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Individual Differences in Grammaticalization 

Julia Heine & Malte Rosemeyer 
Freie Universität Berlin 

Language change emerges from the behaviour of individual speakers, who have been shown to differ 
systematically in pragmatic inferencing, language processing, and language learning. Since such 
individual differences contribute to synchronic linguistic variation, they would also be expected to shape 
language change over time. Indeed, it has been proposed that some speakers contribute more to 
grammaticalization processes than others, but how can these individuals be identified? 

To address this question, we used an experimental paradigm recreating a common grammaticalization 
pathway: the development of a FINISH construction into a recent past marker. Previous work (Heine, 
Fuchs, & Rosemeyer, 2026) showed that linguistic bridging contexts trigger reanalysis, that is, the 
assignment of a new interpretation to an existing form. 

Building on this paradigm, English monolinguals completed a sentence-picture matching task on three 
separate days in which the construction occurred in both linguistic bridging contexts and situational 
contexts emphasizing temporal immediacy. Compared to a control group, participants who were 
repeatedly exposed to the FINISH construction in these contexts showed significantly shorter temporal-
distance judgments across all FINISH conditions, regardless of bridging context. In addition, they 
generalized the emerging recent past interpretation to novel items, indicating actualization – the 
extension of the new representation beyond its original context. 

In a preregistered exploratory follow-up analysis of these data, we examined whether individual 
differences in personality and cognitive style (e. g., openness to experience, conscientiousness) predicted 
performance in the implicit learning experiment. Although exploratory, the findings offer preliminary 
evidence that specific individual differences such as conscientiousness may be associated with 
susceptibility to different stages of grammaticalization (reanalysis versus actualization), potentially 
influencing the emergence and spread of grammatical innovations. 

Taken together, these findings provide initial evidence for candidate individual predictors of 
grammaticalization and further suggest that reanalysis and actualization may rely on partially distinct 
cognitive processes, with the former depending more strongly on strategic inferencing and the latter on 
implicit learning. 
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Pragmatic Development: How children learn to use 
language for social communication 

Danielle Matthews 
The University of Sheffield 

This talk will chart out pragmatic development across childhood and individual differences therein. 
Following a working definition of pragmatics in the context of human ontogeny, we will trace the early 
steps of pragmatic development, from a dyadic phase, through to intentional triadic communication and 
early word use before briefly sketching out later developments that support adult-like communication 
at the sentential, multi-sentential and non-literal levels. Evidence will be provided from the study of 
individual differences in different populations. This will provide a summary of a forthcoming book: 
Pragmatic Development: How children learn to use language for social communication. CUP. 
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Demonstratives: Multimodal interaction across 
languages 

Paula Rubio-Fernández 
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, Nijmegen 

Demonstratives, words like ‘this’ and ‘that’ in English, are a special class of function words: They appear 
in all documented languages, and are acquired early in ontogeny, together with pointing, which is 
another linguistic universal. Demonstratives are also supposed to have emerged early in language 
evolution, since historical linguists and typologists have not been able to trace back their origins. In a bid 
to explore these features of demonstratives, I will present cross-linguistic data from adults and 
computational models of demonstrative use, exploring the spatial and social parameters underlying 
demonstrative choice across languages. I will also present the results of a recent study investigating the 
role of demonstratives in early language acquisition. Combining head-mounted eye-tracking with 
machine-learning modeling of naturalistic interactions between mothers and infants, we show that 
demonstratives provide augmented inputs that scaffold early word learning. I will argue that 
demonstratives orchestrate attentional dynamics in multimodal social interaction, which is a 
fundamental pragmatic function that might explain their unique characteristics. 
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Examining individual differences in L1 and L2 referential 
processing: Evidence from event-related potentials (ERPs) 

Robert Fiorentino 
The University of Kansas 

While individual differences in pragmatic processing have been observed in a range of populations and 
contexts, how and why particular properties of the individual impact pragmatic processing remains a 
matter of investigation. In this talk, I will discuss a set of recent studies using event-related potentials 
(ERPs) to examine individual differences in adult first (L1) and second (L2) language referential 
processing. These studies examine the processing of pronouns (e.g., she/he) in referentially challenging 
contexts, including those involving referential ambiguity and those in which the only antecedent that 
would be accessible according to constraints on co-reference would be an unmentioned referent posited 
by the comprehender. Findings from these studies reveal individual differences in both L1 and L2 
referential processing, and highlight individual differences in verbal abilities as an important factor in 
accounting for individual differences in both the L1 and L2, although L1/L2 differences are also evident 
regarding the contexts and ways in which verbal abilities modulate referential processing. The findings 
also demonstrate that referential processing and its modulation by individual differences are impacted 
by factors including the properties of the referential dependency and discourse context under 
investigation, as well as by the experimental task. I will conclude the talk with discussion of how the 
approach and findings from this line of research may help inform our understanding of L1 and L2 
referential processing; I also hope to encourage consideration of how bringing together research on 
individual differences in referential processing and research on other widely-investigated aspects of 
pragmatic processing, such as implicature, may ultimately help toward achieving a more comprehensive 
understanding of how and why individual differences impact pragmatic processing. 
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Context Sensitivity modulates immediate real-time 
semantic composition 

María Piñango 
Yale University 

It's been received wisdom that whereas processes that involve utterance-level "pragmatic" 
contextualization may be subject to individual differences, those that involve phrasal-level "semantic" 
composition e.g., resolution of selectional restrictions, need not. The latter are viewed instead as 
maximally stable and homogeneous across members of a speech community; and this in turn has 
supported the view that beyond linguistic nativeness, any variability in, say, semantic judgements can 
be safely assumed to represent noise; outside the scope of semantic analysis and of linguistic semantic 
theory. 

Here I discuss two cases that probe this chain of assumptions. I start with a discussion of English have 
(Zhang et al., 2022, Stern & Piñango, 2026) where we show how context sensitivity modulates the 
acceptability of otherwise available yet dispreferred readings of the predicate e.g., locative-adjacency 
readings of have as in "The tree has a motorcycle" possibly meaning next to the tree there is a motorcycle. 
I then move on to more recent results from my lab (Terlaak & Piñango, in prep) using English aspectual 
verb composition e.g., "The girl continues the book" possibly meaning the story about the girl continues 
the book or the girl continues a book-related activity (Piñango & Deo, 2016) where we again show how 
context sensitivity of the participants modulates the choice dimension along which the complement must 
be construed and as dictated by the selectional restrictions of the aspectual verb. 

These two test cases represent a window of opportunity into how at least one individual difference, 
context sensitivity, may be seen to penetrate semantic construal at the lexical and compositional levels 
of realization, respectively. I frame the cases within a discussion of a possible parallel architecture (e.g., 
Jackendoff, 1997, 2002) that allows for this kind of modulation while maintaining the level of 
encapsulation that permits examination of language as a partly isolable cognitive capacity. From a 
psycholinguistic perspective, results like these have implications for our understanding of the properties 
of the parser and its cognitive embedding. From a linguistic perspective they have implications for our 
expectations of the scope of semantic analysis, and of linguistic semantic theory making. 
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Individual Differences in Task and Speaker Adaptation 
Shape Pragmatic Inferences 

Vera Demberg 
Saarland University 

Empirical studies of pragmatic inference have documented substantial variability across participants: 
while some listeners draw pragmatic inferences in line with Gricean reasoning, others respond as literal 
interpreters. In the first part of this talk, I present studies on reference games and atypicality inferences, 
which reveal a correlation between pragmatic task performance and reasoning predisposition, as 
measured by the Raven's Progressive Matrices task. Using a cognitive modelling framework, I argue that 
individual differences in pragmatic reasoning can be explained by differences in how people adapt to 
task demands — in particular, by differences in persistence, understood as the willingness to invest time 
and effort in a self-directed search for a contextually appropriate interpretation. 

In the second part of the talk, I present recent work on individual variability in adapting pragmatic 
inferences to the conversational partner, focusing on the interpretation of uncertainty expressions and 
humor. Variability in this domain correlates with working memory updating ability. I interpret this as 
reflecting differences in how readily individuals associate observed communicative behaviour with a 
specific interlocutor and generalise from those observations to guide pragmatic inference in subsequent 
interactions. 
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Individual differences and scalar diversity 

Bob van Tiel 
Radboud University Nijmegen 

Scalar inferences have been widely studied in pragmatics, and numerous studies have sought to explain 
individual differences in their derivation in terms of, e.g., working memory capacity, executive control, 
Theory of Mind, autism-related traits, and bilingualism. However, most of this work has focused on a 
small number of scalar expressions, most notably "some". As a result, it remains unclear to what extent 
existing findings generalise across the broader range of scalar expressions observed in natural language. 

In this talk, we review extant evidence and present new data on individual differences in the derivation 
of scalar inferences across a variety of scalar expressions. Participants completed a scalar inference task 
alongside a battery of measures targeting cognitive and experiential factors that have previously been 
linked to pragmatic processing. Our aim is to investigate whether such factors are associated with a 
general tendency to derive scalar inferences, or whether their effects vary across scales. 

More generally, we will explore the theoretical and methodological implications of scalar diversity for 
research on individual differences. We will connect the experimental findings to current debates about 
the cognitive basis of pragmatic processing; specifically, whether individual differences in pragmatic 
behaviour reflect stable, domain-general traits or more local, phenomenon-specific mechanisms. 
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A view out of left field: Pragmatic inferences and 
individual differences in personality and political leaning 

Juhani Järvikivi 
University of Alberta 

Personality has been shown to correlate with a wide variety of behavioural outcomes in our everyday 
life. It is perhaps not a surprise that also the way we use language reflects our identities, who we are and 
how we see the world and the society around us. While we are able to infer a lot about people’s 
personality and moral-political characteristics based on their linguistic behaviour (for example, in social 
media), we still know quite little about the flip side of the coin: whether these individual differences 
predict language comprehension behaviour (processes and outcomes). The available evidence, while still 
scarce, suggests the answer might be yes: Political ideology (conservatism) and underlying personal 
dispositions and personality traits associated with the liberal-conservative continuum, such as openness, 
extraversion, and empathy, are implicated also in language comprehension. These effects arise in 
relation to (semantic and) pragmatic processing, especially when socially relevant, context-dependent 
meaning is implicated, such as with gender stereotypes, speaker identity-based inferences (accented 
speech, voice-based expectations/inferences), verb-based implicit causality, and figurative language 
(irony, metaphors). Despite the encouraging beginning, it is fair to say that we currently have many more 
questions than we have any concrete answers or firm generalizations. In my presentation, I will discuss 
some of these questions, along with some methodological and other lessons learned, in the light of recent 
and ongoing research from our lab. 
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“Deficit”, “difficulty”, “difference”: perspectives into 
autistic people's pragmatic skills and their implications 
for theory and methodology 

Napoleon Katsos 
University of Cambridge 

It is often taken for granted that autistic and other neurodivergent people have a deficit with social 
communication, especially when it comes to implicit and to figurative language such as implicature, 
metaphor, irony and humour. However, in the past thirty years the way linguists and psychologists study 
the communication abilities of autistic people has evolved from a deficit-, to a difficulty-, and finally to a 
difference-based view. The latter proposes that what – to the ears of neurotypical people – may appear 
as a deficient understanding of figurative language is in fact a different understanding, characterised by 
unconventionality and creativity. Take for example, a metaphor like ‘Josh was a volcano’. The “correct” 
interpretation according to neurotypical participants to research would be that Josh felt angry. But this 
approach excludes alternative, and potentially more imaginative, understandings. An autistic person 
might understand the metaphor as indicating Josh’s creative state. “Josh was a volcano” could mean that 
he was exploding with ideas and energy. Similarly, for implicature, an emerging picture is one where 
autistic people treat informativeness more rather than less importantly than neurotypical peers. 

We will see a wealth of original, creative and unconventional uses of language which suggest that people 
with different mindsets have a different set of norms for language use, and I will explore their relation 
with structural language skills and theory of mind. 


