calculated the average number of words per utterance for each participant and aver-
aged them across all participants. The result shows that spoken utterances are longer 
than written ones. This is in line with prior work on written vs. spoken differences, 
specifically that spoken language tends to be more elaborate while written language 
is more concise (e.g., Drieman 1962; Horowitz & Newman 1964; Tannen 1980).

Table 2. Average length of the narratives by word count, utterance count, and average 
number of words per utterance among participants

  Avg. word Avg. utterance Avg. words per utterance

Written 317.2 35.45 9.15
Spoken 381.45 39.85 9.91
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Table 3 shows the overall use of null pronouns, overt pronouns and NPs in the 
narratives based on the four configurations discussed in Table 1 above. As seen in 
Table 3, among the three types of referential forms, null pronouns and NPs occur 
slightly more frequently than overt pronouns. Additionally, we found no difference 
between written and spoken narratives with regards to referential form use. These 
patterns might seem to suggest that, at least on this broad level, referential form 
choice occurs randomly/at chance since there is no clear preference for any of the 
forms. However, as we show later in this paper, this is not the case. When gram-
matical roles and grammatical parallelism are taken into account, clear patterns 
of preference start to emerge. Thus, it is importance to not only look at the overall 
frequency of referential form use but also to consider the environment in which 
the forms occur.

Table 3. Overall percentages of null pronouns, overt pronouns and NPs used in written 
and spoken narratives

  Null pronouns Overt pronouns NPs Total

Written 35% 30% 35% 100%
Spoken 34% 30% 36% 100%

3.1 Referential forms in written and spoken narratives

Let us first look at the written results. We first examined how frequently partici-
pants used each type of grammatical configuration in Table 1 in their narratives. 
When participants produced an NP or a (null or overt) pronoun in subject position 
or object position, we noted what position the antecedent was in. In Table 4 and 
Figure 1, as in Table 1, the first part of each label refers to the grammatical role of 
the antecedent and the second part refers to the grammatical role of the pronoun 
or NP (e.g., Subjectantecedent-Subjectanaphoric_element). We found that re-mentioning 
of the same referent is mostly likely to occur in the Subject-Subject configuration 
(Subject parallelism). As seen in Table 4, the Subject-Subject configuration occurs 
at a rate of 76%, far more frequently than any of the other three configurations.

Table 4. Percentage of each configuration

  Subject-Subject Subject-Object Object-Subject Object-Object Total

% 76 7 9 8 100
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We also investigated referential form choice (i.e. null pronouns, overt pronouns, 
and NPs) in the current clause in each grammatical configuration. Figure 1 shows 
the percentages of each referential form in the four configurations. 

As shown in Figure 1, the Subject-Subject configuration (Subject parallelism) 
mostly occurs with pronouns (null pronouns + overt pronouns = 74.71%), whereas 
the other three configurations consist of mostly NPs (> 55% NPs in each configu-
ration). To examine the pattern of pronoun vs. NP across the four configurations, 
we conducted a series of chi-square tests.6 The results suggest that the distribution 
of pronouns vs. NPs in the Subject-Subject configuration differs significantly from 
the other three – as expected from the patterns in Figure 1. Specifically, partici-
pants produced significantly more pronouns (null + overt pronouns) relative to 
NPs in the Subject-Subject configuration than in the Subject-Object configuration 
(p < .001), the Object-Subject configuration (p < .001), and the Object-Object con-
figuration (p < .01). We also compared the use of null vs. overt pronouns in the 

6. We used chi-squared test for the statistical analyses, although we realise that aspects of our 
data are not ideal for this statistical test. Our elicited-narration technique yielded a corpus of 
multiple narratives and thus involves multiple observations from each participant. However, our 
open-ended task differs from the standard, more narrowly-controlled within-subjects design 
often used in psycholinguistics, and although we have multiple observations from each person, 
the nature of these observations is highly variable across participants. This, as well as the fact 
that our analysis of pronominal forms involves analyzing responses dependent on the syntactic 
configuration that a participant chose to produce, lead us to opt for the chi-squared analysis over 
other options, although chi-square assumes independence.
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Figure 1. Percentages of referential forms in four grammatical configurations in 
written task. (The first part of each label refers to the grammatical role of the antecedent 
and the second part refers to the grammatical role of the pronoun or NP (e.g., 
Subjectantecedent-Subjectanaphoric_element)
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Subject-Subject configuration and found no significant difference between the two 
forms (p = .06) – as the patterns visible in Figure 1 lead us to expect.

A closer look at the other three configurations, Subject-Object, Object-Subject 
and Object-Object (Object parallelism) shows that the proportion of pronouns vs. 
NPs used in these configurations are not significantly different from each other 
(p = .39). However, the proportion of pronouns in the parallel Object-Object 
configuration is numerically slightly higher than those in the non-parallel 
Subject-Object and Object-Subject configurations, 44% compared to 33% and 
24% respectively.

Let now turn to the spoken results. A detailed discussion of the spoken data can 
be found in Ngo & Kaiser (2018). Overall, patterns of the spoken narratives resem-
ble those of the written narratives as seen in Figures 2 and 3. Participants mostly 
use the Subject-Subject configuration to refer to referents in adjacent utterances 
(78.85%). With regards to referential form choice in the current utterance, results 
of a series of chi-square tests confirm that the distribution of pronouns vs. NP use 
in the Subject-Subject configuration (Subject parallelism) differs significantly from 
the other three configurations. Specifically, pronouns (null pronouns + overt pro-
nouns = 73.18%) are the dominant choices in the Subject-Subject configuration. 
In contrast, the other three configurations Subject-Object, Object-Subject and 
Object-Object consist of mostly NPs (> 60% NPs in each configuration). With 
regards to the null vs. overt pronoun choice in the Subject-Subject configuration, 
participants show no preference for either null or overt pronouns (p = .13).

We also examined the pronoun vs. NP choice in the other three configura-
tions, Subject-Object, Object-Subject and Object-Object (Object parallelism). No 
significant difference was found in the distribution of pronouns and NPs (p = .08) 
among these configurations. Nevertheless, the parallel Object-Object configuration 
has slightly more pronouns (39.13%) than the other non-parallel Subject-Object 
and Object-Subject configurations (35.29% and 13.33%, respectively). More inter-
estingly, while the non-parallel Subject-Object and Object-Subject configurations 
have no null pronouns at all, the parallel Object-Object configuration elicits 26.1% 
null pronouns.

3.2 Comparing written and spoken results

In this section, we examine the effects of modality (i.e. written, spoken) on (i) the 
use of grammatical configurations as well as (ii) the choice of referential forms in each 
configuration. For this purpose, we provide a side-by-side comparison of the written 
and spoken results in Figures 2 and 3.
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Figure 2 shows the proportions of four types of grammatical role configurations 
in the written and spoken narratives. We observe the same patterns in both types 
of narratives. In particular, the Subject-Subject (Subject parallelism) configuration 
is the most frequent (more than 75% of all occurrences). The other three config-
urations occur at a similar rate as seen in Figure 2. In short, there is no effect of 
modality on the occurrence of the four different types of configurations.

In terms of referential form use, we conducted a series of chi-square tests to 
compare the numbers of null pronouns, overt pronouns and NPs in each gram-
matical configuration between written and spoken narratives. The results show that 
Vietnamese participants do not differ in their referential form use in writing and 
in speaking (p’s = n.s.). In both types of narratives, the Subject-Subject configura-
tion differs significantly from the other three configurations. Figure 3 shows that 
in the Subject-Subject configuration, pronouns (null + overt pronouns) are the 
preferred forms. However, in the other three configurations, participants exhibit a 
preference for NPs over pronouns. This preference for NP use is very clear in the 
non-parallel Subject-Object and Object-Subject configurations. Interestingly, the 
parallel Object-Object configuration, although still yielding a high number of NPs, 
has slightly more pronouns than the non-parallel configurations. Most prominently, 
in the spoken narratives, null pronouns are found in the parallel Object-Object 
configuration, but they did not occur at all in the non-parallel configurations. In 
sum, modality does not affect Vietnamese participants’ choice of referential form 
across all four grammatical configurations. Nevertheless, in both modalities, we 
find that the four configurations elicit different kinds of referential forms (as can 
be seen in Figure 3, and as we previously discussed in Section 3.1).
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Figure 2. Proportions of the four grammatical configurations in written  
and spoken narratives
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Figure 3. Percentages of referential forms in the four grammatical configurations in both 
written and spoken narratives 7

Taken together, our results show no effects of written vs. spoken modality on how 
Vietnamese participants use either grammatical configurations or referential forms 
with respect to these configurations. The lack of modality effect on referential 
form choice in the current study contrasts with previous claims that pronouns and 
NPs occur at different rates in written and in spoken language (Biber et al. 1999; 
Christensen 2000).

4. General discussion

In this paper, we have reported a narrative experiment investigating the effects 
of (i) grammatical roles, (ii) grammatical parallelism and (iii) modality on speak-
ers’ referential form choices in Vietnamese. We are particularly interested in how 
Vietnamese null and overt pronouns are used. This interest stems from the fact 
that Vietnamese not only allows null and overt pronouns in both subject and ob-
ject positions but also has a complex kinship pronoun system that differs from 
other discourse pro-drop languages such as Chinese and Japanese. Thus, this paper 
aims to add to our understanding of pronoun behaviour in typologically different 
languages.

The narrative experiment has two parts, spoken and written. We instructed par-
ticipants to recount the Pear film first by speaking, and then by writing. We analyzed 
the narratives taking into account (i) referents’ grammatical roles in the preceding and 
current utterances and (ii) their referential forms in the current utterance. This method 

7. The absence of columns for null pronouns in the Subj-Obj and Obj-Subj configurations in 
the spoken narratives is due to the fact, noted at the end of Section 3.1, that speakers did not 
produce such elements in these two configurations in the spoken narratives.
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allowed us to investigate the extent to which grammatical roles and grammatical 
parallelism affect referential form choice. The results of both spoken and written 
narratives show that grammatical role and grammatical parallelism play a key role 
in Vietnamese speakers’ choice of referential form. Specifically, Vietnamese speak-
ers use significantly more pronouns (null and over pronouns combined) when the 
grammatical subject role is maintained across utterances (i.e. Subject parallelism). 
In contrast, the non-parallel configurations (i.e. Subject-Object, Object-Subject) 
result in mostly NPs. Interestingly, we also detect hints of a parallelism effect in the 
Object-Object configuration (i.e. Object parallelism). Although NPs are the most 
frequent choice, Vietnamese speakers produced more pronouns (null and overt pro-
nouns) in the Object parallelism configuration than in the non-parallel ones. We 
also observed parallelism effects in the patterning of null pronouns in the spoken 
narratives: null pronouns only occurred in Subject and Object parallelism configu-
rations. Nevertheless, the Subject and Object parallelism configurations differed in 
their overall patterns with Subject parallelism favoring pronouns and Object paral-
lelism favoring NPs. These patterns indicate that grammatical role still has a strong 
impact on referential form choice.

We are also interested in the potential role of modality (i.e. spoken vs. written) 
on the production of Vietnamese referential forms. Our results show that modality 
has no significant effect on Vietnamese speakers’ referential form choice when the 
level of formality and subject matter being described are kept parallel in spoken and 
written descriptions. The patterns of pronoun and NP use are similar in spoken and 
written narratives. Moreover, Vietnamese speakers also use null and overt pronouns 
similarly in both modalities. At first glance, this finding seems to contradict prior 
claims that written language utilises more NPs than spoken language (Biber et al. 
1999) and that null pronouns are used increasingly more in written than in spoken 
narratives (Li & Thompson 1979; Christensen 2000). However, there is a major 
difference between these studies and our work. Whereas previous studies report the 
number of tokens without specifying the environment of occurrence (Christensen 
2000; Clancy 1982), our study report these numbers with respect to grammatical 
roles and grammatical parallelism. Crucially, including grammatical factors in the 
analyses allows us to obtain a clearer view of the underlying mechanism licensing 
use of different referential forms, particularly null and overt pronouns. Thus, the 
lack of modality effects in our results suggests that the same underlying mechanism 
guides production of referential forms in both spoken and written Vietnamese, 
which we regard as a desirable conclusion.

Another focus of attention in the current study is the choice of null vs. overt 
pronouns in Vietnamese. In previous, highly influential work on the discourse 
pro-drop language Chinese, Givón (1983) has proposed that there is a strong pref-
erence for the use of null pronouns (‘zero anaphora’) rather than overt pronouns 
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when the antecedent for such elements is highly salient/prominent in a discourse. 
Givón (1983) and a broad range of functional studies adopting Givón’s approach 
suggest that ‘the more accessible a referent is within a discourse, the less overt 
coding it will be given, hence that highly accessible antecedents will be referenced 
with zero anaphora, less accessible antecedents with (overt) pronouns, and very 
weakly accessible referents with the use of a full NP’ (Simpson et al. 2016: 2). Similar 
observations about the relationship between the form of referring expressions and 
the salience/prominence of the antecedent are made by Ariel (1990) and Gundel 
et al. (1993).

A large number of studies have shown that grammatical role has a significant 
influence on referents’ salience and thus, the choice of referring expression (Chafe 
1976; Brennan, Friedman & Pollard 1987; Crawley & Stevenson 1990; see also 
Gordon, Grosz & Gilliom 1993; Gordon & Chan 1995; Perfetti & Goldman 1974). 
In particular, referents in subject position are more salient than those in object po-
sition. These studies along with the salience hierarchy – Givón (1983), Ariel (1990), 
Gundel et al. (1993) – predict that more reduced referential forms are preferred 
for highly salient subject antecedents while fuller forms are frequently used for less 
salient object antecedents. These predictions have been supported in English (e.g., 
Fukumura & van Gompel 2010) as well as in agreement pro-drop languages such 
as Italian and Spanish (Carminati 2002; Alonso-Ovalle et al. 2002).

The finding of the current study on Vietnamese that speakers employ broadly 
equal amounts of null and overt pronouns in situations where the grammatical roles 
of the antecedent and anaphoric element are the same – poses a clear challenge 
to the salience/accessibility hierarchy. Null pronouns in Vietnamese – being the 
more reduced referential form – are expected to be chosen much more frequently 
than overt pronouns to refer to highly salient subject referents, but this was not 
observed in either the spoken or written narratives. As a clear preference for null 
pronouns was not found in Subject-Subject coreference relations, the conclusion 
can be drawn that there is no necessary cross-linguistic application of the salience 
hierarchy in the choice of referential forms, automatically favoring more reduced 
forms in instances of reference to recent, highly salient elements within a discourse.

The absence of a straightforward mapping between more reduced forms and 
more salient elements is in line with Kaiser & Trueswell’s (2008) form-specific 
multiple-constraints approach. Based on data from Finnish overt pronouns and 
anaphoric demonstratives, Kaiser and Trueswell argue against the assumption that 
different kinds of referring expressions can be straightforwardly mapped onto a 
unified salience hierarchy.

The discovery of broadly equal use of null and overt pronouns in the current 
study of Vietnamese interestingly converges with the results of a recent investiga-
tion of Chinese, described in Christensen (2000), which also found that speakers 
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tend to use null and overt pronouns equally in similar conditions, at least in spoken 
Chinese.8 This suggests that the connections posited between salience and rep-
resentational form in instances of anaphoric reference should carefully be reexam-
ined in other pro-drop languages, to establish which of these follow the Vietnamese/
Chinese patterning, and which may perhaps show stronger preferences for null 
pronouns when these are licensed by the context.

Our results also distinguish pronouns in Vietnamese from those which occur 
in Japanese in a potentially informative way (Clancy 1980, 1982). It has previously 
been claimed that the observed, highly restricted use of Japanese overt pronouns 
may be due to the fact that they are historically derived from nouns and are rich 
in semantics. The latter property is suggested to constrain their use, resulting in a 
significantly lower frequency of occurrence than that of null pronouns in the lan-
guage (Hinds 1975, 1983). Comparing Vietnamese and Japanese, it can be noted 
that Vietnamese kinship overt pronouns in Vietnamese are also semantically rich, 
but this does not seem to restrict their use in the same ways as in Japanese.

There are two factors that may influence pronoun use in Vietnamese and null/
overt pronoun alternations which have not been explored in the current study, war-
ranting further investigation. First, although the grammatical subject of a sentence 
is also often the topic of a particular stretch of discourse and is highly salient (Givón 
1983), being a grammatical subject does not always entail being a topic (Lambrecht 
1994). As a result, the second subject in our Subject parallelism configuration is 
likely to be a topic but does not have to be one. If speakers favour the use of null 
subjects for reference to the discourse topics and were to use overt pronouns for 
other instances of anaphoric reference, this might account for some of the variation 
between null and overt pronouns attested in the study. Indeed, another experiment 
reported by Ngo and Kaiser (2018) shows that when the topicality of an element 
in subject position is deliberately increased by means of passivisation, Vietnamese 
speakers seem to strongly prefer null pronouns to overt pronouns. Consequently, 
one may question the degree to which grammatical subjects regularly function 
as topics in Vietnamese. If such a relation does not exist strongly in Vietnamese, 
this might allow for a more nuanced account of the distribution of null and overt 
pronouns in patterns of Subject-Subject co-reference.

8. Christensen’s investigation of oral and written narratives recounting the pear story in Chinese 
showed that null and overt pronouns were used at nearly the same rate in the oral narratives. 
However, unlike Vietnamese, this patterning was not maintained in the written narratives, where 
null pronouns occurred 55% of the time, while overt pronouns were used at a rate of less than 
20%. There is thus a clear effect of modality at play in Chinese, which does not seem to occur in 
Vietnamese.
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Second, another factor which our analysis has not accounted for is the role that 
coherence relations potentially may play in anaphoric reference. Previous work 
shows that the production and comprehension of pronouns can be influenced 
by the type of coherence relation which exists between two clauses (Kehler 2002; 
Kehler & Rohde 2013). With regards to discourse pro-drop languages, Simpson 
et al. (2016) confirm the effects of coherence relations on the likelihood of mention 
and referential form use in Chinese. They found that the Explanation9 relation 
results in more continuations referring back to the preceding subjects than the 
Occasion10 relation does. This indicates that the subjects in Explanation relations 
are more likely to be continuing discourse topics. Although we have not computed 
the details regarding coherence relations in our data, an initial preliminary exami-
nation suggests that there was a high amount of Occasion relations in our narrative 
data. According to Kehler (2008), Occasion is the typical relation used in narratives. 
In this light, the subjects in our narratives might not be “strong topics”, which could 
be a reason why null pronouns were not the dominant referential form choice – 
perhaps null pronouns are only used to refer to very strong discourse topics, and are 
less commonly used in subject chains which do not involve topics of such strength. 
We aim to disentangle these factors in future work.

In sum, our results have indicated that grammatical role and grammatical par-
allelism play an important role in how Vietnamese speakers choose referential 
forms. We found that not only subjecthood but also grammatical role parallelism 
increase pronoun use. In contrast, if the referring expressions and its antecedent 
are not in parallel grammatical roles, and in particular if they are not both sub-
jects – we observe a significant increase in the production of NPs. Unlike prior 
work, our study found no effects of written vs. spoken modality, indicating that 
the effects of grammatical roles and parallelism on referential form use are not 
affected by modality. These results highlight the importance of considering refer-
ents’ grammatical roles in adjacent utterances when investigating speakers’ choice 
of referential form. Regarding the distinction between Vietnamese null and overt 
pronouns, no differences were found in the current study (but see Ngo & Kaiser 
2018 regarding topicality).

We conclude that in Vietnamese, grammatical roles and parallelism have sim-
ilar effects on both null and overt pronouns. Interestingly, despite the fact that 
Chinese, Japanese and Vietnamese are all discourse pro-drop languages, overt 
pronoun use varies cross-linguistically. Although Vietnamese overt pronouns are 

9. An Explanation relation occurs when a follow-on sentence is used to provide an explanation 
of the content of a preceding sentence.

10. An Occasion relation occurs with a temporal sequencing of events, the content of one sen-
tence preceding that of a second sentence in time.
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semantically rich kinship terms, they are very frequently used similar to Chinese 
overt pronouns (Christensen 2000). This contrasts with Japanese overt pronouns 
which are historically derived from nouns, and as claimed in Hinds (1975, 1983), 
are used restrictively due to their semantics. Finally, to our knowledge, this is the 
first experimental investigation of a kin-term-based pronoun system.
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