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The article contributes to current understanding of language effects in advertising by uncovering 

a previously ignored mechanism shaping consumer response to an increasingly globalized 

marketplace. Extending recent psycholinguistic research on the emotions of bilinguals, a series 

of experiments shows that bilingual consumers report greater perceived emotional intensity for 

stimuli (e.g. ads) presented in their native language than in their second language. 
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English is the new lingua franca. From international business to the Internet, from science 

to music, English is the language of important aspects of the social life of consumers around the 

world (Cristal 2004). 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 English language better 

than advertising. Regardless of their cultural heritage and native language, consumers are 

routinely 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 globalization for consumers (e.g., 

Johar, Maheswaran and Peracchio 2006) emphasize the need to improve current understanding 

of how the globalization of advertising language influences consumer response to advertising 

messages. In particular, no previous research has examined the emotional consequences of 

marketing messages in English for consumers living in a country where English in not the first 

language. Generating emotional experiences around a brand is an important goal of brand 

communication (Keller 1998). 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 increasingly delivered in a language that is different from 

consumers’ 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 response to ad campaigns aimed at triggering certain 

emotional reactions. 
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The field of linguistics is displaying a growing awareness of the role of emotional 

processes in bilingualism (e.g., Dewaele and Pavlenko 2004; Pavlenko 2005; 2006). Extending 

recent literature on the emotions of bilinguals, this article investigates the consequences of the 

globalization of advertising language by focusing on the perceived emotionality of textual 

information. A series of studies shows that consumers tend to rate the emotional intensity of an 

ad higher when this ad is presented in their native language (L1) than when it is presented in a 

second language (L2). 

 

THEORY 

 

Consumer research on bilingualism can be categorized in two areas.1 The first adopted a 

sociolinguistic approach to examine the signaling functions of language in the context of ethnic 

minority targeting (e.g., Koslow, Shamdasani, and Touchstone 1994; Luna and Peracchio 2005). 

The second adopted a psycholinguistic approach to explore the information processing 

consequences of language (e.g., Luna and Peracchio 2001; Tavassoli and Lee 2003; Zhang and 

Schmitt 2001; 2004). The present investigation shares with this second stream of research the 

stress on psycholinguistic processes but differs from existing consumer research in its attention 

to emotional appraisal. Four theories of the effect of language on emotional appraisal are 

presented in the next subsections. Two theories predict that ads will be perceived as more 

emotional when presented in L1 than L2 (emotional advantage of L1). Two other theories predict 

                                                 
1 Following scholars in the area of bilingualism, a bilingual is defined as a speaker of two languages (e.g., Pavlenko 
2005). Contrary to lay meaning, this definition does not require an equal or similar level of proficiency in the two 
languages. “First language” and “native language” are used interchangeably to refer to the language learned first 
(L1). “Second language” and “foreign language” refer instead to a language learned later in life (L2). 
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instead that ads will be perceived as more emotional when presented in L2 than L1 (emotional 

advantage of L2). 

 

Predicting an Emotional Advantage of L1 Ads 

 

Linguistic Experience and Emotion Identification. Linguistic experience is an important 

determinant of a person’s ability to interpret and appraise emotional expression (e.g., Harris 

2000). For example, native speakers perform better than nonnative speakers when asked to 

identify verbal emotional expression (see Pavlenko, 2005, pp. 55-68, for a review). Importantly, 

the advantage of native speakers is not solely a function of differences in comprehension because 

the effect can be probed using very simple sentences and even language-free (i.e., nonsensical) 

speech samples (Scherer, Banse and Walbott 2001). If for consumers it is easier to appraise the 

emotional content of information presented in L1 than in L2, this should have repercussions for 

the perceived emotional intensity of ads presented in L1 versus L2. More specifically, L2 ads 

should be rated as less emotional than L1 ads as a consequence of consumers’ greater ability to 

appraise emotional expression in L1 than in L2. 

 

Context of Learning and Emotional Meaning. This account focuses on the contexts of 

language learning and use to predict an effect of language on emotional appraisal (Harris, 

Gleason, and Aycicegi 2006). L1 is associated to highly emotional contexts, such as family life 

(Amati-Mehler, Argentieri, and Canestri 1993; Pavlenko 2005). These emotional associations are 

generally missing in the case of L2, which is usually learned in instructed contexts. For instance, 

the majority of bilingual Europeans developed its L2 skills during secondary education 
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(Eurobarometer 2001). This difference in the emotionality of the contexts of language learning 

and use should lead L1 words to acquire over time stronger emotional associations than L2 

words (van Osselaer forthcoming). If “associative learning causes language forms to be stored 

with their context of use” (Harris et al. 2006, p. 273), L1 words should trigger stronger emotional 

experiences than their L2 equivalents. In an advertising context this translates into the prediction 

that L1 ads should be rated as more emotional than L2 ads.  

 

Predicting an Emotional Advantage of L2 Ads 

 

Decreasing Emotional Sensitivity to Repeated Behavior. All major theories of self-

regulation predict a reduction in the intensity of the emotional reaction associated to a certain 

behavioral expression with an increase in its frequency of occurrence (Wood, Quinn, and Kashy 

2002). The reason for this reduced emotional sensitivity to repeated behavior lies in a process of 

habituation (Frijda 1988), which leads individuals to “adapt psychologically and physiologically 

to the emotion-inducing aspects of repeated behaviors in a way that reduces emotional intensity” 

(Wood et al. 2002, p. 1283). In the current setting of bilinguals who live in a country where L1 is 

the dominant language, L2 cues are less prevalent in consumers’ lives (i.e., in both their present 

and past experience) than L1 cues. To the extent that reading information in L1 can be construed 

as a more habitual act than reading in L2, a process of habituation should reduce the ability of L1 

ads to elicit strong emotional reactions, leading to an emotional advantage of L2 ads. 

 

Attentional Consequences of Stimulus Unfamiliarity. Cues belonging to a class of less 

familiar stimuli tend to command a greater level of attention (e.g., Berlyne 1960). The increase 
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in attention, in turn, leads to more elaboration (e.g., Greenwald and Leavitt 1984). If consumers 

are more familiar with reading L1 material than L2 material, L2 ads should attract greater 

attention and lead to increased cognitive processing. For example, the use of foreign language in 

advertising has been linked to an increase in depth of advertising processing (Domzal, Hunt, and 

Kernan 1995). In appraisal theories of emotion (e.g., Lazarus 1991) cognitive processing serves 

as an antecedent of emotional appraisal. This account therefore argues that less familiar stimuli 

such as L2 ads should have a greater likelihood of capturing the attention of consumers, leading 

to increased elaboration and greater perceived emotional intensity. 

 

Empirical Evidence 

Using both general self-reports (Dewaele 2004) and physiological measures (Harris, 

Aycicegi, and Gleason 2003), 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. Moreover, in the context of social interaction, Bond and Lai’s (1986) participants 

found it easier to discuss embarrassing 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 sessions switching 

language represents a coping mechanism for the patient. These studies are consistent with the 

context of learning and emotional meaning account because L1 was associated to 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 situations involving 

the processing of external information of mild emotionality questionable. For example, foreign 

branding (the strategy of using foreign-sounding brand names) can lead to greater perceived 
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hedonic value (Leclerc, Schmitt, and Dubé 1994). Moreover, authors have repeatedly found no 

language effects on self-reported emotional intensity when single words or isolated utterances 

are presented in two languages (e.g., Anooshian and Hertel 1994; Harris 2004; Rintell 1984).  

 

STUDY 1 

 

No previous research has tested the effect of language on the perceived emotional intensity 

of narrative texts. This experiment therefore confronted groups of participants with the same 

narrative text in different languages and assessed whether language affects self-reports of its 

emotional intensity. A key decision in carrying out an investigation of the consequences of 

language for emotional intensity pertained to the selection of target languages (L1 and L2). 

Exploring marketing implications of globalization required the selection of English as L2 

language. As for the selection of L1 language, Dutch was chosen as target language in all studies 

presented below. Greater overlap between L1 and L2 words leads to greater activation of L1 in 

processing L2 information (e.g., Sunderman and Kroll 2006). This implies that an effect of 

language should be reduced by an increase in the similarity of target languages. After Frisian 

(spoken in the Dutch province of Frisia), Dutch is the language that is closest to English (e.g., 

Finegan 1987) and this implies a conservative test of the effect of language on perceived 

emotional intensity. 

 

Method 

Fifty-four business graduate students (for age, M = 23.98, SD = 2.61, 41% males) at a large 

Dutch university read “The Selfish Giant,” a children’s story by Oscar Wilde (1888/1999), either 
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in Dutch or English (27 participants in each condition). As in all studies below, participants were 

Dutch native speakers fluent in English. Half of participants completed the study at the end of a 

lecture whereas the remaining half completed the study online. For those who completed the 

study in class language was manipulated by randomly distributing two different versions of the 

survey, whereas for those who completed the study online language was manipulated by 

randomly emailing the link to one of two versions of a website.  

“The Selfish Giant” was selected because, although less than 2000 words in length, it 

portrays a wide range of emotions. Moreover, a Dutch translation was available (Wilde 1987) 

and participants were not likely to be familiar with the story. Some small changes were made to 

the original text. The comprehension of the text was simplified by substituting in the English 

version the words “thou” with “you,” “hath” with “has” and “art” with “are.” Due to potential 

heterogeneity in participants’ response to religious cues, all references to Jesus and paradise were 

removed from the conclusive statements of both English and Dutch versions. 

After reading the story, participants were asked to evaluate the intensity of 10 emotions as 

they perceived them portrayed in the text (rated using Dutch rating scales). The target emotions 

had been selected from the list collected by Richins (1997; study 4) for their relevance to the 

story. These were: anger, fear, happiness, irritation, joy, loneliness, love, tenderness, sadness, 

and sentimental (nine-point scales from “not present at all” to “very much present”). Participants 

were then asked to report their proficiency in English using two items, one for speech and one 

for writing (five-point from “very poor” to “almost perfect”), to rate how easy it was to 

understand the text, and finally to provide some basic demographic information. 

 

Results and Discussion 
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The ratings for the 10 emotions were averaged to create an index of overall emotional 

intensity. This index was subjected to an ANOVA with language, mode of completion (in class 

or online), and their interaction as predictors. Mode of completion was not significant (ps > .3). 

The main effect of language was instead significant, F(1, 52) = 4.67, p < .05. The L1 text (M = 

5.95) was rated as more emotional than the L2 text (M = 5.41).2 A similar ANOVA estimated on 

participants’ evaluation of how easy it was to understand the text showed no significant effects 

(ps > .4). Moreover, in a model with proficiency (the average of the two items) as an additional 

predictor (main effect and interactions) this variable was not significant (ps > .25).3  

A closer look at the data revealed that, although the effect of language was significant in 

explaining the perceived emotional intensity of only two emotions (loneliness, t(52) = 2.76, p < 

.01, and joy, t(52) = 1.86, p < .07), for eight of the 10 emotions the Dutch version was perceived 

as directionally more emotional than the English version (.14 < ps < .46). Moreover, the two 

emotions that were rated higher in the English version (tenderness and sentimental) were also the 

two where language had the smallest explanatory power (p > .9 and p > .59 respectively).  

The results of this study provide support for an emotional advantage of L1. Participants 

rated “The Selfish Giant” as more emotional when they read the Dutch version of the story than 

when they read the English version. 

 

STUDY 2 

 

                                                 
2 The appropriateness of this procedure was assessed in an additional repeated-measures ANOVA with emotion as 
repeated factor. The emotion by language interaction was not significant (p > .2) while the main effect of language 
was unchanged. 
3 Similar analyses using different measures of proficiency were performed on the data of study 2 and 3 and also 
failed to show a moderation of this variable. It is likely that the average level of proficiency for the participants in 
these studies was too high for an effect of this variable to be detected. This variable will not be further discussed. 
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Images are important vehicles of advertising meaning and a manipulation of the language 

of textual elements may therefore have little effect on the perceived emotional intensity of ads 

including visual information. No research has so far investigated language effects on emotional 

appraisal when exposure to textual information is accompanied by other cues for emotional 

intensity. Nevertheless, the presence of congruent visual information has been shown to increase 

bilinguals’ ability to process L2 messages (La Heij et al. 1996). For example, Luna and 

Peracchio (2001) found no memory difference between L1 and L2 ads when a congruent picture 

was featured in the target ads. Relatedly, due to space constraints, ads contain a generally limited 

amount of textual information. Again, this puts into question the generalizability of the results of 

study 1 to an advertising setting. The goal of study 2 was therefore to extend the results of study 

1 to ads. Participants rated print ads (some in L1 and some in L2) along a number of dimensions. 

Study 1 assessed the influence of language via the main effect of language on emotional 

appraisal but it is possible that this language effect is not specific to emotional appraisal. In study 

2 the assessment of emotional appraisal was therefore complemented with that of attitudes 

towards the ad and the influence of language was then tested via the interactive effect between 

language of stimuli and type of appraisal. Attitudes were selected for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, the central role of attitudes in consumer research makes this a construct of high 

theoretical and practical interest. Secondly, expressions of liking or disliking are common 

judgments in an advertising context and participants were therefore likely to be familiar with the 

task. Thirdly, and more importantly, using attitudes to test whether the effect of language is 

specific to emotional appraisal allows assessing boundary conditions to the effect of language on 

affective processes. Emotional reactions triggered by an object are an important determinant of 

attitudes towards the object. For example, research has demonstrated that emotional responses to 
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ads are important predictors of attitudes towards the ad (e.g., Edell and Burke 1987). However, 

contemporary theories of attitude structure converge on the stance that “an attitude is an entity 

distinguishable from the classes of affect, behavior, and cognition. An attitude, therefore, does 

not consist of these elements, but is instead a general evaluative summary of the information 

derived from these classes” (Fabrigar, Macdonald, and Wegener 2005, p. 82). Study 2 therefore 

assessed whether a language effect on the perceived emotional intensity of ads can translate into 

a parallel effect on overall ad evaluations. 

In order to provide a reliable test of the type of appraisal by language interaction, the 

assessment of emotional appraisal was carried out with a simple global evaluation of emotional 

intensity. This procedural detail has the additional benefit to allow testing another alternative 

explanation for the results of study 1. It is possible that the significance of the main effect of 

language in study 1 was a function of the specific emotions selected. Using a global measure of 

emotional intensity circumvents this issue, hence adding to the validity of the study. In addition 

to this nonspecific emotional appraisal measure, an assessment of specific emotions (sadness vs. 

happiness) was also included. 

Research on advertising language adopting a sociolinguistic approach has demonstrated 

consumers’ propensity to formulate inferences about the meaning underlying advertisers’ choice 

of using a specific language to deliver their message (e.g., Koslow et al. 1994). Although these 

studies have focused on ethnic minority targeting, research provides some evidence for the 

existence of such inferences in an international context (e.g., an association between English and 

modernity; e.g., Lee 2006). To test the effect of language on emotional appraisal independently 

from the effect of such inferences, it was important that participants were deterred from making 

inferences about the reasons behind the choice of English. The choice of language was therefore 

 



 14

presented as entirely natural by mentioning in the introductory instructions that some of the ads 

would be from the U.K. market and some from the Dutch market. 

 

Method 

Design and Participants. Type of appraisal (emotional intensity vs. attitudes) and 

language of stimuli (L1 vs. L2 ) were manipulated within-subjects. Order of ad exposure and 

language sequence were moreover counterbalanced between-subjects by randomly changing 

across participants the order in which the ads appeared in the booklet and the sequence of Dutch 

and English ads. Two ad orders and language sequences were used (across the four versions of 

the booklet each ad was therefore displayed twice in each language). Participants were 106 

Dutch business students attending postgraduate studies held in English who completed the 

experiment in return for course credit (for age, M = 23.21, SD = 1.8, 45% females).  

Stimuli. In order to maximize experimental control the study used purposely-created print 

ads. Eight ads were produced to represent a broad spectrum of advertising appeals and 

sponsoring organizations. The ads featured a nonsensical brand name as well as verbal and visual 

information and promoted a variety of products and causes. Table 1 describes the ads. 

-------------------- 

Table 1 about here 

-------------------- 

The only difference between the English and Dutch versions was the language of the 

textual information. The ads were initially created in English. A Dutch doctoral student 

translated the ads into Dutch. In order to obtain a perfect match between the two versions, during 

this process the English versions were updated when needed. The accuracy of the Dutch 
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translation was then assessed by a comparison with the back-translation of the ads to English 

performed by a second Dutch doctoral student. The first ad order was randomly created and the 

second was generated inverting the first one. The two language sequences were similarly 

generated. Ads were presented on separate pages. Each ad covered approximately half a page. 

Procedure and Measures. During a mass session held in a lecture theatre participants were 

given a booklet containing nine ads and were asked to rate each of them on a series of nine-point 

semantic differentials. All questions and instructions were in English. The first page introduced 

the study as part of an international advertising research project. Participants were made aware of 

the fact that some of the ads in the booklet came from the U.K. and some from the Netherlands. 

For all participants, the first ad was one for computer speakers (in English). This filler was added 

to the booklet to familiarize students with the task. 

Two measures of emotional appraisal were used: one nonspecific (anchors were 

“unemotional”/“emotional” and “unmoving”/“moving”) and one specific (anchors were 

“sad”/“happy” and “sorrowful”/“joyful”). Attitudes were also measured with two items (anchors 

were “bad”/“good” and “unlikable”/“likeable”). The booklet also included one item to assess the 

perceived level of difficulty of the ads (“easy”/difficult”) and two items to measure the perceived 

informational content of the ads (anchors were “uninformative”/“informative” and 

“useless”/“useful”). After rating the ads, to control for a potential moderator, participants also 

filled out a three-item scale to measure attitudes toward the English language (Koslow et al. 

1994). This construct was not significant in the analyses below and will not be further discussed. 

Finally, participants completed a short essay where they were asked to describe the purpose of 

the study before providing some basic demographic information. 

 

 



 16

Results 

An examination of the essays written by participants at the end of the study revealed that 

none of them had guessed the purpose of the study. The essays written by seven participants, 

however, included a vague reference to language. Exclusion of these participants did not affect 

the results and these data were retained in the analyses below. No differences in perceived level 

of difficulty were observed between L1 and L2 ads (p > .2). Stressing the ease of comprehension 

of the English language for this sample, the Dutch version (M = 3.4) was rated as directionally 

more difficult than the English version (M = 3.26). The two items for each measured constructs 

were averaged. The data were subjected to a repeated-measures ANCOVA with language of 

stimuli (L1 vs. L2) and type of appraisal (nonspecific emotional intensity vs. attitudes) as within-

subjects factors and the ad order and language sequence counterbalancing factors as covariates. 

Table 2 presents cell means and standard deviations. 

-------------------- 

Table 2 about here 

-------------------- 

The language of stimuli by type of appraisal interaction was significant, F(1, 103) = 12.01, 

p < .001. Replicating the results of study 1, L1 ads (M = 5.44) were rated as more emotional than 

the L2 ads (M = 4.98, F(1, 103) = 36.67, p < .0001). No effect of language was instead observed 

for attitudes towards the ad (F(1, 103) = 1.85, p > .15). The analysis also highlighted a main 

effect of language. Independently of type of appraisal, ads were overall rated higher when 

presented in Dutch (M = 5.36) than in English (M = 5.07, F(1, 103) = 14.76, p < .001). The main 

effect of type of appraisal was instead not significant (p > .7), as were also those of the covariates 

(ps > .4). Interestingly, the correlation between the emotionality ratings of the L1 ads and the 
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discrepancy between the emotionality ratings of the two versions of the ads was positive and 

significant (r = .84, p < .01), indicating a larger language effect for more emotional ads (but note 

the small number of ads used to calculate this correlation). 

In the case of nonspecific emotional appraisal the measurement scales assessed the degree 

of presence of an attribute (e.g., “unemotional”/“emotional”). For specific emotional appraisal 

(e.g., “sad”/“happy), however, the psychological zero lay on the middle of the scale, not on its 

lowest score. For specific emotional appraisal the discrepancy of the averaged original items 

from the mid-point of the scale was therefore calculated. The absolute value of this score was 

then used to assess emotional intensity independently from direction. In an ANCOVA model 

with ad order and language sequence as covariates, this specific emotional appraisal measure 

showed a significant effect of language, F(1, 103) = 21.54, p < .0001. Confirming the results 

obtained for nonspecific emotional appraisal, the Dutch version (M = 1.55) was rated as more 

emotional than the English version (M = 1.27).  

Unexpectedly, a significant effect of language was also observed on informational content: 

L2 ads (M = 5.63) were perceived as more informational than L1 ads (M = 5.2, F(1, 103) = 

31.49, p < .0001). Informational and emotional values are often pitted against one another, as 

exemplified by the common dichotomy of heart and mind (e.g., Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999). This 

raises the question of whether L2 ads may have been perceived as less emotional due to the fact 

that they were perceived as more informational. To investigate this possibility, the correlation 

between the measures of nonspecific emotional appraisal and informational value was calculated 

for each ad. The correlation was significantly different from zero for five of the eight ads but in 
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all these cases the sign was positive, ruling out this negative correlation explanation for the effect 

of language on emotional appraisal.4

 

Discussion 

Study 2 provides support for the emotional advantage of L1 ads, hence confirming the 

results of study 1. L1 ads were rated as more emotional than their L2 equivalent. The key finding 

was replicated with two measures of emotional appraisal, one specific and one nonspecific. No 

effect of language was found on attitudes. This suggests that the influence of language on 

affective processes results in changes of the appraisal of the emotional content of the ads but not 

necessarily of their overall likeability. 

An important feature of this experiment was the explicit mention of the country of origin 

of the ads. This procedural detail was included to discourage consumers from pondering about 

the implications of advertisers’ choice of using English vocabulary. Although this criticism does 

not apply to the results of study 1, one could argue that the results arose, at least partly, as a 

consequence of a systematic influence of the country of origin on consumer response to the ads. 

An experiment was carried out to test this contention by estimating the influence of country of 

origin independently from language. This experiment manipulated country of origin (Dutch vs. 

foreign) between-subjects and the presence of textual information (text vs. no text) and type of 

                                                 
4 Eighteen foreign students who were present in the room at the time of the experiment were provided with a booklet 
with all ads in English (13 were L2 speakers of English and the rest native English speakers). The ratings of 
nonspecific emotional intensity from these participants were compared in a series of t-tests (computed using 
Satterthwaite’s method due to the small sample size) to those obtained from Dutch native speakers. These tests 
validate the previous results. English native speakers rated the English version of the ads as more emotional than 
Dutch native speakers (t(7.63) = 2.33, p < .05) but not as more emotional than Dutch native speakers’ ratings of the 
Dutch ads (p > .7). Moreover, the other L2 speakers of English (Brazilian, Chinese, French, German, and Spanish) 
also rated the English version of the ads as less emotional than the English native speakers (t(15.7) = 3.78, p < .01). 
Finally, Dutch native speakers rated the English version of the ads as more emotional than the other L2 speakers of 
English (t(14.3) = 2.59, p < .05), suggesting that the choice of Dutch native speakers as target participants implied a 
generally conservative test of the hypotheses. 
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appraisal (emotional intensity vs. attitudes) within-subjects. Moreover, to assess the effect of 

country of origin more thoroughly, the additional factor of foreign country (U.K. vs. U.S.A.) was 

nested within the foreign country of origin condition. Participants were 92 Dutch students from 

the same student population of the previous experiments (for age, M = 22.36, SD = 3.09, 43% 

males). Six new print ads were created in two versions: with and without text (verbal information 

in the text condition was in English). To summarize, students read three ads with and three 

without text (except for the nonsensical brand name) and rated emotional intensity and attitudes 

for each of them. Half were told that the ads were from the Netherlands and the remaining that 

they were from a foreign country. In this study no effect involving the country of origin 

manipulation was significant (for main effect and interactions, ps > .45). A separate analysis of 

the factor nested within the foreign country of origin condition, moreover, showed no significant 

differences between the U.K. and the U.S.A. (ps > .25). The rejection of the country of origin 

explanation for the results of study 2 is not the product of low statistical power. In the no text 

condition Dutch ads (M = 3.75) were rated as directionally less emotional than foreign ads (M = 

4.04). The results of study 1 corroborate this conclusion.  

 

STUDY 3 

 

The results of study 1 and 2 favor the theoretical accounts predicting an L1 emotional 

advantage: the linguistic experience and emotion identification account and the context of 

learning and emotional meaning account. Study 3 was designed to further assess these two 

theories. Understanding emotions is not the same as feeling emotions. The linguistic experience 

and emotion identification account focused on the former aspect of the emotional life of 
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individuals; whereas the context of learning and emotional meaning account focused on the 

latter. Study 3 tested these two accounts by manipulating, in addition to the language of the ads, 

the language of the rating scales. 

According to the linguistic experience and emotion identification account, L2 ads are rated 

as less emotional due to consumer’s more limited experience with decoding emotional 

expression in L2 compared to L1. This tendency to appraise emotions more easily when using L1 

than L2 should have repercussions for how people rate the same ads depending on the language 

of the anchoring points of the scales. More specifically, if L1 emotional labels provide better 

descriptors of the emotional content of the ads than L2 labels this should be reflected in higher 

emotional ratings when using L1 rating scales. An emotional advantage of L1 should therefore 

be observed following a manipulation of the language of both ads and ratings scales. 

The context of learning and emotional meaning account leads to the opposite prediction for 

the language of rating scales manipulation. According to this account, language shifts the relative 

intensity of the anchoring points of the rating scales because of the stronger emotional intensity 

of the L1 labels. If L1 emotional labels “mean more” than L2 labels then respondents should 

display a tendency to express more extreme judgments of emotional intensity when using L2 

rating scales. In sum, the direction of the effect of language on emotional appraisal should be 

reversed across the two manipulations of language. When comparing the effect of language of 

the ads, this account predicts an advantage of L1; whereas when comparing the effect of 

language of the rating scales, it predicts an advantage of L2. 

Study 3 replicated study 2 using a different practice trial. It is possible that in study 2 the 

selection of an ad in English for computer speakers as practice trial increased participants’ focus 

on the prevalence of English in technological and technical jargon (cf. Lee 2006). Such an 

 



 21

increased focus could have resulted in lower appraisal of the affective qualities of the English 

stimuli, leading to an especially strong effect of language on emotional appraisal. The effect of 

the language manipulation on perceived informational content is consistent with this account 

(however, note the lack of support for the negative correlation hypothesis discussed earlier). To 

rule out this alternative explanation, study 3 therefore replicated study 2 using a different 

opening ad, one in Dutch and not for a technological product. 

 

Method 

Design and Participants. The design of this experiment was the same as the one used in 

study 2 with the additional between-subjects manipulation of the language of rating scales, 

leading to a 2 (Type of appraisal: emotional intensity vs. attitudes) x 2 (Language of ads: L1 vs. 

L2) x 2 (Language of rating scales: L1 vs. L2) mixed design. As in study 2, ad order and 

language sequence were counterbalanced between-subjects, leading to eight different versions of 

the questionnaire. Participants were 155 Dutch students who completed the experiment in return 

for a chocolate bar (for age, M = 22.21, SD = 4.19, 50% females). 

Procedure. Participants were recruited at the campus of a large Dutch university and 

invited to the lab where they completed the study in individual cubicles. As in study 2, 

participants were given a booklet containing a number of ads and were asked to rate each of 

them on a series of nine-point semantic differentials. Instead of the computer speakers ad, the 

opening ad in this study was the candies ad from study 2 (in Dutch). Due to the additional 

manipulation of the language of rating scales, in order to obtain a perfect procedural match 

between the experimental cues used in the two conditions the constructs were measured with 

only one item (Bergkvist and Rossiter forthcoming). For each ad participants rated four of the 
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semantic differentials used in study 2. Positive anchors were “emotional” (emotional appraisal), 

“good” (attitudes towards the ad), “informative” (informational content), and “difficult” (level of 

difficulty).  

The stimuli were six of the ads used in study 2. In addition to the candies ad (which became 

the practice trial), the cancer research ad was also dropped. This ad was the only one included in 

study 2 that did not contain any visual element (see Table 1). 

The translation of the booklet to Dutch was performed with the same procedure used in 

study 2 to translate the ads. A similar procedure to that adopted in study 2 was also used to 

generate the ad order and language sequence counterbalancing factors. In sum, participants rated 

three ads in English and three in Dutch. Half of participants read the instruction and rating scales 

in English and the other half in Dutch. Four different versions of the booklet for each language of 

rating scales condition were distributed randomly across participants. 

 

Results 

With the only difference of the additional between-subjects manipulation of language of 

rating scales, the data were subjected to the same analysis carried out in study 2. The analysis 

highlights significant two-way interactions between type of appraisal and language of rating 

scales (F(1, 151) = 7.8, p < .01) and between type of appraisal and language of stimuli (F(1, 151) 

= 10.80, p < .01). See table 2 for means and standard deviations. Additional analyses were 

performed to assess the nature of these interactions.  

An ANCOVA model was estimated across language of stimuli conditions to evaluate the 

differential effect of the language of rating scales manipulation on the two types of appraisal. 

This model shows a significant effect of the language of rating scales manipulation on emotional 
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intensity, F(1, 151) = 10.22, p < .01. Ads were rated as more emotional when rated using the L2 

label “emotional” (M = 4.79) than the L1 label “emotioneel” (M = 4.33). No effect of the 

language of rating scales manipulation was instead observed on attitude ratings (p > .65). 

Similarly, an ANCOVA model was estimated across language of rating scales conditions to 

estimate the differential effect of the language of stimuli manipulation on the two types of 

appraisal. As in study 2, participants rated the emotional intensity of the ads higher when 

exposed to L1 ads (M = 4.73) than L2 ads (M = 4.38, F(1, 152) = 5.76, p < .05). Unexpectedly, a 

marginally significant effect of the language of stimuli manipulation was observed for the 

attitude scores, F(1, 152) = 3.6, p < .06. L2 ads (M = 5.29) were evaluated more positively then 

L1 ads (M = 5.09).  

The three-way interaction between the experimental treatments was nonsignificant (p > .5), 

as were also the main effects of the language manipulations (ps > .11) and those of the 

counterbalancing conditions (ps > .13). The main effect of type of appraisal was instead 

significant, F(1, 151) = 48.29, p < .0001. Attitude scores (M = 5.19) were in general higher than 

those of emotional intensity (M = 4.59). No effect of the language manipulations was observed 

on informational content (ps > .3) or perceived difficulty (ps > .45). 

 

Discussion 

Study 3 replicated the significant interaction between type of appraisal and language of 

stimuli observed in study 2. Participants rated the L1 version of the ads as more emotional than 

their L2 equivalents. This effect was accompanied by an unexpected marginally significant effect 

on attitude scores in the opposite direction. In addition to the interaction between language of 

stimuli and type of appraisal, that between language of rating scales and type of appraisal was 
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also significant. Participants reported more extreme ratings of emotional intensity when 

performing the task using L2 rating scales, with no differences across conditions for attitude 

scores. The results are all the more striking when one considers the perceptual similarity between 

the English and Dutch labels used to probe this effect: “emotional” and “emotioneel.” Overall, 

this finding provides support for the context of learning and emotional meaning account. The 

experiment failed instead to replicate the results for perceived informational content observed in 

study 2. It is possible that this is a consequence of the change of practice trial from study 2 to 

study 3. 

 

STUDY 4 

 

Study 3 showed that the emotional advantage of L1 is not simply a consequence of 

consumers’ greater expertise in decoding emotion-related information in L1 than L2 but that the 

emotional advantage of L1 lies instead in the stronger emotional connections of L1 words. At a 

more general level, the context of learning and emotional meaning account implies that 

individuals should hold more emotional associations with their native language than with their 

second language. No research has so far tested the overall degree of emotionality of the 

associations to L1 versus L2. To corroborate the evidence gathered so far for the context of 

learning and emotional meaning account, it would therefore be important to assess whether an 

emotional advantage exists for a language in general, independently of exposure to external 

stimuli. With this aim, an exploration of the emotional connection of native speakers to L1 and 

L2 was conducted by means of free association tasks. 
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Participants were 150 students from the same population as the previous experiments (for 

age, M = 22.31, SD = 3.1, 41% females). Participants were approached on campus and invited to 

complete a short booklet (in Dutch) where they were asked to think about the English and Dutch 

languages and to write down words that they associated to each language. A total of 495 

individual responses were obtained (276 for L1 and 219 for L2) distributed across 88 different 

associations (44 for each language). Four consumer researchers (all Dutch native speakers) rated 

these associations for the degree of emotionality involved (one to seven from “not emotional at 

all” to “very emotional”) and their responses were averaged to obtain an emotionality score for 

each association. The associations were then divided between a low and a high emotionality 

group, based on the median for the emotionality score (43 responses that scored around the 

median could not be unambiguously assigned to a group and were eliminated from the analysis). 

An analysis of the distribution of the answers in these two groups across the two languages 

shows significantly stronger emotionality of the words associated to L1, χ2(1) = 14.91, p = .0001. 

For L1, 96 responses were observed in the low emotionality group and 131 in the high 

emotionality one. For L2, these frequencies were 136 and 89 respectively. In sum, study 4 

demonstrated that consumers hold more emotional associations with L1 than L2. These results 

offer additional support for the context of learning and emotional meaning account. 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

Globalization is the defining social trend of the age and “one of the dominant forces in the 

psychological development of the people in the 21st century” (Arnett 2002, p. 781). The 

importance of this process demands that consumer researchers begin to address issues directly 
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related to globalization, such as bilingualism (Johar et al. 2006). This article provides insight into 

the consequences for emotional processes of the globalization of advertising language and of the 

increasing use of English in ads from countries that do not have English as their first language.  

Four theories of the effect of language on the perceived emotionality of textual information 

were formulated; two predicting an advantage of L1 and two predicting an advantage of L2. The 

results of four experiments are consistent with the context of learning and emotional meaning 

account according to which a difference in the emotionality of the L1 and L2 learning contexts 

leads L1 words to acquire stronger emotional associations than L2 words (Harris et al. 2006). 

Across three studies L1 stimuli were rated as more emotional than L2 stimuli, ruling out the 

accounts based on the decreasing emotional sensitivity to habitual action and on the attentional 

consequences of stimulus unfamiliarity. The emotional advantage of L1 was assessed via both 

specific emotions (study 1 and 2) and global evaluations of emotional intensity (study 2 and 3). 

Moreover, in study 3 the effect of language was assessed in a series of interactions involving 

type of appraisal and manipulations of language. The data showed an L1 emotional advantage 

following a manipulation of the language of the target ads but an L2 advantage following a 

manipulation of the language of the rating scales, thus ruling out the linguistic experience and 

emotion identification account. A fourth study using free association tasks provided additional 

support for the context of learning and emotional meaning account by showing that consumers 

hold more emotional association to L1 than to L2.  

 

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

The article contributes to psycholinguistic literature on emotionality and language in a 

number of ways. No research program had previously assessed the effect of language on the 

 



 27

emotional appraisal of complex objects, not limited to single words, accompanied by visual cues, 

of moderate emotional intensity, and in a context where L2 is not the dominant language. 

Furthermore, the results make a number of contributions specific to consumer research. 

This article is the first to focus on the consequences of language for the perceived emotionality 

of ads and, from a broader point of view, the first to adopt a psycholinguistic perspective on the 

emotional consequences of the process of globalization for consumers. Bilingualism is a growing 

area in consumer research (e.g., Luna and Peracchio 2001; 2005; Tavassoli and Lee 2003; Zhang 

and Schmitt 2001; 2004) and the article adds a new dimension to this body of literature. 

The results also have implications for research on response styles in surveys (e.g., 

Baumgartner and Steenkamp 2001). A response style is a tendency to systematically respond to 

survey questions on some basis other than what the items were designed to measure 

(Baumgartner and Steenkamp 2001). Most researchers assume that all items are influenced 

equally by style factors (cf. Baumgartner and Steenkamp 2001). A recent article by De Jong et 

al. (forthcoming), however, challenged this notion. They focused on extreme response style, the 

tendency to select the most extreme response categories, and investigated the influence of a 

number of item characteristics, such as the length of the question, on the magnitude of the bias. 

De Jong et al. demonstrated the importance of general item characteristics but did not investigate 

whether items from certain content domains are more sensitive to response styles. This is an 

important issue because it relates to the nature of the construct to be measured and not merely to 

the implementation of the survey. The present experiments, and in particular the results for the 

manipulation of the language of rating scales in study 3, add to this body of literature by 

highlighting a content domain (emotional intensity) that is especially sensitive to extreme 

response style. The implications of this discussion are not only theoretical. The language effect 
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on emotional appraisal documented in this article could in many situations lead to inflated error 

terms. For example, marketing research data is often collected online by means of an Internet 

survey (often in English) that respondents, independently of their physical location and native 

tongue, are free to complete. More worryingly, the emotional advantage of L1 could under 

certain circumstances complicate the interpretation of research results. For example, in 

experimental research on cross-cultural differences, emotional stimuli (e.g., ads, scenarios, 

scales) are often administered to all participants using the same language. 

In study 2 and 3 an L1 advantage was not detectable on attitudes towards the ads. The 

studies presented above therefore show that the emotional advantage of L1 does not necessarily 

translate into changes of global ad evaluations. On the one hand, this result could be taken to 

imply that the lower emotional intensity of L2 ads should not be necessarily considered a worry 

by advertisers. On the other hand, delivering emotional experiences can be a strategic goal in its 

own right, as part for example of attempts to build a certain brand personality. To the extent that 

generating emotional reactions is considered an important advertising objective, the studies 

presented above indicate that using a foreign language may reduce ad effectiveness. Moreover, 

although the article focused on ads, the implications of this discussion extend beyond 

advertising, for example to brand names, slogans, and product packaging. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

It is possible that the emotional advantage of L1 has significant consequences for memory. 

Anooshian and Hertel (1994) found that degree of emotionality was positively associated to 

recall but only when words were presented in L1. No recall advantage of emotional words was 

observed when words were presented in L2. Aycicegi and Harris (2004) found instead a positive 
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relationship between emotionality and recall for both L1 and L2 words, with the effect of 

emotionality on recall stronger for L2 words. These contrasting findings call for future research 

on memory as a function of language emotionality. 

In addition, study 3 found a marginally significant effect of language of the ads on attitude 

ratings, such that the same ads were liked more when presented in L2. Moreover, in study 2 the 

ads were rated as more informational when presented in L2. It is possible that these results were 

the consequence of positive connotations of the English language (e.g., Lee 2006). This claim, 

however, is speculative and available evidence is not all consistent with it. The results from 

study 2, for example, do not show a similar effect of language on attitudes (cf. Gerritsen et al. 

2000). Research should explore the effect of the use of English in ads of countries where this is 

not the first language using a sociolinguistic perspective (Koslow et al. 1994). 

The studies reported above used Dutch as L1 and English as L2, based on arguments 

related to validity and relevance. This position is consistent with the vast majority of studies in 

psychology that relies on comparisons between target languages to draw general conclusions 

about the cognitive representation of language. Nevertheless, the potential issue of cultural 

factors should not be ignored. The relative closeness of Northern European cultures and the 

variety of methods and stimuli used to probe the effect of language minimized this possibility in 

the current studies, but they did not eliminate it completely. Further research should therefore 

explore language effects in advertising by focusing on different target L1 languages. 
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TABLE 1 

DESCRIPTION OF STIMULI USED IN STUDY 2 AND 3 

 

Study Brand Product/Cause Textual information (English version) Visual information 
     
2 Alion Candies It’s always the right moment for Alion candies! 

 
Sketch of a happy young woman lying on a 
sofa eating candies 

2, 3 Brader Band-aids Waterproof plasters in all shapes with antibiotic 
protection and effective adhesive strip 

Sketch of band-aids of different sizes 
framed by smiling suns 

2, 3 Elline Vitamin supplement All the vitamin C your body needs Boy balancing an apple on his head (top), 
citrus fruits and pills on a table (middle) 

2, 3 Fendall Mountaineering equipment Pure passion. Follow your heart and fulfill your 
dreams 

Scenic mountain view 

2 Irris Cancer research Hi, my name is Carla. When you read this I may 
be dead. I am 46 and I have discovered that I 
have cancer. Please, help cancer research (URL 
address follows) 

White font on black background 

2, 3 Midail Toaster Revolutionary heating system for consistent 
toasting … (top). … slice after slice (bottom) 

Toaster with toasted bread slices on its side 

2, 3 SMK Depression helpline You are not alone. Everybody feels lonely from 
time to time. But, for some, loneliness is more 
than a passing feeling. If you need someone to 
talk call us (phone number follows) 

A tea pot with two empty tea cup on the 
side 

2, 3 Zenta Unisex perfume Caution: may increase heart rate and decrease 
inhibitions 

Couple hugging, perfume bottle on the side 
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TABLE 2 

CELL MEANS (AND STANDARD DEVIATION) FOR STUDY 2 AND 3 

 

 Language of ads Language of rating scales 
Type of appraisal L1 L2 L1 L2 
      
Study 2:      
      Emotional intensity 5.44 

(0.85) 
4.98 

(0.75) 
  

      Attitudes 5.28 
(1.00) 

5.16 
(0.94) 

  

Study 3:     
      Emotional intensity 4.73 

(1.29) 
4.38 

(1.32) 
4.33 

(0.96) 
4.79 

(0.86) 
      Attitudes 5.09 

(1.24) 
5.29 

(1.13) 
5.22 

(0.87) 
5.16 

(1.28) 
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