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Abstract   

We present findings that relational nouns are more context-
sensitive than entity nouns in two conceptual combination 
recognition tasks. Across two experiments, we investigated 
people’s ability to recognize entity nouns and relational nouns 
either in the same context as at encoding or in a different 
context. We found that (1) participants showed greater 
recognition sensitivity for entity nouns than for relational 
nouns and (2) relational nouns showed a greater disadvantage 
in recognition in new contexts relative to old contexts. Thus, 
the encoding of relational nouns appears to be more 
influenced by context than the encoding of entity nouns. We 
discuss parallels with encoding patterns for verbs and nouns. 

Introduction 
This paper explores the psychology of relational nouns. 
Relational nouns refer to relational categories: categories 
whose membership is determined by common relational 
structure (including extrinsic relations to other entities), 
rather than by common properties (see Gentner & Kurtz, 
2005). For example, for X to be a bridge, X must connect 
two other points or entities; for X to be a carnivore, X must 
eat animals. Relational categories contrast with entity 
categories like radish or penguin, whose members share 
many intrinsic properties.  

One way to distinguish between entity and relational 
categories is the fetch test: if asked to find a member of the 
category, how do you know one when you see it? For an 
entity category like tulip, all you have to do is locate the 
entity itself—its intrinsic properties suffice to identify it. 
But for a relational category like thief, intrinsic properties 
are not enough: you need to verify its relations to other 
entities. Specifically, you need to check that there are other 
entities that serve as victim and purloined goods.  

While there has been considerable work on entity nouns 
and taxonomic categories, the study of relational nouns and 
categories is relatively new (Gentner & Kurtz, 2005; 
Anggoro, Gentner & Klibanoff, 2005; Jones & Love, in 
preparation; Barr & Caplan, 1987; Markman & Stillwell, 
2001). This is surprising, given their frequency and 
importance. Our informal ratings of the 100 highest 
frequency nouns in the British National Corpus revealed 
that roughly half showed extrinsic relational structure in 
adult discourse. For example, consider the following 
sentences: 

 
(1) This goal has priority until the submission deadline 
has passed. 

(2) The dog chased the ball across the field. 

We suggest that the first sentence—which contains 
mostly relational nouns—is more likely to occur in adult life 
than the second, with its concrete entity nouns. The 
importance of relational nouns in our everyday discourse 
becomes clear if we try to express the meaning of (1) 
without using relational nouns. 

Relational nouns have some commonalities with verbs 
and prepositions, in that their meanings are centered around 
extrinsic relations with other concepts. Relational nouns are 
also similar to verbs in that they are semantically 
unsaturated (i.e., they take arguments). A relational noun 
takes an argument (often not obligatory) and assigns a 
thematic role. For example, barrier implies three arguments, 
not all of which need be explicit: a figure, something that 
blocks access, and a goal. This greater syntactic complexity 
more closely approximates the behavior of verbs than of 
entity nouns.  

This similarity between relational nouns and verbs can be 
seen in other phenomena as well. As with verbs (Gentner, 
1982; Gentner & Boroditsky, 2001), a rich understanding of 
relational nouns occurs later in acquisition than that of 
entity nouns.  Relational nouns such as uncle are typically 
understood first as object reference terms (e.g., friendly man 
with a pipe) before evolving to a more relational 
interpretation (Gentner & Rattermann, 1991; Keil, 1989; 
Waxman & Hall, 1993). Kurtz and Gentner (2001) 
compared relational categories (named by relational nouns 
like shield and surprise) to superordinate entity categories 
(such as furniture and vegetable). Productivity and response 
fluency were much higher for entity categories than for 
relational categories. In addition, exemplars generated for 
the entity categories were rated as much more similar to 
each other than those generated for the relational categories 
by independent raters.  

One way to begin exploring the differences between 
entity nouns and relational nouns is to consider some known 
contrasts between nouns and verbs. To clarify this proposal, 
we offer the following intriguing analogy:  

relational nouns : entity nouns : : verbs : nouns 
 












