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T h e Rol e o f  Salienc e i n Conceptua l  C o m b i n a t i o n 
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Strategie s o f  C o n c e p t u a l  C o m b i n a t i o n 

I n cognitiv e psychology ,  on e recen t  thrus t  o f  researc h ha s 
investigate d h o w peopl e interpre t  nove l  noun-nou n combi -
nation s (Murphy ,  1988 ;  Wisniewski ,  1996 ,  1997) .  On e us e 
of  suc h combination s i s t o allo w peopl e t o represen t  nove l 
concept s an d t o subcategoriz e item s withou t  havin g t o us e 
more complicate d construction s suc h a s relativ e clauses , 
post-nomina l  modifiers ,  o r  prepositiona l  phrases . 

One o f  th e primar y question s surroundin g noun-nou n 
compound s i s h o w thes e compound s ar e interpreted .  Th e 
strategie s used ,  an d th e type s o f  informatio n ove r  whic h 
thes e strategie s operate ,  remai n a  matte r  o f  debate .  T w o 
genera l  strategie s o f  conceptua l  combinatio n hav e bee n 
postulate d i n recen t  literature :  propert y mappin g an d rela -
tio n linkin g (Wisniewski ,  1996 ,  1997) .  I n th e former ,  on e o r 
more propertie s o r  attribute s o f  th e modifie r  concep t  ar e 
mapped t o th e hea d concept ,  s o a  leopar d sparro w migh t  b e 
interprete d a s a  sparro w wit h spots .  I n th e latter ,  som e the -
mati c relatio n i s postulate d betwee n th e tw o concepts ,  lead -
in g perhap s t o a  sparro w whic h ride s o n a  leopard' s back . 

Current Investigations 

The curren t  experimen t  attempte d t o investigat e furthe r 
th e exten t  t o whic h thes e tw o strategie s com e i n t o pla y i n 
th e interpretatio n o f  noun-nou n combinations .  Furthermore , 
withi n th e strateg y o f  propert y mappin g i t  wa s assume d tha t 
i f  ther e i s a  highl y salien t  featur e o n th e modifie r  concep t 
(i.e .  spot s fo r  leopard )  the n thi s featur e i s likel y t o driv e th e 
interpretatio n o f  th e combination .  I f  ther e ar e n o highl y 
salien t  feature s the n reader s migh t  b e mor e likel y t o begi n 
th e searc h fo r  plausibl e relation s betwee n th e tw o constitu -
ents , 

30 0 word s wer e norme d fo r  salience .  Fro m these ,  2 0 hig h 
salienc e an d 2 0 lo w salienc e word s wer e selecte d fro m th e 
tw o ontologica l  categorie s o f  natura l  kind s an d artifacts . 
Thes e 8 0 word s wer e the n paire d t o construc t  8  group s o f 
combinations :  hig h an d lo w salienc e modifier s an d head s 
withi n artifact s an d natura l  kind s (HH ,  H L ,  L H ,  LL ) .  A 
tota l  o f  16 0 combination s wer e interprete d b y 2 0 subjects . 

I t  wa s hypothesize d base d o n previou s researc h 
(Wisniewski ,  1996 ,  1997 )  an d o n lexicalize d anima l  names , 
tha t  mor e propert y mappin g interpretation s woul d b e ob -
serve d fo r  natura l  kind s tha n fo r  artifact s an d vic e vers a fo r 
relatio n linking .  Furthermore ,  fo r  combination s wit h highl y 

salien t  feature s o n th e modifiers ,  propert y mappin g wa s ex -
pecte d t o b e drive n b y th e salien t  feature .  Fo r  combination s 
wit h a  hig h salienc e hea d an d a  lo w salienc e modifier ,  som e 
interferenc e wa s expecte d fro m th e salien t  featur e o n th e 
head .  Fo r  combination s wit h n o highl y salien t  feature s mor e 
relatio n linkin g interpretation s wer e expected . 

Natural Kinds 
The mos t  propert y mappin g wa s foun d i n th e tw o condi -

tion s whic h ha d hig h salienc e modifier s (HH ,  H L ) .  Fur -
thermore ,  propert y mappin g wa s drive n b y th e salien t  prop -
ert y o f  th e modifier .  Fo r  combination s wit h lo w salienc e 
modifier s (LH ,  L L )  ther e wa s les s propert y mapping ,  tha t 
propert y mappin g wa s no t  drive n b y salience ,  an d ther e wer e 
a greate r  numbe r  o f  relatio n linkin g interpretation s relativ e 
t o propert y mappin g whe n compare d wit h th e (HH ,  H L ) 
combinations .  Finally ,  fo r  th e L H condition ,  ther e wa s som e 
interferenc e fro m th e salien t  featur e o n th e hea d i n tha t  mor e 
switchin g error s wer e produce d i n thi s condition . 
Artifact s 

For  artifacts ,  muc h th e sam e patter n holds .  A s expected , 
mor e relatio n linkin g wa s observe d fo r  artifact s overall . 
Ther e wa s mor e propert y mappin g fo r  H H an d H L combi -
nations ,  an d thi s strateg y wa s agai n drive n b y th e salien t 
features .  Relatio n linkin g wa s mor e c o m m o n tha n propert y 
mappin g fo r  thes e tw o condition s wit h lo w salienc e modifi -
er s (LH ,  LL ) .  Again ,  ther e wer e mor e switchin g error s i n 
th e L H condition . 

Conclusions 
Overall ,  i t  appear s tha t  salienc e i s  havin g a n effec t  o n 

conceptua l  combinatio n interpretations ,  implyin g tha t  salien t 
feature s ma y wel l  provid e a t  leas t  on e fairl y informativ e cu e 
on whic h t o bas e interpretation s o f  thes e combination s i n th e 
rea l  world . 
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