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I use experimental methods to test hypotheses about cognitive and interactional
mechanisms underlying linguistic universals. My comments pertain to analytic
flexibility as experienced in experimental psychology, and the relationship between
observational and experimental work in uncovering and understanding language
universals.

Experimental psychology has been enjoying a “replication crisis” since at least
2010, when it became clear that many published results are not replicable (see e.g.
Open Science Collaboration 2015 for a large-scale replication attempt). One possible
cause of this lack of replicability is flexibility in the analytic choices made by indi-
vidual researchers. Any analysis proceeds through a “garden of forking paths”
(Gelman and Loken 2014) where the path chosen might be (explicitly or implicitly)
data-dependent and outcome dependent, i.e. directed towards statistically-
significant, surprising, publishable results. One collective response to the replica-
tion crisis has therefore been to attempt to reduce researchers’ flexibility during
analysis (e.g. by preregistering a planned analysis prior to collecting data).

Implicit in the garden of forking paths is the possibility that different re-
searchers analysing the same data might follow different pathways and find
different results. This has repeatedly been shown to be the case (e.g. Silberzahn et al.
2018, Botvinik-Nezer et al. 2020, Breznau et al. 2022): multiple teams of analysts
analysing the same dataset to test the same hypotheses obtain different results,
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including finding significant effects in opposite directions. B&GN’s finding that they
cannot always reproduce the conclusions of existing analyses is therefore entirely
expected. Unfortunately there are reasons to suspect these problems might be
particularly acute and intractable in typology, more so than in experimental
psychology.

First, quantitative typology involves complex data and complex analyses,
requiring many decisions on data preprocessing and analysis; this is precisely where
we should expect the greatest scope for analytic flexibility, and therefore the greatest
potential for divergence and uncertainty. Second, while experimentalists can usually
collect more data relatively easily, typologists cannot: their data are time-consuming
to obtain (involving painstakingly-obtained expert linguistic knowledge) and
inherently limited (there are only so many languages in the world). This might mean
that there is unresolvable uncertainty around conclusions that can be drawn from
typological datasets.

If one’s goal is primarily to document constraints on cross-linguistic variation
then this is obviously deeply troubling. However, if the central interest is the
cognitive and interactional mechanisms responsible for those constraints — what it is
about the way languages are learned, used and transmitted that leads to convergent
cultural evolution on recurring constellations of linguistic features (see e.g. Has-
pelmath 2019, 2021) - then this uncertainty may be less problematic than it first
appears, since we should in any case be running controlled experiments to test
hypotheses about those mechanisms.

B&GN (Becker and Guzman Naranjo 2025) refer to experimental approaches
briefly in a footnote as “triangulation”, “the combination of different empirical
approaches to study the same phenomenon in order to test how robust results are
across methods and to, ideally, find converging evidence”. I think the value of
experimental work lies not in providing some additional data from another source,
but a fundamentally different xino of data which allows us to test cognitive and
interactional mechanisms hypothesised to be responsible for potential universals.
Being observational, no matter how rigorously conducted, analyses of typological
data cannot speak to those causal mechanisms. However, the observational data
from typology is a rich source of potential hypotheses about mechanisms shaping
linguistic systems, which can subsequently be tested in controlled experiments that
can go beyond correlation and speak to causality.

This is a standard model in many disciplines, and will be familiar from medical
research, where observational studies suggesting an association between a condition
and potential risk factors lead to hypotheses about causal mechanisms which are then
tested in randomized controlled trials. But the approach is quite general, and there are
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already successful examples of this combined approach in typology. For instance, in
a series of studies testing learning-based explanations for Greenberg’s (1963) obser-
vations about word order in the noun phrase, Culbertson and colleagues find that
artificial languages with cross-linguistically frequent word orders are easier to learn
(e.g. Culbertson et al. 2012; Culbertson and Adger 2014), even for people whose first
language violates the relevant universal (Culbertson et al. 2020; Martin et al. 2024).
Pleasingly, these studies feature universals in the same domain as B&GN’s first case
study, where there is the least disagreement between the original and replication
analysis. Other work from our group has explored the role of learning and efficient
communication in accounting for fundamental design features shared by all human
languages (e.g. compositionality, combinatoriality, Zipfs law of abbreviation: Kirby
et al. 2015; Verhoef et al. 2014; Kanwal et al. 2017; see K. Smith 2022 for review), as well as
hypotheses about mechanisms accounting for recurring diachronic processes such as
regularisation (Smith et al. 2023), obligatorification (Fehér et al. 2019), and gramma-
ticalisation (Kapron-King et al. under review, 2025).

My suggestion is therefore that, if we view the work of typologists as part of a
joint endeavour with experimentalists, as it needs to be to speak to these causal
mechanisms which many of us are interested in, then the pressure on typologists to
single-handedly identify the real cross-linguistic universals with high certainty is
reduced.

If this joint approach is widely adopted, there will be cases where we need to
resolve mismatches between typological and experimental findings. I have
encountered two such mismatches in my recent work: one case where I think the
hypothesised mechanisms are plausible even if the typology is highly contested, and
one where the natural language facts seem to be agreed upon but we cannot support
the mechanism experimentally.

The first case relates to the well-known claim that languages spoken in larger,
more heterogeneous communities, with more non-native speakers, tend to be
morphologically simpler (e.g. Trudgill 2011); there is some quantitive evidence in
support of this claim (e.g. Lupyan and Dale 2010; Sinnemdki 2020), although as we
might expect in light of B&GN, different measures of morphological and social
complexity and different analytic techniques produce different results (Koplenig 2019;
Kauhanen et al. 2023; Shcherbakova et al. 2023). A small series of experiments have
nevertheless tested some of the proposed mechanisms. In Smith (2024) I used an
artificial language learning paradigm to test whether L2-like morphological simplifi-
cations made during (imperfect) learning could result in cumulative simplification of
complex morphology as a language is transmitted across generations, and found that
they could. Other work suggests other mechanisms that could explain the putative
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correlation, including e.g. the difficulty of converging on shared conventions with
many versus few interlocutors (Raviv et al. 2019). My current impression is that there
are probably several plausible mechanisms with at least some experimental support
by which population size and proportion of non-native speakers could influence
language complexity. If that link is not evident in the cross-linguistic data, it could be
that the factors identified in the experiments are outweighed by other factors in the
wild, or that the natural language data cannot show the correlation with confidence.

In the second case we are testing mechanisms for unidirectionality in gram-
maticalisation (Kapron-King et al. under review, 2025). Concrete concepts (e.g. terms
for body parts) tend to become grammatical markers (e.g. adpositions marking
spatial relationships) but not vice versa. The intuitive and apparently quite widely-
held assumption is that this unidirectionality is due to an inherent asymmetry in
associations between these sets of concepts, such that e.g. body-part terms evoke
spatial concepts but not the reverse. We have not been able to find evidence for this
asymmetry across several semantic extension experiments; while our participants
reliably associate body part terms and spatial relationships that are frequently
involved in grammaticalisation pathways (as documented in Heine and Kuteva 2002,
e.g. “head” and “above”), these associations are quite symmetrical. We have there-
fore (reluctantly!) become somewhat sceptical about association-based explanations
of unidirectionality, and are exploring reanalysis-based accounts which do not rely
on this asymmetry.

In principle, there may eventually be cases where we should collectively
reconsider a conclusion from typology based on evidence from experiments (e.g.
consistent failure to find evidence for any hypothesised mechanism generating the
putative universal). This will be painful and any reconsideration might be more
likely in practice if the methods used in experimental work are agreed as acceptable
tests of mechanistic hypotheses by typologists, which may not currently be the case: I
know that the compromises required in constructing controlled experiments can be
unpalatable to people who are accustomed to working with natural languages in
their full complexity.

To wrap up. B&GN show that well-known analytic flexibility seen in other data-
driven disciplines also occurs in typology, introducing an additional and perhaps
inescapable degree of uncertainty into conclusions from typological data. That is not
disastrous if we view typology as part of a joint endeavour to uncover mechanisms
shaping languages, where other methods (specifically, controlled experiments) are
anyway required to test the critical mechanisms held to be responsible for candidate
linguistic universals. This is the norm in other fields where claims about causal
mechanisms are made based on complex and messy observational data.
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