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IntroductionIntroduction
• In interpreting the sentence, “The chef finished the
chicken before the main course”, the complement NP (CN),
“chicken”, is semantically ‘coerced’ so that its meaning is
shifted from an entity to an event (e.g. “cooking the
chicken”) [1 2]

ResultsResults

Complement noun: Coerced and animacy-thematic violated CNs 
evoked a widely distributed N400 effect of similar magnitude, 
relative to the non-coerced CNs. The animacy-thematic violated 
CN l k d t i l di t ib t d l d P600 ff t

Sentence-final word: Sentence-final words (SFWs) of 
the coerced sentences produced a prolonged anterior 
positivity (or reduced negativity), relative to SFWs of 
both other conditions. The SFWs of animacy-thematic 
violated sentences produced a prolonged posterior 
negativity compared to the other two sentence types. 

• Do coercion costs at the CN manifest 
electrophysiologically as an N400 effect — the ERP 

t l i ll i t d ith ti

chicken ) [1,2].

• Studies using reading times [3], eye-movements [4], speed-
accuracy tradeoff [5], and MEG [6] have indicated a coercion
processing cost at the point of the CN.

CNs also evoked a posteriorly-distributed prolonged P600 effect.
g y p yp

component classically associated with semantic 
processing? Based on the MEG data, we predicted that the 
effect would have a more anterior scalp distribution than the 
centro-posterior N400 associated with non-coercive 
semantic processes. 

• Following coercion, is there a prolonged analysis or 
reanalysis of the resulting event structure at or after the CN, y g ,
reflected by a late positivity/P600? Recent ERP studies 
suggest a P600 effect is sometimes evoked by animacy-
thematic violations of event structure [7].

• Are additional neural costs incurred at sentence-final 
words of coerced sentences, during the wrap-up of overall 
meaning?

• Complement coercion leads to an N400 effect whose 
even scalp distribution may reflect the contributions of 
both posterior and anterior generators.

ConclusionsConclusions

• Unlike animacy-thematic violations, no later neural costs 
are incurred at or after coerced CNs.

• Additional neural costs are incurred at sentence-final 
words following coerced CNs, possibly reflecting retrieval 
or selection processes during the wrap-up of sentence 
meaning. 

• 24 right-handed subjects
• Plausibility judgment task
• Subjects read 180 sentences (60 per condition), 158 filler 
sentences; presented word-by-word (450 ms, 100 ms ISI)
• ERPs measured with 29 active tin electrodes, continuously 

l d t 200 H ith b d filt f 0 01 40 H

MethodsMethods Words after complement noun: There were no ERP effects to the 
three words following the coerced (vs. non-coerced) CNs, but the 
positivity for the animacy-thematic violated sentence types 
remained significant between 400-600ms after the CN+1. At CN+2, 
this waveform flipped to a posteriorly-distributed negativity that 
became progressively larger as the sentence unfolded.
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sampled at 200 Hz with a bandpass filter of 0.01-40 Hz.

Sentence type 
(example)

Frequency 
of verb

Number of 
letters of 

verb

Naturalness/ 
Plausibility 

rating of 
sentence

LSA (SSV values 
for complement 

noun in relation to 
preceding content 

words)
Non-Coerced
The chef cooked the 
chicken before the main 
course.

59.4 
(109.05)

6.3 (1.7) 3.8 (0.5) 0.15 (0.14)
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Coerced
The chef finished the 
chicken before the main 
course.

102.5 
(95.79)

7.0 (1.6) 3.8 (0.6) 0.13 (0.10)

Animacy-thematic violated
The chef astonished the 
chicken before the main 
course.

15.7 (17.64) 7.8 (1.3) N/A 0.11 (0.10)
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