Referring in the World and in the Lab: Bridging the Gap.
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Research on referential communication demonstrates great variability in word
choice within referring expressions (Brennan & Clark, 1996; Clark & Wilkes-
Gibbs, 1986). When speakers refer to a particular referent, they choose how to
conceptualize it and how to lexicalize the referring expression. Speakers’ choices
may be guided by their perspective, salient features of the referent, or common
ground experienced with the addressee, among others. When pairs of interlocutors
repeatedly refer to an object, they tend to entrain on the same expression (Bortfeld
& Brennan, 1997; Brennan & Clark, 1996; Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986).

Converging referring expressions reflect temporary agreements; interlocutors
can adapt their expressions when the referential context changes. In the real world,
many potential factors could influence referring, such as goals, being immersed in
the 3D world versus referring to objects on a 2D map, or interlocutors sharing
differing levels of visual co-presence. We present a parameterized study that
bridges the gap between referring in the world and in the lab: we aim to model
what factors shape the variability of referring expressions when the same pairs
perform multiple tasks in different contexts (extending Brennan et al. (2013a,b)).

In a card-matching task in the laboratory, pairs of partners entrained 69% of
the time on the same referring expression they had used earlier in the navigation
task in the world. Partners entrained despite differences in the contexts of these
two tasks and differences in their more recent, intervening private experiences.
Overall, the study reveals that interloctuors do not simply reuse the most recent
referring expression for a given referent, nor are they restricted to following a
previously established conceptual pact. Instead, referring is flexibly adapted to the
context of communication and is influenced by partner-specific constraints.
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