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People constantly update the label they use to refer to an object based on their recent
linguistic experience [1,2]. For instance, speakers have an increased tendency to repeat a
particular referential expression (e.g., bus instead of coach) if their interlocutor has previously
used that expression. Similarly, listeners identify referents more quickly when their interlocutor
repeatedly uses a particular expression. By updating form-meaning associations, listeners can
increase the ease of comprehension for interlocutors. In this study, we ask whether such
updating is sensitive to the linguistic competence of the interlocutor. If linguistic updating
facilitates communicative success, we should expect more updating by comprehenders if their
interlocutor is linguistically less competent [3]. Specifically, we examined whether
comprehenders update form-meaning associations to a greater extent when comprehending
a less competent interlocutor (a child) than when comprehending a more competent one (an
adult). To test this hypothesis, we first primed participants with a semantic relatedness
judgement task and then tested them with a visual world eye-tracking experiment.

The experiment consisted of a priming phase and a testing phase. In the priming phase,
forty-eight Mandarin-speaking participants listened to sentences spoken by either an adult or
a child Mandarin speaker. A sentence had either a preferred name (e.g., xithong»shis, “tomato”;
tomatoes are ripe in summer) or a dispreferred name (e.g., fansqie,, “tomato”) of an object.
Participants then decided whether a probe was semantically related to the sentence. In the
testing phase, participants looked at a visual scene consisting of three objects: a target (e.g.,
fanschuany, “sailing boat”), a competitor whose dispreferred name (appeared in the priming
phase) shared phonological onset with the name of the target (e.g., fan:qiez, “tomato”), and a
distractor. They then heard a spoken word (e.g., fanschuan,, “sailing boat”) and clicked on the
mentioned object. If participants update their form-meaning associations based on prior input,
there should be a strengthened link between fanqie; and the concept of tomato when they
heard fansgie: (instead of xizhong.shis) in the priming phase. Crucially, if linguistic updating is
modulated by the linguistic competence of the interlocutor, then the effect is expected to be
larger when the interlocutor is a child than when it is an adult.

We used growth curve analyses to capture changes in fixation proportions on the
competitor starting from the spoken word onset to the end of the first character (e.g., fan; in
fanschuansy). A logistic mixed-effect model revealed a significant interaction of condition and
interlocutor, indicating that the overall fixation proportion difference between the primed and
unprimed conditions was larger in the child than in the adult interlocutor condition. Sperate
analyses showed that when hearing a child, listeners tended to fixate more on the competitor
in the primed (i.e., hearing fansqiez in the priming phase) than in the unprimed condition;
however, no such difference was found when hearing an adult. Our results suggest that
listeners update their form-meaning associations to a greater extent when the interlocutor was
linguistically less competent, presumably because this helps boost communicative success.
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