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 often as 

-
antecedent. 

One way to help the listener make this connection is to use the same description in 
it is often 

easier to use slightly different ways of referring to things and to expect the listener 
to make some connections—the obvious ones—on his or her own. The connections, 
called bridging inferences, will naturally take some time to make.

In one experiment, Haviland and Clark (1974) presented people with passages con-
sisting of context followed by target sentences. Sometimes (as in Passage 25) the tar-
get sentence had given information that exactly matched the antecedent information 
(from the context); other times participants needed to draw a bridging inference (as 
in Passage 26).

(25)	 We got some beer out of the car. The beer was warm.

(26)	 We checked the picnic supplies. The beer was warm.

As predicted, it took participants longer to read and comprehend the target sentence 
in Passage 26 than it did participants to read the same target sentence in Passage 25, 
presumably because those participants reading Passage 26 needed to draw the bridging 
inference “The picnic supplies included beer.”

Readers must sometimes also make inferences between sentences that are far apart 
in a text. Think about a mystery story, for example. To understand how the clues of

“Romulus, the legendary founder of Rome, took the women of the 
Sabine by force.”

“Cleopatra’s downfall lay in her foolish trust in the �ckle political �gures 
of the Roman world.” 

TOOK (Romulus, women, by force)

FOUND (Romulus, Rome) LEGENDARY (Romulus) SABINE (women)

BECAUSE (ß,  )

FELL DOWN (Cleopatra) = ß

FOOLISH (trust) FICKLE (�gures) PART OF (�gures, world)

POLITICAL (�gures) ROMAN (world)

TRUST (Cleopatra, �gures) =

 Figure 10.6: Propositional 
structure of two sentences.

Source: Kintsch, W., & Keenan, J. (1973). 
Reading rate and retention as a function of the 
number of propositions in the base structure of 
sentences. Cognitive Psychology, 5, p. 259.


