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1. Introduction

The cooperative nature of human communication is widely accepted as a fact at
least since Grice (1975; but also Clark, 1996). In this study, we investigate
whether structural alignment correlates with cooperative behaviour. Some
evidence suggests that structural alignment is sensitive to extralinguistic factors
such as power (Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil et al., 2012) or status (Lev-Ari &
Peperkamp, 2017). However, whether structural alignment itself increases the
propensity to cooperate remains unexplored, although some studies point to the
fact that lexical imitation leads to prosocial behaviour (van Baaren et al., 2004).
Here, we aim to test whether structural alignment affects decisions in a
cooperative task.

2. Data

This study uses text transcripts from Golden Balls (2007-2009), a TV show in
which four contestants play four rounds of a game, voting out one player until
only two remain. In the final round of the game, the two contestants can either
split the jackpot (divide evenly) or steal it (claim for oneself) at the end of the
game. Mutual splitting is better than mutual stealing (each contestant receives



half of the jackpot vs nothing), but stealing while the other participant splits
ensures the biggest payoff for the defecting contestant. This payoff structure
makes the game formally equivalent to the Prisoner’s Dilemma, the game format
traditionally used in behavioral economics to model cooperation (Rapoport,
1989). Importantly for the aim of this study, the contestants make their decision
based solely on previous interaction with each other.

3. Method and results

Seventeen Golden Balls transcripts were parsed for constituency structure with
the use of CoreNLP probabilistic context free grammar parser (Manning et al.,
2014). These trees were subsequently transformed into production rules (of the
form NP — Det N). Unary and lexical productions were removed from the
dataset. In total, we obtained 71078 productions. The productions were then
automatically annotated for repetitions, and any repetition of a production rule
was considered a case of syntactic alignment. Repetitions arising from lexical
overlaps were removed from the analysis. We controlled for pre-established
linguistic similarity by applying a sliding window and considering the span of
50 previous productions. To test our hypothesis, we fit a GLMM model with
alignment as the predictor and contestants’ decision (split vs steal) as the
outcome variable. We found a positive relation between alignment and
cooperation (= 0.05, p = 0.03).

4. Discussion

The results of our study suggest that syntactic alignment correlates with
cooperation in the real world. This is consistent with the interpretation that
structural alignment may be a sort of low-level signal/cue that truthfully informs
about an individual’s disposition to cooperate (Wacewicz et al., 2017) — possibly
because structural alignment is difficult to fake (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999).
Alternatively, alignment might convey a degree of similarity with others, which
has also been shown to promote cooperation (McNeill, 1995).
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