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Language plays a predominant role in social interactions where communities of agents 

face collective problems (Tylén et al. 2010). It has thus been argued that linguistic 

meaning is grounded in concrete usage situations and continuously evolves as it is 

coordinated between agents (Steels 2008). It has been repeatedly observed how shared 

task-specific linguistic strategies emerge and stabilize in experimental contexts, where 

agents have to solve joint coordinative tasks (Garrod & Doherty 1994). In such usage 

situations, the task environment provides agents with a set of affordances that call for 

different types of actions (Gibson 2013). From this follows the prediction that different 

communicative strategies will evolve adaptively in response to varying environmental 

affordances.   

The hypothesis was addressed in an experiment, where subjects had to communicate 

positions to guide each other through virtual mazes. In three conditions, these varied in 

their layout (e.g., being highly regular or resembling figural shapes) and afforded 

different conceptual strategies. Results indicate that, as predicted, different linguistic 

strategies became routinized in response to these environmental conditions. This suggests 

that linguistic interactions and routines are not only the result of automatic priming 

mechanisms as suggested in the Interactive Alignment Model (Pickering & Garrod 2004). 

Rather, linguistic adaptations between interlocutors are highly sensitive to factors of the 

shared task environment. This is in line with empirical findings suggesting correlations 

between linguistic features and ecology (e.g., Everett, Blasi & Roberts 2015; Lindsey & 

Brown 2002; Majid et al. 2004). It is therefore conceivable that grammars, just like 

routines in an existing language, are also motivated by external factors. Some possible 

future experiments to assess this role of the environment in cultural language evolution 

will be discussed. 
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