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This research contributes to the current understanding of language effects in ad-
vertising by uncovering a previously ignored mechanism shaping consumer re-
sponse to an increasingly globalized marketplace. We propose a language-specific
episodic trace theory of language emotionality to explain how language influences
the perceived emotionality of marketing communications. Five experiments with
bilingual consumers show (1) that textual information (e.g., marketing slogans)
expressed in consumers’ native language tends to be perceived as more emotional
than messages expressed in their second language, (2) that this effect is not
uniquely due to the activation of stereotypes associated to specific languages or
to a lack of comprehension, and (3) that the effect depends on the frequency with
which words have been experienced in native- versus second-language contexts.

E nglish is the new lingua franca. From international busi-
ness to the Internet and from science to music, English
is the language of important aspects of the social life of
consumers around the world (Cristal 1997). Indeed, it has
become commonplace for commentators to identify the rise
of English as a world language as one of the most visible
aspects of the process of globalization. No area of media
production exemplifies the growing importance of the En-
glish language better than advertising. Regardless of their
cultural heritage and native language, consumers are rou-
tinely addressed by large numbers of marketing messages
in English. For example, in the Netherlands over 40% of
TV ads contain words in English (Gerritsen et al. 2000),
and this phenomenon is by no means limited to Western
cultures (e.g., Lee 2006).

Calls for an increased focus on the consequences of glob-
alization for consumers (e.g., Johar, Maheswaran, and Per-
acchio 2006) emphasize the need to improve the current
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understanding of how the globalization of advertising lan-
guage influences consumer response to advertising mes-
sages. In particular, no previous research has examined the
emotional consequences of the use of a foreign language in
marketing messages. Generating emotional experiences
around a brand is an important goal of brand communica-
tion. For instance, French Connection, a British fashion
company, adopted the acronym FCUK in all its advertising,
presumably in the belief that provocative messages such as
“FCUK you!” are beneficial to the brand. The globalization
of advertising implies that marketing messages are increas-
ingly delivered in a language that is different from consum-
ers’ native tongue. For example, the acronym FCUK has
been advertised to consumers in over 20 countries where
English is not an official language. This raises the question
of whether and how language might affect consumer per-
ceptions of ad campaigns aimed at triggering emotional re-
actions.

The field of linguistics is displaying a growing awareness
of the role of emotional processes in bilingualism (Pavlenko
2005, 2006). Extending recent literature on the emotions of
bilinguals, this article investigates the perceived emotion-
ality of marketing messages in consumers’ native language
(L1) versus second language (L2). We present five experi-
ments showing (1) that messages expressed in L1 tend to
be perceived as more emotional than messages expressed
in L2, (2) that this effect is not uniquely due to the activation
of stereotypes associated to specific languages or to a lack
of comprehension, and (3) that the effect depends on the
frequency with which words have been experienced in L1
versus L2 contexts. Together, these experiments provide sup-
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port for a language-specific episodic trace theory of lan-
guage emotionality.

THEORY

Consumer research on bilingualism can be broadly cat-
egorized in two areas. The first adopts a sociolinguistic ap-
proach to examine the signaling functions of language in
the context of ethnic minority targeting (e.g., Koslow, Sham-
dasani, and Touchstone 1994; Luna and Peracchio 2005).
The second adopts a psycholinguistic approach to explore
the information-processing consequences of language (e.g.,
Luna and Peracchio 2001; Tavassoli and Lee 2003). The
present investigation shares with this second stream of re-
search the stress on psycholinguistic processes but differs
from existing consumer research in its attention to emotional
processes.

Existing Research on the Emotions of Bilinguals

The prediction that one’s native language possesses spe-
cial emotional qualities is probably not surprising to any
introspective bilingual. Despite the intuitive appeal of this
prediction, the generality of the effect, and the obvious sub-
stantive implications, to the best of our knowledge no con-
tribution in marketing has explored the possibility of sys-
tematic differences in the emotional intensity of marketing
communication as a function of language. In other fields of
inquiry, however, it is possible to find some evidence con-
sistent with this intuition.

Linguistic research using introspection, interviews, or lit-
erary analysis has on a number of occasions mentioned the
special emotionality of one’s native language (Pavlenko
2005). Moreover, using both general self-reports (Dewaele
2004) and physiological measures (Harris, Aycicegi, and
Gleason 2003), psycholinguistic research on taboo words
and swearwords has shown that the perceived emotional
intensity of these highly emotional words is greatest in one’s
native language. Research on code switching is also relevant
to this discussion. In the context of social interaction, Bond
and Lai’s (1986) participants found it easier to discuss em-
barrassing topics in L2 than in L1. Bond and Lai argue that
in embarrassing situations switching to a second language
serves a distancing function. Based on clinical case studies,
Javier (1989) similarly concluded that during therapy ses-
sions switching language is a coping mechanism for the
patient.

In these studies L1 yielded stronger emotional experiences
than L2. These settings, however, are all characterized by
a combination of extreme emotionality and self-relevance
that makes the extrapolation to the processing of external
information of mild emotionality questionable. In addition
to the issue of the applicability of results on taboo words
and bilingual counseling to a marketing setting, another im-
portant open issue is the mechanism responsible for system-
atic differences in language emotionality.

First, as most research in the area has focused on a specific
language comparison (often featuring the language of a
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“warm” culture such as Spanish or Turkish as L1 and En-
glish as L2), it could be argued that most of the work on
which evidence for the emotional advantage of L1 rests is
open to a possible alternative explanation based on the (per-
ceived) emotionality of specific languages. If country ste-
reotypes influence language emotionality (Leclerc, Schmitt,
and Dubé 1994), evidence for the emotional advantage of
L1 must be produced in a context that controls for this
influence, for example, by varying across respondents which
of two languages is L1 versus L2 or by demonstrating mod-
erating effects drawn from a theory of language emotion-
ality.

Moreover, it is important to demonstrate that language
effects on emotionality cannot only be explained by differ-
ences in comprehension between L1 and L2. Linguistic ex-
perience is an important determinant of a person’s ability
to interpret and appraise emotional expression (Harris 2000).
For example, native speakers perform better than nonnative
speakers when asked to identify verbal emotional expression
(Pavlenko 2005). This is an especially important issue when
shifting attention from single words and isolated utterances
to more complex textual information such as advertising
slogans or product descriptions.

Recently, a number of authors have argued that differ-
ences in the relative emotionality of L1 and L2 must stem
from differences in the context of language learning and use
(Altarriba 2003; Harris, Gleason, and Aycicegi 2006; Pav-
lenko 2005). For example, Dewaele (2004) showed that lan-
guages learned in an instructed context are associated with
less intense emotional reactions than languages learned in
a naturalistic context. Below, we propose a cognitive model
of bilingual memory that builds on this literature and on
episodic trace theories of memory.

A Language-Specific Episodic Trace Theory of
Language Emotionality

Episodic trace models of memory represent one of the
most influential theoretical traditions within cognitive psy-
chology (Raaijmakers and Shiffrin 1992). They are founded
upon the assumption that every experience leaves a separate
episodic trace in memory. Consistent with nonanalytic views
of cognition (Jacoby and Brooks 1984), these models posit
that perceptual and contextual details of experiences are
stored in memory and are integral to later perception. For
example, Hintzman’s Minerva 2 model (Hintzman 1986,
1988) suggests that each experience is stored as an array of
elements. When a stimulus is encountered, all memory
traces are activated in proportion to their similarity to the
probing stimulus. An aggregate of all activated traces (i.e.,
an echo) is sent to working memory from long-term mem-
ory. The echo may contain information that is not present
in the stimulus, such as previously experienced emotions,
thus associating the stimulus to past emotional experiences.
For episodic memories to influence emotional reactions, the
actual conscious retrieval of such episodes is not necessary.
The emotional intensity resulting from the echo content ac-
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tivated by the probing stimulus is experienced as an intuitive
impression or gut feeling (Schimmack and Reisenzein 1997;
Siemer and Reisenzein 2007).

Similarity to Episodic Traces. Episodic trace theories
propose that “surface” details of experiences are stored in
memory as elements of the episodic trace. Consistent with
this reasoning, it has been found that auditory details, like
intonation contour and vocal pitch (Palmeri, Goldinger, and
Pisoni 1993; Schacter and Church 1992), and irrelevant vi-
sual information, like typeface (Jacoby and Hayman 1987),
are implicitly stored in long-term memory. Hence, it seems
plausible that these episodic traces also contain L1 or L2
lexical representations depending on the language in which
the event was originally experienced. This property of ep-
isodic memory can explain language-dependent recall, the
finding that memories originally experienced in L1 (L2) are
more accessible when triggered by L1 (L2) words (Marian
and Kaushanskaya 2004; Marian and Neisser 2000). This
research stream builds on the encoding specificity principle
(Tulving and Thomson 1973) and argues that experiences
are stored in memory together with their linguistic context.
Activating the same linguistic representation that was used
at the time of the experience serves as a retrieval cue for
memories for that experience. Given the centrality of emo-
tional information in autobiographical memories (Bower
1981), we draw on the idea of language-dependent storage
of autobiographical memories. For example, research has
shown that individuals tend to express more emotional de-
tails and more intense affect when the language of the re-
trieval cue is consistent with the language at encoding (Ja-
vier, Barroso, and Munoz 1993; Marian and Kaushanskaya
2004). Our theory embeds the principle of language-depen-
dent recall within a cognitive model and extends this re-
search from the conscious recollection of autobiographical
memories to the perception of stimuli in which emotionality
is automatically attributed to textual information based on
implicit language-specific activation of episodic traces
stored in memory. In sum, we propose that textual infor-
mation such as marketing slogans may function as memory
probes that lead to the activation, and feeling, of emotions
experienced before in same-language contexts.

Number of Episodic Traces. Episodic trace theories
suggest that, in general, the activation intensity of an echo
is a positive function of the number of relevant episodic
traces stored in memory (Hintzman 1986). Words that are
encountered more often should be part of a larger number
of episodic traces, leading to a stronger echo of emotions
that have been experienced during these episodes. As a re-
sult, there should be a positive correlation between how
often a word is encountered in a particular language and
emotionality. In the context of the globalization of adver-
tising language, the number of events experienced by con-
sumers in concomitance with an L1 language context gen-
erally outnumbers that of events experienced in an L2
language context. Together with the previous property of
episodic traces, this discussion therefore leads to the pre-
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diction that marketing communication should in general trig-
ger stronger emotional responses in L1 than in L2. Moreover,
our theory predicts an emotional advantage of L2 in the
(rare) case of words that are experienced more often in L2
language contexts.

Lexical Representations. In addition to separate stor-
age of individual experiences (Hintzman 1986), we adopt
the assumption of most psycholinguistic models of bilingual
memory, such as the Revised Hierarchical Model (Kroll and
Stewart 1994), of the existence of independent lexical stores
for L1 and L2. Lexical stores encode the lexical represen-
tation of words (i.e., how they are written and how they
sound). Moreover, we adopt the contention of prior psy-
cholinguistic literature (e.g., Kroll and Stewart 1994) that
the link between the lexical representation of L1 and L2
words is asymmetric. Specifically, the link from L2 words
to their L1 translation is stronger than the link in the opposite
direction. In other words, the activation of an L1 word as
a consequence of exposure to its L2 translation is greater
than that of an L2 word as a consequence of exposure to
its L1 translation. Thus, consumers may unconsciously
translate L2 words into L1 words but will rarely do the
opposite.

Our model incorporates the interaction between episodic
memory traces and lexical representations. A prediction of
the theory is that the emotional intensity generated by L2
probes benefits to some extent from the association between
the L2 probe and its L1 translation. In other words, L2
probes activate emotional echo content from L2 experiences
as well as emotional echo content from L1 experiences,
proportionally to the level of activation of L1 lexical rep-
resentations. As corollaries of the theory, this discussion
implies that (1) when the accessibility of the L1 translation
is increased, L2 words should be perceived as more emo-
tional and, conversely, that (2) when this indirect activation
of L1 emotional echo content upon presentation of L2 words
is impeded, the emotional advantage of L1 should become
larger.

In sum, the language-specific episodic trace theory as-
sumes that there are two routes to perceived emotionality
for marketing messages. In the direct route, L1 (L2) words
trigger episodic memory traces experienced in an L1 (L2)
context. Because there are usually more L1 than L2 traces,
marketing messages in L1 tend to be perceived as more
emotional than those in L2. In the indirect route, words
presented in L2 partially activate the corresponding words
in the L1 lexical store. Because these L1 words, in turn,
function as probes for L1 episodic traces, L2 words can
benefit to some extent from the emotionality of the expe-
riences triggered by L1 words. This reduces the difference
in the perceived emotionality of L1 and L2 words. Figure
1 presents a summary of the theory.

STUDY 1

Study 1 was designed to test the prediction of the theory
that advertising information in L1 tends to be experienced
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FIGURE 1

LANGUAGE-SPECIFIC EPISODIC TRACE THEORY OF LANGUAGE EMOTIONALITY
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as more emotional than the same information in L2. As
target textual information, we used a series of advertising
slogans. To establish the emotional advantage of L1 in a
context that ensured its validity, we tested the effect of lan-
guage on perceived emotionality (1) in conjunction with an
assessment of an alternative complex appraisal (perceived
originality) and (2) in a balanced bilingual design that varied
across participants which of two target languages was L1
versus L2.

The first aspect above was included to show that the
advantage of L1 is not general to all complex appraisals.
We chose perceived originality because it is not likely to be
a natural part of most consumer experiences. Thus, whereas
emotional content is central in episodic memory, most mem-
ory traces of previous experiences are unlikely to contain
originality judgments. In other words, we predict a two-way
interaction between language and appraisal such that L1
stimuli will be rated as more emotional than L2 stimuli in
the absence of a similar effect of language on originality.

The second aspect above, varying which of two languages
was L1 versus L2, was necessary to rule out a language-
specificity explanation that haunts many studies on bilin-
guals, in which the language used as L1 is different across
all respondents from the language used as L2. We address
this problem by using the same two languages and manip-
ulating the role they played (L1 or L2). Specifically, we
used Dutch-French bilinguals, exactly half of whom were
French native speakers (L1) who had learned to speak Dutch
(L2). The other half were Dutch native speakers (L1) who
had learned to speak French (L2). Thus, any difference be-

tween the emotionality of messages in L1 and the emotion-
ality of messages in L2 could not be explained by, for ex-
ample, the greater emotionality of Romance languages such
as French over Germanic languages such as Dutch. An ad-
ditional aspect of the design deserves attention. To obtain
the cleanest test of the effect of language on emotionality,
the study used trilingual participants. This allowed instruc-
tions and experimenter-participant interactions to occur in
a language (English) that was different from the target lan-
guages used for the stimuli, hence avoiding potential asym-
metric effects of these interactions across people with dif-
ferent L1s.

Method

Design and Participants. The study used a 2 (lan-
guage of slogans: L1 vs. L2) x 2 (type of appraisal: emo-
tional intensity vs. originality) x 2 (LI: native French
speakers vs. native Dutch speakers) mixed design, in which
language of slogans and type of appraisal were within-sub-
jects factors, and respondents’ L1 was a between-subjects
factor. In addition, the order of the slogans and the language
sequence were counterbalanced between subjects. The ex-
periment was conducted in Brussels, the bilingual French-
Dutch capital city of Belgium. Respondents were 64 Dutch-
English-French trilinguals who participated in return for a
small reward (for age, M = 25.48; SD = 7.06; 25 females).

Stimuli. The slogans had been created using as a starting
point American slogans unknown in Europe. The slogans
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TABLE 1
CELL MEANS (AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS) IN STUDY 1
L1 L2
French native speakers Dutch native speakers French native speakers Dutch native speakers
Females Males Females Males Females Males Females Males
Emotional intensity 4.58 4.48 4.74 4.59 4.14 4.28 4.21 4.48
(.87) (.98) (1.24) (.90) (1.14) (1.08) (.96) (.89)
Originality 3.55 4.22 3.69 3.30 3.61 3.80 3.62 3.72
(1.25) (1.09) (1.26) (1.11) (1.40) (1.16) (.99) (1.20)

NoTe.—L1 = native language; L2 = second language.

were therefore created in English and later translated to
Dutch and French by native Dutch and French speakers. The
translated slogans were then checked for consistency with
the English version by two independent judges. Each slogan
was presented together with an indication of the product or
service advertised (in English for all respondents). The slo-
gans spanned a variety of product categories: flowers (“See
the face you love light up in a brilliant smile”), hotel (“When
you are here you are family. We will leave the light on for
you”), amusement park (“Where a kid can be a kid and the
magic never ends. The happiest place on Earth”), frozen food
(“Nothing comes closer to home. Be happy, be healthy!”),
antidrug campaign (“Parents who use drugs have kids who
use drugs”), and construction toys (“Build something together
with your child. You will never outgrow our toys”). The six
slogans, together with their product category, were presented
on one page.

Two slogan orders were randomly created, and two ad-
ditional orders were generated by inverting the first two,
resulting in four different slogan orders. For the language
sequences, the same procedure was applied. The four slogan
orders were then crossed with the four language sequences,
resulting in 16 different counterbalancing conditions.

Procedure. The city of Brussels was selected as the
setting for the study because of its special linguistic char-
acteristics. Belgium includes four language regions: Dutch-
speaking, French-speaking, German-speaking, and the bi-
lingual region of Brussels. Many people living and working
in Brussels are fluent in both French and Dutch. Participants
were recruited in the three main subway and train stations
in Brussels. Train travelers were addressed in English, asked
what their native language was (Dutch or French), and asked
whether they were fluently trilingual (English, Dutch, and
French). If they indicated they were fluently trilingual, they
were invited to participate in an international study on ad-
vertising slogans.

Participants were asked to complete a booklet with instruc-
tions and questions in English. The second page presented
six slogans, three in French and three in Dutch. Participants
were asked to rate the emotional intensity of the slogans,
using a 7-point unipolar scale (anchoring points were “un-
emotional” and “emotional”’). The following page featured
again the same slogans and asked participants to rate their

perceived originality (anchoring points were “unoriginal” and
“original”). We chose single-item measures because they al-
lowed us to include multiple slogans and both emotionality
and originality judgments without inducing fatigue or resis-
tance to participate in a public transport setting.

Results

For all participants, the emotionality and originality scores
of the slogans in each language were averaged to form four
indexes. The data were subjected to a repeated-measures
ANCOVA with language of the slogan (L1 vs. L2) and type
of appraisal (emotionality vs. originality) as within-subjects
factors and respondents’ L1 as a between-subjects factor.
Gender has been shown to affect sensitivity to emotional
information (Bloise and Johnson 2007), and this variable
was therefore added as an additional factor. Slogan order,
language sequence, and their interaction were added as co-
variates. See table 1 for means and figure 2 for a represen-
tation of the language by appraisal interaction.

We observed no main effect of respondents’ L1 (p > .74),
a marginally significant main effect of language (F(1,45) =
3.05, p < .09; ratings of L1 slogans were marginally higher
than ratings of L2 slogans), and a significant main effect of
type of appraisal (F(1,45) = 45.74, p < .0001; emotionality
ratings were generally higher than originality ratings). Cru-
cially, the two-way interaction between language of slogans
and type of appraisal was significant (F(1,45) = 4.15, p<
.05). This interaction was in the expected direction. The L1
slogans (M = 4.59) were rated as more emotional than L2
slogans (M = 4.30; F(1,45) = 6.86, p = .01). No effect of
language was observed on ratings of originality (p > .9; for
L1, M = 3.72; for L2, M = 3.70). This two-way interaction
was not qualified by the three-way interaction between re-
spondent’s L1, language, and type of appraisal (p > .36). In
particular, the mean emotional advantage of L.1 was 0.29 for
native speakers of both French (for L1, M = 4.52, and for
L2, M = 4.23) and Dutch (M = 4.65 and 4.36, respectively).
In other words, regardless of whether the native language of
participants was French or Dutch, the emotional advantage
of L1 was identical.

The three-way interaction between language of the slogan,
appraisal, and gender was marginally significant (F(1,45) =
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FIGURE 2

LANGUAGE BY APPRAISAL INTERACTION IN STUDY 1
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2.99, p < .1). The emotional advantage of L1 was more pro-
nounced for women (M = 0.49) than men (M = 0.16;
F(1,45) = 5.99, p = .02), with no language by gender ef-
fect on originality (p > .78). Research on autobiographical
memories suggests that females have stronger memory for
emotional events than males (Davis 1999), and this differ-
ence might explain this marginally significant effect. A num-
ber of theoretically uninteresting effects related to the coun-
terbalancing covariates (e.g., effects of slogan order) were
also significant.

Discussion

In this study, Dutch-English-French trilinguals were ad-
dressed in English and rated a series of Dutch and French
advertising slogans on emotionality and originality. Half of
the participants were L1 speakers of French, and half were
L1 speakers of Dutch. We observed a two-way interaction
between language and type of appraisal such that L1 slogans
were rated as more emotional than L2 slogans, with no
difference between L1 and L2 slogans in perceived origi-
nality. The effect on emotionality confirms our hypothesis.
The absence of an effect on originality suggests that the L1
advantage is not a universal characteristic of all complex
appraisals but is due to the centrality of affect in episodic
memory. The two-way interaction, moreover, was not qual-
ified by a three-way interaction with respondents’ L1: the
magnitude of the emotional advantage of L1 was exactly
the same for Dutch and French native speakers. Thus, the
L1 advantage on emotionality could not be due to either of
the languages being inherently more emotional.

STUDY 2

Study 1 provided a stringent test of the difference in the
emotionality of L1 and L2. However, L1 and L2 differ in

Originality

more respects than just the number of previous experiences
in which words were paired with emotions. For example, it
is possible that consumers often do not (completely) com-
prehend emotion-related words in L2. If words are not com-
prehended and do not strongly activate any specific meaning,
it is likely that they do not generate high judgments of
emotionality. If words are miscomprehended and activate
incorrect concepts, it is likely that the activated concepts are
not all as emotional as the ones that should have been ac-
tivated, assuming that most slogans are chosen to be at least
somewhat emotional. Thus, miscomprehension could lead
to more moderate emotionality judgments in L2.

Study 2 was designed to address this concern. Participants
rated the perceived emotionality of either L1 or L2 single
words. The critical feature of the study is that all target
words are perceptually similar across language conditions
and share the same meaning—they are cognates. Cognates
(e.g., the English “emotional” and Dutch “emotioneel’) are
easy to process and comprehend in L2, a phenomenon often
referred to as the cognate facilitation effect (Costa, Cara-
mazza, and Sebastian-Galles 2000). Thus, difficulty com-
prehending the target words is unlikely to explain differ-
ences in emotional intensity.

Method

In this study, we manipulated the language in which eight
words were presented in a simple two-cell design. Partici-
pants were 79 undergraduate students enrolled in programs
taught partially or completely in English at Erasmus Uni-
versity. They were all native Dutch speakers and participated
in return for course credits (for age, M = 19.87; SD =
1.94; 33 females). The eight words were selected based of
the similarity between L1 and L2. In all cases, no more than
two letters differed between the L1 and L2 words, and for
all target words the L1 and L2 pronunciation matched
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closely. The L2 stimuli were “depression,” ‘heroic,”
“house,” “intimate,” “mother,” “poetic,” “relation,” and
“sick.” The L1 stimuli were “depressie,” “heroisch,” “huis,”
“intiem,” “moeder,” “poetisch,” “relatie,” and “ziek.” Par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to a condition and com-
pleted this study in individual cubicles as part of a sequence
of unrelated experiments. The words were presented on one
screen, and participants were asked to indicate to what extent
each word had emotional connotations (on a 7-point scale,
from “no emotional connotations” to “strong emotional con-

notations”).

Results and Discussion

We found a significant main effect of language (F(1,77) =
4.98, p <.05). Despite the fact that the L1 and L2 words
were virtually identical, participants who saw the words in
L1 (M = 4.66) indicated that the words had stronger emo-
tional connotations than participants who saw the words in
L2 indicated (M = 4.33). Another model was estimated
with gender as an additional factor. The main effect of lan-
guage remained unchanged, and the main effect of gender
was significant (F(1,75) = 4.46, p < .05; females rated the
words as more emotional than males did). The interaction
between gender and language was, however, nonsignificant
(p > .56). Using a different experimental paradigm, study
2 corroborates the evidence in support of the emotional
advantage of L1 and against an explanation purely in terms
of inability to comprehend the stimuli in L2.

STUDY 3

Based on the indirect route to the emotionality of L2
words, we predicted that, when the L1 translation of an L2
probe is made more accessible, the emotional intensity of
the L2 probe should benefit from the increased activation
of emotional echo content from L1 experiences. Study 3
was designed to test the prediction that the emotionality of
L2 words increases when the equivalent L1 word is made
more accessible. In addition, study 3 adds to the evidence
obtained in study 2 against an explanation of language ef-
fects on emotionality only based on comprehension differ-
ences.

In study 3 we developed a novel experimental paradigm,
which allowed assessing the effect of the activation of L1
versus L2 words while holding constant across conditions
the language of the stimuli (in this study, single words pre-
sented in English). Instead of varying the language of pre-
sentation of target words, we exposed all participants to only
their L2 version and manipulated the accessibility of the L1
representation of those L2 words. The experiment was pre-
sented as a study on the effect of handwriting on the eval-
uation of words used in advertising. Participants wrote down
on a piece of paper a series of target English words and
associations with those words using either their native lan-
guage or English.

In contrast to an explanation based on ability to compre-
hend, a multiple-trace episodic memory view does predict
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an L1 advantage in this study. When a word is presented
and reproduced in L2, consumers are likely to follow the
direct route and use the L2 word as an episodic memory
probe. Because consumers have few emotional experiences
stored with the L2 word in episodic memory, the emotional
echo content will be relatively weak, leading to a moderate
judgment of the word’s emotionality. However, if consumers
are asked to translate the L2 word to L1 and to generate
associations in L1, they are likely to use the L1 word to
probe their episodic memory, yielding a stronger emotional
echo content because more experiences were stored with L1
words than with L2 words. Relative to a control condition,
increasing the accessibility of their L1 translation should
therefore increase the perceived emotionality of L2 words.
This design has the additional advantage of enabling the
inclusion of participants with a variety of native languages,
hence, allowing a strong test of external validity.

Method and Results

Accessibility of native language was manipulated be-
tween subjects using two levels. Participants were 60 foreign
undergraduate students (30 females) at Erasmus University
who were all nonnative English speakers. In total, 20 dif-
ferent native languages were represented in the sample (e.g.,
Bulgarian, Mandarin, Croatian, German, Indonesian, Rus-
sian, and Spanish).

The target words were 12 English words (“birthday,” “chil-
dren,” “family,” “garden,” “loneliness,” “pain,” “party,”
“play,” “relation,” “school,” “sick,” and “toothbrush”). They
had been selected to represent a broad set of notions relating
to everyday life (e.g., “toothbrush”) and ranging on a num-
ber of dimensions, for example, from abstract (e.g., “lone-
liness”) to concrete (e.g., “garden”) and from positive (e.g.,
“play”) to negative (e.g., “pain”). For each word, partici-
pants in the high native-language accessibility condition
were asked to translate the word into their native language
and to write down on a sheet of paper in front of them the
translation together with three associations that the word
brought to mind, also in their native language. Participants
in the control condition went through the same procedure,
but instead of translating the English word to their native
language, they were instructed to copy the English word
and to write down three associations to the word in English.
After writing down each word, the English word was pre-
sented again on the computer screen. Participants then rated
the extent to which this L2 word had emotional connotations
for them. Participants indicated their opinion on a scale from
1 to 7, with 1 meaning “no emotional connotations” and 7
meaning “very strong emotional connotations.”

The emotionality scores for the 12 words were averaged
for each participant to create an emotionality index. The
main effect of accessibility of native language was signif-
icant and in the predicted direction (F(1,58) = 4.92, p<
.05). Participants who wrote down the target words in their
native language (M = 5.08) reported a stronger emotional
response than participants who wrote down the words in
English (M = 4.66). The analyses were repeated adding
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gender as an additional factor. No coefficient involving gen-
der was significant in this model (p’s > .24), and the main
effect of accessibility of native language was left unchanged.

Discussion

In study 3, all participants rated the emotionality of a
series of English words. Before rating its emotionality, half
were asked to write down the word in their native language
and half in English. Consistent with a multiple-trace memory
view of language and emotionality, we observed a signifi-
cant main effect of this manipulation of L1 accessibility on
emotionality ratings of L2 words. Because the target stimuli
were always presented in L2, the effect in this experimental
paradigm cannot be explained by the inability to compre-
hend words in L2. In addition, participants in study 3 were
citizens of a wide range of countries. This feature of the
study is important because it allowed the inclusion of a large
number of native languages, hence, adding to the external
validity of the experiment.

STUDY 4

Studies 1-3 established the emotional advantage of L1
and together demonstrated that an account based on com-
prehension or language stereotypes cannot be solely re-
sponsible for the emotional advantage of L1. The data are
consistent with the idea that words in a language are stored
together with emotional content in episodic memory traces
such that perceiving words in a language activates records
of emotional experiences featuring those words in that lan-
guage.

If this theory is correct, the language context in which
emotions tend to be experienced should predict the relative
emotionality of L1 versus L2. If the language context is a
key determinant of emotionality, it should be possible to
reverse the effect of language observed in previous studies
for words that are predominantly experienced in an L2 con-
text. In other words, the theory predicts that, for words that
have been encountered mostly in an L2 language context,
the effect of language should reverse, and L2 words should
be perceived as more emotional than L1 words. Study 4
was designed to test this contention. As stimuli, we used
Dutch (L1) and English (L.2) word pairs selected through a
pretest. In this experiment we predict no main effect of
language but a crossover interaction such that, for words
experienced predominantly in L1 language contexts, the L1
words will be perceived as more emotional than their L2
equivalent, with the opposite holding for words experienced
predominantly in L2 language contexts.

Method

Design and Participants. The design of this study was
a 2 (language: L1 vs. L2) x 2 (language context: L1 vs.
L2) fully within-subjects design. In addition, the order of
language presentation was manipulated between subjects.
Four counterbalancing conditions were also added to vary
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between subjects the order in which the words were pre-
sented, leading to eight different versions of the booklet.
Participants were 94 students at Erasmus University (for
age, M = 23.28; SD = 1.85; 41 females) who participated
in return for a chocolate bar.

Procedure. At the end of a lecture, students were asked
to fill out a booklet in which eight concepts were presented
sequentially. For each concept, participants rated the emo-
tionality of the corresponding words in L1 and in L2. For
example, for the concept “funeral/begrafenis,” they rated
the emotionality of both “funeral” and “begrafenis” (on a
9-point scale ranging from “not emotional at all” to “very
emotional”). For half of the participants, the L1 word pre-
ceded the L2 word, and for half it followed the L2 word.
After rating all words, a final page asked participants to
report whether any of the L2 words were unfamiliar (one
participant reported low familiarity on at least one word,
but excluding data from this participant left the results un-
changed) and some basic demographic questions and to
write a short essay to guess the purpose of the study (no
participant raised a suspicion about the purpose of the study,
and, in particular, none noticed the presence of two sets of
concepts).

Stimuli. To select the stimuli we conducted a pretest
with 50 students (for age, M = 21.38; SD = 1.94). The
pretest used a format similar to that of the main study, but
it asked participants to rate the extent to which, for a given
L1/L2 word pair, the word had been experienced more often
in an L1 or an L2 language context. Twenty-four L1/L.2
word pairs were presented sequentially (the order of the
words was varied between subjects using four different
versions of the booklet), and, for each pair, participants
answered the following item: “How often have you en-
countered this concept in a Dutch-language context or an
English-language context?” (9-point scale, from “much
more often in Dutch-language contexts” to “much more of-
ten in English-language contexts”). The pretested concepts
had been selected with the goal of ensuring variance in the
context of language use. Although the average across all
concepts was significantly smaller than the midpoint of the
scale (hence, indicating on average a predominantly Dutch-
language context, p < .0001), we observed relatively large
variance in language context mean ratings across the 24
concepts (2.62 <M < 6.36; SD = 1.03). The scores were
ranked, and the four word pairs that scored lowest (M =
3.10) and the four that scored highest (M = 6.00, #(49) =
—12.97, p <.0001) were selected for the main study as, re-
spectively, L1 and L2 language context word pairs. The L1
language context words are “funeral/begrafenis,” “grandma/
oma,” “playground/speeltuin,” and “resit/hertentamen.” The
L2 language context words are “airport/luchthaven,” “career/
loopbaan,” “passion/hartstocht,” and “world cup/wereld-
beker.”
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Results

For all participants, the emotionality scores of the words
in each language and language context were averaged to
form four indexes. These variables were then subjected to
a repeated-measures ANOVA that also included the lan-
guage order and word sequence counterbalancing factors
and the interaction between them as between-subjects fac-
tors. The main effects of language and of language contexts
were nonsignificant (p’s > .33). The two-way interaction be-
tween these factors was significant and in the predicted di-
rection (F(1,86) = 84.03, p < .0001; see table 2 and fig. 3).

When the language context was predominantly L1, the L1
words (M = 6.12) were perceived as more emotional than
the L2 words (M = 5.04; F(1,86) = 50.90, p <.0001).
Conversely, when the language context was predominantly
L2, the L1 words (M = 5.10) were perceived as less emo-
tional than the L2 words (M = 6.03; F(1,86) = 76.35,
p <.0001). At the word level, the effect of language on
emotionality was significant and in the predicted direction
for all the words in both language context conditions (all
p’s <.0001). A number of theoretically uninteresting effects
related to the counterbalancing factors and gender (e.g., the
language context by gender interaction) were also signifi-
cant.

Discussion

In this experiment, we provide direct evidence for the role
of the context of language use for the effect of language on
emotionality obtained in the previous studies. A set of L1/
L2 word pairs was selected based on a pretest to differentiate
between concepts that had been predominantly encountered
in L1 versus L2 language contexts. Participants in the main
study then rated the emotionality of both L1 and L2 words
from each pair. We observed a crossover interaction between
language and language context. For concepts encountered
predominantly in L1 language contexts, we replicated the
emotional advantage of L1 reported in previous experiments,
but for concepts encountered predominantly in L2 language
contexts, we observed a reversal of this effect: in this case
L2 words were rated as more emotional than L1 words.

STUDY 5§

Study S was designed to provide additional process evi-
dence for the theory by focusing on the indirect route to
the emotionality of L2 words. In study 3, we showed that
the emotionality of L2 words increases when the indirect
route is facilitated. Likewise, the emotionality of L2 words
should decrease when the indirect route is inhibited. Study
5 tested this prediction with a procedure similar to that of
study 4 but relying only on words for which the context of
language use is predominantly L1. Participants rated the
emotionality of words in L1 and L2. Half were instructed
to focus on personal experiences with each target word (i.e.,
experiences in L1 contexts for L1 words and experiences
in L2 contexts for L2 words; same-language episodic mem-
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TABLE 2

CELL MEANS (AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS) IN
STUDIES 4 AND 5

Study 4 Study 5
Emotional Language context Instructions
intensity L1 L2 SLEMF Control
L1 6.12 5.10 5.44 5.46
(1.11) (1.17) (.98) (1.11)
L2 5.04 6.03 4.31 5.10

(1.38) (1.03) (1.18) (1.17)

NoTe.—L1 = native language; L2 = second language; SLEMF = same-
language episodic memory focus.

ory focus condition). The remainder read the same instruc-
tions used in study 4 (control condition). This instruction
manipulation was designed to disentangle the effect of L1
and L2 memories on the subsequent word-rating task. In
particular, relative to the control condition, the same-lan-
guage episodic memory focus condition should discourage
the indirect route, reducing the perceived emotionality of
L2 words and, as a consequence, leading to a larger emo-
tional advantage of L1. The emotionality of L1 words should
be unaffected by the same-language episodic memory focus
because the emotionality of L1 words should always be
determined by L1 episodic memories, regardless of instruc-
tions.

Method

Design and Participants. The design of this experi-
ment was a 2 (language: L1 vs. L2) x 2 (instructions: same-
language episodic memory focus vs. control) mixed design
with language manipulated within subjects and instructions
between subjects. As in study 4, we also counterbalanced
between subjects the order of language presentation and
word order. A total of 16 different versions of a booklet
were randomly distributed across respondents. Participants
were 91 undergraduate students at Erasmus University who
were Dutch native speakers and fluent speakers of English
(for age, M = 20.02; SD = 1.94; 55 males).

Procedure. The study took place in a behavioral lab
where participants were asked to fill out a short booklet
within a series of unrelated studies. The procedure was sim-
ilar to that used in study 4. Eight concepts were presented
sequentially, and for each of them participants were asked
to rate the perceived emotionality of the L1 (Dutch) and L2
(English) words. The first page included the instruction ma-
nipulation. In the control condition, the instructions were
identical to those administered in study 4. In the same-
language episodic memory focus condition, participants
were told that “previous research has shown that for people
who speak more than one language, whether a word is pre-
sented in their native language or in a foreign language can
trigger different personal memories” and that, as a conse-
quence, “the English and Dutch words presented in the fol-
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FIGURE 3

LANGUAGE BY LANGUAGE CONTEXT INTERACTION FOR EMOTIONAL INTENSITY IN STUDY 4
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L2 language context

lowing pages can bring to mind different memories.” They
were then instructed to focus on their personal experiences
with the words when rating them. The final page of the
survey included some demographic questions and an open-
ended prompt in which participants were asked to guess the
purpose of the study.

To select the stimuli, we used the ratings of the prevalence
of L1 versus L2 context of language use obtained in the pretest
of study 4. To the four pairs of words used in study 4, we
added four more by selecting the subsequent pairs in the
ranked order of 24 concepts (“farewell/vaarwel,” “immature/
onvolwassen,” ““sheep/schaap,” and “Sunday/zondag”).

Results

For each respondent, we calculated two scores by aver-
aging the emotionality of the eight L1 and L2 words. These
scores were entered in a repeated-measures ANCOVA with
language as a within-subjects factor and instructions as a
between-subjects factor. As in study 4, the counterbalancing
conditions and their interaction were added as covariates.
The results are in line with the research hypotheses (see
table 2 and fig. 4).

As predicted, we found a main effect of language
(F(1,82) = 4791, p<.0001). The L1 words (M = 5.45)
were rated as more emotional than L2 words (M = 4.71).
Follow-up contrast analyses showed this emotional advan-
tage of L1 over L2 to be statistically significant in both the
control condition (F(1,82) = 5.69, p < .05; replicating the
results in the L1 language context condition of study 4)
and the same-language episodic memory focus condition
(F(1,82) = 53.62, p <.0001). Importantly, we observed a
significant language by instructions interaction (F(1,82) =
13.30, p < .001). As predicted, the emotional advantage of
L1 over L2 was larger when participants were instructed to
focus on same-language episodic memories (M = 1.13)

than in the control condition (M = 0.36). Specifically, the
significant interaction was driven by the drop in emotionality
of L2 words in the same-language episodic memory focus
condition (M = 4.31), compared to the control condition
(M = 5.10; F(1,82) = 11, p<.01). The instruction ma-
nipulation did not affect scores for the L1 words (p > .85).

As a consequence of the nature of the language by in-
structions interaction (and, in particular, of the drop in the
emotionality of L2 words), the main effect of the instruc-
tions manipulation was also significant (F(1,82) = 4.44,
p < .05). In the same-language episodic memory focus con-
dition (M = 4.87) emotionality ratings were on average
lower than in the control condition (M = 5.28). The only
other significant coefficient in the model was the theoreti-
cally uninteresting main effect of order of language presen-
tation. An alternative model was estimated including gender
as an additional between-subjects factor. No coefficient in-
volving this variable was, however, significant.

The open-ended responses about the purpose of the study
were analyzed to assess the possibility of demand effects.
Unsurprisingly, given the procedure, a substantial minority
of respondents (31 out of 91) made some sort of reference
to a link between language and emotionality. If the mod-
eration of instructions was a consequence of demand effects
in the same-language episodic memory focus condition, we
should expect references to a link between emotions and
language to be more prevalent in this than in the control
condition. Contrary to this alternative account, the number
of such references was directionally larger in the control
condition (18 vs. 13), although this difference was nonsig-
nificant (p > .30; the language by instructions interaction
remains significant when these participants are excluded
from the analysis). In addition, none of the participants in
the same-language episodic memory focus referred to the
same-language episodic memory focus in any way. Thus,
it seems highly unlikely that the main effect of language
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FIGURE 4

LANGUAGE BY INSTRUCTIONS INTERACTION FOR EMOTIONAL INTENSITY IN STUDY 5
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and its interaction with same-language episodic memory
focus were due to experimental demand.

Discussion

This experiment employed a procedure similar to that
used in study 4. In this study we focused only on words
with a predominantly L1 context of use and added a ma-
nipulation of the instructions to provide additional evidence
for the theory. Half of participants were asked to focus on
same-language episodic memories when rating the emo-
tionality of a series of L1 and L2 word pairs. We replicated
the main effect of language found in studies 1-3. The L1
words were rated as more emotional than L2 words. In this
study, moreover, the emotional advantage of L1 was stronger
in the presence of instructions asking to focus on personal
experiences with the L1 and L2 words.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

This article presented a language-specific trace theory of
language emotionality that extends episodic trace theories
(e.g., Hintzman 1986) to issues of language and emotional
intensity. Due to the language specificity of episodic mem-
ory and the difference between L1 and L2 in frequency of
use, the theory predicts that L1 marketing messages gen-
erally tend to be perceived by consumers as more emotional
than L2 marketing messages.

Across five experiments, we found converging evidence
for the theory. Support for the theory was found while ruling
out explanations based on country stereotypes (study 1) and
comprehension effects (studies 2-3). In addition, the ex-
periments provide process insight through moderation. The
effect of language on perceived emotionality was found to
be a function of the context of language use (study 4) and
of experimental instructions (study 5). The studies also pro-
vide strong evidence of external validity. In study 1, the
effect of language was assessed relying on French/Dutch
comparisons. It was also assessed using English as L2 and
over 20 different L1s (study 3) or Dutch as L1 (studies 2,

4, and 5). Dutch is the language that, from both syntactic
and lexical points of view, is closest to English (Finegan
1987). As degree of language overlap determines the acti-
vation of the L1 representation in processing L2 words (Sun-
derman and Kroll 2006), this points to an especially con-
servative test of the theory. Finally, support for the theory
was found using a variety of stimuli.

The language-specific episodic trace theory of language
emotionality contributes to the current understanding of the
emotional intensity of language for bilinguals by integrating
and extending psycholinguistic perspectives in this area. The
theory draws from the Revised Hierarchical Model (Kroll
and Stewart 1994) in its consideration of separate lexical
stores for L1 and L2 and in the asymmetric relationship
between them. The theory borrows from literature on lan-
guage-dependent recall and on the emotions of bilinguals
(Altarriba 2003; Harris et al. 2006; Marian and Kaushan-
skaya 2004; Marian and Neisser 2000; Pavlenko 2005) in
the emphasis on the role of episodic and autobiographical
memories in determining the emotionality of L1 and L2
words.

The theory also adds to the cognitive literature in two
main ways. First, it adds to literature on episodic trace mod-
els by pointing out the pivotal role played by emotional
echo content in episodic traces. Second, while this literature
has exclusively focused on memory accessibility, we extend
the application of episodic trace models to the issue of emo-
tionality. As such, this theory could be useful to explore
issues of emotionality beyond the bilingual setting. For ex-
ample, the relationship between the frequency of using a
word and emotionality should hold also in a monolingual
setting.

Furthermore, this article makes a number of contributions
specific to consumer research. From a substantive point of
view, the implication of our findings is that, ceteris paribus,
it is generally preferable to communicate with consumers
using their own native language, as doing so should result
in more emotional messages. From a broader point of view,
this article is the first to adopt a psycholinguistic perspective



BILINGUALISM AND EMOTIONAL INTENSITY

on the emotional consequences of the process of globali-
zation for consumers. Bilingualism is a growing area in
consumer research (Luna and Peracchio 2001, 2005; Luna,
Ringberg, and Peracchio 2008; Tavassoli and Lee 2003),
and the article adds a new dimension to this body of lit-
erature. We identify two main directions along which the
current theorizing and findings could be extended in future
research.

Second-Order Consequences of Language
Emotionality

The language effects on emotionality explored in this
article are likely to have important second-order conse-
quences for consumer behavior. The decision-making lit-
erature shows that affective and cognitive factors have sep-
arate influences on consumer decisions (Epstein 1994;
Loewenstein et al. 2001). Our findings suggest that, when
emotional factors are important in decision making, the lan-
guage in which options are framed may exert an important
influence on product choice. For example, when products
differ in terms of their emotional versus more cognitive
benefits (e.g., taste experience vs. health consequences in
chocolate cake vs. fruit salad; Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999),
the extent to which the emotional benefits really “hit home”
at an emotional level may depend on whether those benefits
are described in L1 versus L2. As a result, the impact of
emotional benefits relative to more cognitive benefits might
be higher in L1 than L2. This might imply that self-control,
in the sense of passing up an immediate emotional benefit
for a longer-term cognitive benefit, might be more difficult
in L1 than L2 contexts.

Furthermore, Rottenstreich and Hsee (2001) showed that
small probabilities of obtaining emotional outcomes are
overweighted more than small probabilities for less emo-
tional outcomes such as money. This research suggests that
the curvature in Prospect Theory’s (Kahneman and Tversky
1979) weighting function becomes more extreme as choice
outcomes are processed in a more emotional way. Our re-
sults imply that choice outcomes will be experienced in a
more emotional manner if they are described in L1 than in
L2. Thus, it is possible that consumers’ weighting functions
show more curvature in consumers’ native language than
in their second language. To the extent that nonlinearity in
Prospect Theory’s value function is also a function of emo-
tionality (cf. Hsee and Rottenstreich 2004), a similar effect
might occur with respect to the value function. That is,
consumers may be more risk averse for gains, more loss
averse, and more risk seeking for losses and show stronger
endowment effects in L1 than in L2.

In sum, consumers’ decision processes might be different
in L1 versus L2 contexts. “Hot” emotional processes might
play a larger role, and emotional benefits might weigh more
heavily relative to “cold” processes and more cognitive ben-
efits in consumers’ native than in their second language,
yielding different preferences and choices.
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Generalizations Outside the Emotional Domain

Whereas this article considered the relevance of the lan-
guage-specific trace theory for emotional appraisals, future
research should explore the generality of the theory in the
cognitive domain. For example, in line with the finding that
a bilingual’s native language may activate more thoughts
about one’s family and friends (Noriega and Blair 2008),
different languages may also trigger different echoes of
brand names and product categories that are routinely stored
as a part of consumption episodes. For example, for a bi-
lingual consumer who has drunk, or seen ads, for beers in
English- versus Dutch-language contexts, the word “beer”
might activate experiences involving different brands of beer
(e.g., Budweiser) than the word “bier” (e.g., Hertog Jan).
Thus, different brands may be part of a consumer’s consid-
eration set in different-language contexts. Future research
should investigate under which circumstances this differ-
ential memory trace activation influences preferences and
behavior (e.g., stimulus-based choice vs. memory-based
choice) and to what extent this influence is conscious or
unconscious in nature.

Consumers may also weight product attributes differently
in L1 and L2 contexts. For example, if in a product category,
advertisements, personal conversations, and media coverage
in one language tend to mention an attribute more often in
one language than another, consideration of the product cat-
egory would yield echoes that highlight different attributes
in different languages that should affect the weight of these
attributes in the different languages. For example, if the
word “yogurt” activates episodes focusing on nutritional
benefits in one language but on taste in another language,
the same consumer is likely to place a higher weight on
healthiness and a lower weight on taste in one language than
in the other. Thus, the same consumer in an otherwise similar
situation may buy yogurt containing extra probiotics, or
“friendly” bacteria, in one language context and a more full-
flavored yogurt with extra strawberries in the other language
context.

In sum, the language-specific trace theory has broad im-
plications beyond emotionality. Language-specific traces of
experiences should contain not only emotions but also brand
names, product attributes, product categories, and behaviors.
This allows words in different languages to probe different
brand names, product attributes, product categories, and be-
haviors, leading consumers to consider and choose different
products. Whereas these predictions follow directly from
the same theory that led to the general recommendation to
advertise in consumers’ native language, they also suggest
additional boundary conditions of the generally positive ef-
fect of advertising in L1. If advertising in L2 generates
echoes that include one’s own brand or that highlight at-
tributes that are a strength of one’s own brand, advertising
in L1 may be a mistake.

Conclusion

Globalization is a defining social trend of our times and
“one of the dominant forces in the psychological develop-
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ment of the people in the 21st century” (Arnett 2002, 781).
The importance of this process demands that consumer re-
searchers begin to address issues directly related to glob-
alization, such as bilingualism (Johar et al. 2006). This ar-
ticle represents a step in this direction by providing insight
into the consequences for emotional processes of the glob-
alization of advertising language and of the increasing use
of English in ads from countries that do not have English
as their first language.
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