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• Task Director/matcher task. 
Video-recorded and 
annotated in ELAN 

• Participants - 23 deaf 
adults (F=12, age range 
18-57), 19 native signers,        
3 early signers (AoA 5-8) 

•Material - 12 GIFs in total

Tomlin, Forrest, Pu, & Kim 1997; Tomlin, 1995, 1997
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PERSPECTIVE ENCODING SERVES 
COMPARABLE FUNCTION AS VOICE IN 

SPOKEN LANGUAGES

In LIS complex transitive verbs 
can be encoded from- agent 
and/or patient perspectives. 

Encoding of both perspectives 
is not obligatory 

Focal attention of the producer can 
be guided by inherent saliency 

(e.g., comparative size); discourse 
saliency (e.g., agentivity status) 

Spoken languages

A dog 
caresses 
the boy

ACTIVE 
voice

A boy is 
being 
caressed 
by a dog

PASSIVE 
voice

Choice between two voices to 
focalise specific referent of a 

transitive event.

Signed languages

Agent’s Patient’s

In BSL complex transitive verbs (AB 
verbs), verbs that affect specific body part:  

obligatory encoding of both 
perspectives

Conceptually more 
complex: body 

Indexed two referents 
simultaneously

Prototypical: body 
indexes single 

referent

One action Two actions

Referent 2 (dog) is  
licking the cheek  

of Referent 1 (bear) 
 who is holding Ref.2

Ref.2 (dog) is licking 
the cheek of Ref.1 

(bear)  who is 
holding & caressing 

Ref.2

•Design
One action Two actions

•Coding

276 data points

From which 
perspective the 
action of Ref.2  

is encoded?

Agent’s

Patient's

Agent’s + Patient’s

AB = 77,27%
BA = 22,73%

Are both perspectives obligatory 
 in LIS?
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What drives focal attention of the signer?

Agent Patient Agent + Patient

One action Two actions

AGENT PATIENTAGENT + 
PATIENT

Perspective encoding is driven 
by visual salience of the referent, 

event though it might be more 
conceptually demanding strategy 

(patient’s perspective) 
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•Predictions

VISUAL  
SALIENCE

GLOBAL 
(VISUAL + AGENTIVE) 

SALIENCEMore patient in Two 
actions than in One action

Patient Patient

AGENTIVE 
SALIENCE

Agent
Agent +  
Patient
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How do people encode 
transitive actions?

Is there obligatory encoding of both perspectives for transitive actions in Italian Sign Language (LIS)?
If not, what drives focal attention of the signer?

Morgan, 2002
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