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Crosslinguistic patterns of phrasal word order

support efficient prediction JC)

A single memory-based pressure favors consistency, harmony, and locality

A

n The typological puzzle a The proposal: Efficient Prediction Results
Across languages, phrase order repeatedly shows the same three biases. Prediction should be possible with only a small memory of the past. Orders with all three properties require the least predictive memory.
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Toy simulation Noun + up to 5 adjectives

0.68 bits Why it works
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Can one general notion of efficiency explain all
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policies that vary in H, C, and L.

association with head noun

Example policies . A . C VS. .. c

Low predictive information jointly favors the major
crosslinguistic regularities of phrasal order.

ONE PRESSURE —> . c

Paper Code most least

natural natural
Robustness: the memory-surprisal tradeoff gives the same pattern; surprisal variance (UID) does not.

Limits: artificial source distributions, small vocabularies, and single-word dependents.

Selected references: Greenberg (1963); Futrell et al. (2020); Futrell & Hahn (2025).



