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Abstract

This chapter is concerned with the relationship between language, as the vehicle of a per-
son’s culture, and self-assessment of one’s capabilities (i.e., self-efficacy) via conventional 
self-report measures. It relies on the assumption that a language “is ‘a veil’ over the real-
ity of the culture in which it is used, involving an agreement of its users about what there 
is to be seen and how it should be seen”. Thus, the information weighted and integrated 
into judgments of one’s self-efficacy is filtered through, and thus it is shaped by cultural 
schemas which are elicited by the language used to formulate such judgments. Evidence 
that supports this viewpoint is reviewed.

Keywords: culture, self-efficacy, identity, cognition, bilingualism

1. Introduction

The research discussed in this chapter focuses on the construct of self-efficacy, which Bandura 
[1, 2] has defined as the belief in one’s capabilities to initiate, manage and execute a variety of 
actions with the purpose of attaining desired goals. Self-efficacy beliefs are known to be key deter-

minants of people’s current and future behavior. For instance, individuals who possess high self-

efficacy compared with those who have low self-efficacy tend to undertake challenging activities, 
are persistent, devote substantial effort to initiated activities, and experience fewer adverse emo-

tional reactions if difficulties are encountered [1, 3, 4]. Self-efficacy beliefs also play an important 
role in shaping people’s self-regulatory processes, such as goal setting and self-monitoring [5, 6].

The authors’ research stems from the recognition that although the construct of self-efficacy 
exists in a variety of cultures, the information that people disclose about their self-efficacy is 
likely to be shaped by not only the self-report instrument used to gather information about such 
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a construct, but also the language in which it is written. Current work relies on two key assump-

tions: (a) a language carries its culture, including its unique denotations, connotations, prescrip-

tions, and reactions [7, 8]; and (b) although translations of expressions used in measurement 
scales to refer to a person’s capabilities are considered linguistic equivalents, they may not be 
culturally equivalent. Thus, a bilingual speaker’s responses to a scale, which gathers informa-

tion about his/her beliefs in personal capabilities, can unintentionally adjust to the language in 
which the scale is written and, consequently, to the unique denotations, connotations, prescrip-

tions, and reactions of its accompanying culture. This particular adjustment performed by the 
bilingual speaker is likely to induce different answers to ostensibly the same statements pre-

sented in his/her two languages, because each statement remains conceptually unlike the other.

Supporting evidence is provided by the authors’ empirical studies of Arabic-English bilin-

guals who estimated their capabilities through a self-efficacy scale either written in English or 
translated into Arabic. Evidence is explained by relying on a social constructionist framework 
[9, 10], according to which different languages, such as Arabic and English, can elicit different 
culturally oriented selves who are nevertheless connected to a single speaker [11]. Specifically, 
a solipsistic self, which is assumed to be prompted by English, is a self that is construed as 
autonomous and attuned to internal goals, thoughts, and motives. It is thus that of a person 
who is inclined to see himself/herself as the only one that really matters. Instead, a contextual-
ized self, which is assumed to be evoked by Arabic, is a self that is interdependent at its core. 
It is the self of a person who recognizes that in-group goals take priority over personal goals. 
Does the bilingual speaker who is the vehicle of these two cultures indeed modulate his/her 
estimates of self-efficacy to adjust to the perspective of the self, either solipsistic or contextual, 
which is active at any given time? Section 3, which is devoted to our research methodology 
and findings, addresses this question. A narrative of the context that both motivated and per-

mitted the research is outlined first.

2. The selected context: The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA)

KSA is currently a country where the clash between traditions and Western influences, in the 
form of values and norms, is simmering so powerfully at the surface of an ostensibly unruffled 
social and cultural system that its clatters are impossible to ignore. For instance, a cacophony 
of voices rarely heard before is manifest in the upsurge of social media use. At the same time, 
the ensuing impassioned conversations remain concealed in people’s smart phones and com-

puters as overt public gatherings remain unfeasible or tightly regulated [12–15]. Similarly, 
women may wear abayas and hijabs when visiting mixed-gender locales, such as shops and 
restaurants, but underneath, they often wear jeans, t-shirts and other Western-style garments. 
Most importantly, among the large contingent of young people who live in KSA, English is 
quickly moving from merely being the language of business transactions to being the language 
through which education is imparted and friends are made [13, 16]. If the use of a foreign lan-

guage increases within a social group, not only its perceived utility is likely to be more widely 
recognized, but also people’s contact with, understanding of, and internalization of the culture 

that the language smuggles in tend to be greatly enhanced. Thus, signs of change in KSA may 
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appear to the untrained observer as whispers rather than rumbles, but they are as palpable 
and persistent as the well-known elaborateness of Arabs’ verbal communication patterns [17].

According to scholarly narratives, a few key dimensions can be used to differentiate the tradi-
tional culture of KSA from the culture of English-speaking countries, such as the USA, including 
vertical collectivism and uncertainty avoidance [18, 19]. From the vantage point of a person’s 

identity within the group to which he/she belongs, collectivism refers to viewing oneself as 
related to others in mutual interdependent relationships. When an interdependent self-shapes 
people’s interactions with each other, associations within the group to which one belongs and 

its goals are likely to be highly valued. In contrast to collectivism, individualism refers to a 
viewpoint of a person’s identity whereby one sees himself/herself as largely independent of 
the in-group (i.e., self-reliant). Accordingly, one’s personal goals supersede those of the group.

If collectivism dictates preservation of in-group social bonds, thereby making one’s actions 
expressly guided and highly regulated by group norms, individualism dictates independence 
and self-interest, thereby making relationships time-bound contracts based on a balance of 
costs and benefits. In either context, the dimension of verticality refers to the mere fact that 
the collective to which one belongs is recognized as hierarchically organized, and, within it, 
diversity and inequality are tolerated. The most visible by-product of verticality in collectiv-

ism is service to or even sacrifice for the in-group, whereas in individualism it is competition. 
Interestingly, the traditional culture of KSA has been labeled as being vertical collectivistic 
with a high level of uncertainty avoidance. Namely, it is a culture that views change as well 
as the ambiguity and uncertainty that tend to accompany it with apprehension. As such, it 
is a culture that has high regard for the preservation of the status quo through conformity 
to group norms and values. In contrast, the culture of the West, embodied by the USA, has 
been defined as being vertical individualistic with low uncertainty avoidance. Of course, it is 
important to bear in mind that the aforementioned distinctions are starkly dichotomous, but, 
in reality, the boundaries imposed by conceptual categories are often blurred.

3. The research context: questions, methodology and findings

Young people in KSA are uniquely positioned to embody both cultural orientations as Arabic-
English bilingualism has gradually permeated educational institutions, social networks, values 
and informal norms across the country. Indeed, Murphy [13] noted that two KSAs are visible 
even to casual, untrained observers, one driven by religious traditions and tribal commitments, 
and one that imitates manners and follows ideas of the Western world, often epitomized by 
the English language spoken in the USA. Similarly to water spilled on a table, the impact of 
bilingualism and its offshoot, biculturalism, is not uniform. At one time, it may touch some 
objects while it leaves others untouched, whereas at another time, a different pattern emerges. 
It can even soak some of these objects while it merely pats the surface of others, depending on 
the contextual factors present. For instance, if a bilingual speaker’s communicative behavior is 
considered, context may involve the setting where an event occurs, the situation faced, and the 
nature of the people present [see 9, 20–22]. Thus, the key issue is not so much the extent to which 
largely opposite cultural orientations shape, broadly speaking, the mind of KSA nationals,  
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but rather how specific areas of thought, emotion, and behavior, at a given point in time, are 
shaped by each orientation, thereby expressing temporary dominance over the other.

The methodological approach taken by our interdisciplinary research group is to attempt to 
address this issue by first selecting a key construct of human existence (e.g., self-efficacy), and 
then determining the role played by each cultural orientation in it among KSA youth. The key 
premise upon which this methodological approach relies is two-fold: First, besides the proper-

ties possessed by human language that make it a unique communication system among those 
used by other species (e.g., recursion), one property that is particularly notable in every-day 
life is language’s ability to be the vehicle of the culture held by the collective who makes use 
of it. As such, it permits each member to transmit and share key aspects of that culture, such 
as norms and values, to express a common identity, as well as to selectively perceive and 
interpret events in and outside the collective to which one belongs. A suitable metaphor to 
describe the latter is that a language “is ‘a veil’ over the reality of the culture in which it is 
used, involving an agreement of its users about what there is to be seen and how it should be 

seen” [23, p. 89]. If a language, as a communication system within a people, ensures the trans-

mission and sharing of a culture, its use can be expected to prime (i.e., make available in one’s 
mind) the selected culture. Second, when bilingual individuals rely on one of the languages 
they possess as the current mode of communication, they are likely to experience and exhibit a 
distinctive self which is the expression of the culture associated with their linguistic selection.

Important to note is that the premises of our interdisciplinary research and its findings nei-
ther espouse linguistic determinism nor blindly adopt linguistic relativism. They merely rely 
on the idea that language can prime (activate in one’s mind) a culture. Priming refers to the 
incidental (i.e., automatic) activation of knowledge by the current environment [24]. Priming 
has been assessed through a variety of materials (e.g., spoken and written words, pictures, 
drawings, and sounds) and tasks (e.g., stem completion, fragment completion, and lexical 
decision) in which accuracy and speed are usually the criteria used to measure participants’ 
responses. Of course, a prime is not equivalent to a hypnotist’s command which can trigger in 
a person’s mind a precise thought and a correspondingly precise action. Priming heavily relies 
not only on specific knowledge of objects and events in one’s environment as well as knowl-
edge of the range of potential responses to such objects and events, but also on pre-existing 
associations between contents of the environment and one’s knowledge. Although its impact 
is much more subtle and heavily dependent on previously acquired knowledge, it has been 
reported to occur in a variety of domains of human action and thought where the presenta-

tion of a stimulus (e.g., the word “furniture”) can change a person’s response to a subsequent 
stimulus (e.g., the speed and accuracy at which he/she identifies “chair” as a word from a list 
of both words and non-words; [25]). For instance, the presentation of stimuli related to either 
the concept of rudeness or the concept of politeness can lead research participants to behave in 

ways consistent with the activated concept [24]. Similarly, the presentation of stimuli related 
to the concept of old age can steer young adults to adopt a slower walking speed than that of 
young adults exposed to neutral stimuli [24]. Priming effects involve not only content, but also 
form as in the case of syntactic priming. Namely, participants’ exposure to a sentence with a 
particular syntactic construction can affect the subsequent processing of an otherwise unre-

lated sentence with the same structure [26]. Of course, the influence of priming on observable 
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behavior is simply the epiphenomenon of its impact on cognition. Thus, it is not surprising 
that the presentation of stimuli related to hostility can make research participants more likely 
not only to behave in a hostile manner, but also to perceive hostility in others [27, 28].

In sum, evidence of priming indicates that knowledge, including schemas and other organized 
mental databases, can become activated, and thus accessible to a person, from events unfold-

ing in his/her environment. Furthermore, evidence shows that one’s tendency to behave in a 
manner consistent with a schema is increased when the latter is activated. Grounded in this 
knowledge, the primary aim of our research is to examine whether priming occurs by means of 
the language in which instruments of self-assessment are written. Yet, even if it is agreed that a 
culture shapes human cognition and behavior, can two cultures naturally coexist in a bilingual 
speaker as two separate but interacting selves? It is reasonable to assume that in the process of 
learning a language, bilingual individuals interiorize the values, norms, and concepts, including 

role expectations and attitudes, of the culture expressed by each of the languages they are mas-

tering [29]. Furthermore, because each universe of linguistic and cultural knowledge, habits and 
skills has its unique functional utility, often linked to particular settings and motives [30], both 

universes can not only co-exist, but also be employed strategically in the service of one’s goals. 
Thus, bilingual speakers can be primed by either of the two languages they possess. Namely, 
at any given time and under proper environmental conditions, they can be expected to express 
in their cognition and behavior the unique features of the culture linked to the language in use.

Obviously, in research pertaining to bilingualism, comparability of results of different cul-
tural schemas rests, first and foremost, on translations that maintain the original meaning 
and intent of the source-language in which the selected assessment instrument was written 
(i.e., fidelity). Moreover, translations must remain comprehensible and culturally relevant to 
individuals for whom the receptor-language is the native language (i.e., dynamic equivalence; 
[29, 31]). Yet, the prerequisite to assess the role of language as a prime for culture is that 
the two languages (e.g., Arabic and English) must activate somewhat unique cultural sche-

mas. Furthermore, to attribute such a role to language, each schema must shape the person’s 
responses to the selected instrument in accordance with the norms and values of the activated 

schema. Consistency between the expected content of the activated cultural schema and par-

ticipants’ responses is critical since behavioral differences as a function of language can be 
disputed as merely arising from a deficient translation.

Among the many psychological constructs that define human existence, self-efficacy emerges 
as the ideal testing ground for assessing the role of language as a prime for culture, especially 
if the selected languages pertain to cultural orientations whose key dimensions stand in oppo-

sition to one another. For the purpose of our research, self-efficacy is selected as the object of 
study not only because of the central function that this psychological construct plays in human 
cognition and behavior, but also because of scant cross-cultural research on self-efficacy beliefs 
that includes the Arab world. According to Bandura [1], general self-efficacy beliefs refer to 
cognitions about one’s competence to initiate, manage and execute a variety of actions across 
domains with the purpose of attaining sought-after goals. Self-efficacy, which depends on one’s 
ability to self-reflect, is a fundamental aspect of human agency that captures the essence of most 
human actions. Namely, actions are, by and large, motivated and guided by the conviction  
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that they produce effects, and thus that a person is able to exercise some measure of control 
over his/her own functioning as well as over events in his/her life [2]. Self-efficacy beliefs are 
the product of a complex self-appraisal process which requires that the person selects, weights, 
and integrates information about his/her performance from four key sources: (a) direct expe-

riences of success and failure; (b) vicarious experiences through the observation and consid-

eration of the behavior of models; (c) feedback from respected others; and (d) emotional and 
physical reactions exhibited while dealing with a variety of circumstances.

Culture can affect self-efficacy beliefs by guiding the selection of, the weight attributed to, and 
the integration of the information about the self obtained from each of the sources that are 

used to nurse such beliefs across the lifespan [32]. In a vertical-collectivistic culture with high 

uncertainty avoidance (e.g., KSA), one may expect a heavily structured educational system 
and family environment where children’s self-appraisal largely depends on demonstrating 
required competencies to the collective. Self-appraisal is also influenced by feedback from 
authority figures (i.e., teachers and parents) whose experience and wisdom are neither to be 
questioned nor contradicted. Accordingly, children are perceived as passive vessels of the cul-
ture that they are required to assimilate and replicate [13]. Thus, the goal is not only to reach 
performance indicators that are recognized by the collective, one of which is the quality of rote 
memorization [33], but also to ensure that goal attainment is at the service of the collective. In 
contrast, in a vertical-individualistic culture with low uncertainty avoidance (e.g., USA), one 
may expect an educational system that is child-focused rather than teacher-focused, as well as 
a family environment where children’s self-appraisal is more subjective, and less dependent 
on authority figures, since the judgment and knowledge of the latter can be questioned. In this 
type of culture, ambiguity does not tend to be perceived as a threat, but rather as a challenge.

In vertical individualism, competition may be expected to be tangible, often entailing harsh 
comparisons with peers, broadcasting successes, and understating or hiding failures. In 

vertical collectivism, on the other hand, performance differences are likely to be accepted 
if they serve the collective of interdependent selves, but are rejected if they are viewed as 
self-serving. Thus, although in the latter, the goal is to reach recognized performance indica-

tors, broadcasting one’s achievements as personal successes is likely to be perceived as con-

trary to serving and sacrificing for the collective. In KSA, the value of modesty emerges from 
its collectivistic framework and has had as its primary promoter an educational system that 
emphasizes memorization at the expense of exploration of ideas [34–36]. As a result, a unique 
interpretation of the value of modesty has been practiced, which by confounding humility 
with conformity, is likely to render overt expressions of self-confidence objectionable.

If vertical collectivism values modesty and vertical individualism does not [37], how will Arabic-
English bilingual young adults who are natives of KSA respond to a scale that measures self-
efficacy which, by definition, requires respondents to overtly estimate their own capabilities? Will 
each of the two languages in which the scale can be written prime distinct cultural schemas and 
thus lead to reports of self-efficacy consistent with the contents of the primed schemas? To answer 
these questions in our preliminary studies1, we examined the self-efficacy reports of Arabic-English 

1Portions of these data have been published elsewhere: El Alaoui, K., Mulhem, H., Pilotti, M. A. E., Amir, S., & Tallouzi, 
E. (2017). Arabic-English bilingual speakers’ reactions to the statements of the new general self-efficacy scale. The Inter-

national Journal of Learner Diversity and Identities, 24(2), 21–38.
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bilingual speakers. All are female college students (n = 627) who attend a private university in the 
Eastern Province of KSA (age range: 18–25). Arabic is participants’ first language, whereas English 
is their second language, mostly learned and practiced at school and among peers.

Participants’ mean age of acquisition of the second language was 5.71 (SD = 2.86), and mean 
proficiency, measured by the Shipley vocabulary test [38], was 66.80% (SD = 16.17). For uni-
versity admission, participants had demonstrated English language proficiency through stan-

dardized English proficiency tests (i.e., IELTS, Aptis, or TOEFL). The Shipley test was selected 
for its good psychometric properties [39], and demonstrated ease of administration in edu-

cational, cognitive, and clinical research. It served as a current measure of second language 

proficiency. As bilingual speakers, participants were expected to have developed two cultural 
selves, one linked to the communal cohesion of the KSA cultural tradition and one linked to 
the individualistic values produced by the forces of industrialization and economic mobility 
of the Eastern Province of KSA [40]. As KSA nationals, participants were considered carriers 
of the value of modesty, which is a key aspect of vertical collectivism, but a trait discouraged 
by vertical individualism. As females in KSA, the value of modesty was expected to be highly 
relevant to their cultural schema of vertical collectivism, because females in KSA are the pri-
mary recipients of onerous restrictions of movement, thought and affect, which are purport-
edly intended to ensure and guard their virtues [41–44].

The New General Self-Efficacy (NGSE) scale, developed by Chen, Gully, and Eden [45], was 

selected over other self-report measures for (a) its focus on assessing a general sense of mastery 
that is not associated with a particular situation, domain or behavior, (b) its desirable psycho-

metric properties [see 45], (c) brevity and thus ease of administration, and (d) the absence of 
data gathered with this tool in KSA. The NGSE tool includes eight general statements of per-

formance capabilities, each one containing the pronoun I. It required participants to report the 
extent of their agreement with each statement on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree 

to strongly agree. The Arabic translation of the NGSE measure was based on a consensus model 
whose goals was to obtain a culturally sensitive adaptation of the scale which maintained the 
meaning and intent of the original English version [29, 31, 46]. Participants were randomly 
assigned to either the Arabic or English version of the NGSE measure. Their task was to com-

plete it along with a vocabulary test [38] as well as to answer a few demographic questions.

At the time of the administration, existing evidence of potential differences in self-efficacy 
between respondents from individualistic and collectivistic cultures was unclear. For instance, 

Scholz et al. [46] found lower scores for Japanese participants, but not for participants from 

other collectivistic cultures. Wu [47] using the same data found no relationship between self-

efficacy and degree of individualism and collectivism. However, the assessment instrument 
of general-self-efficacy was administered in the participants’ first language. Thus, the extent 
to which languages can activate distinctive cultural schemas in the same respondents had not 

been tested. Furthermore, to our knowledge, no evidence existed from a vertical collectivistic 
culture, such as that of KSA, where religion (i.e., Islam) has wide-ranging prescriptive norms 
on modesty and on serving the collective.

In our preliminary studies, significant lower self-efficacy scores were obtained in the Arabic 
condition (M = 2.18; SD = .46) than in the English condition (M = 3.87; SD = .53; F(1, 625) = 1825.43, 
MSE = .24, p < .05, partial Eta2 = .75 (See Figure 1). The language in which the assessment tool 
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was administered was not linked to group differences in either vocabulary scores or age of 
acquisition, F ≤ 2.48, ns. Similarly, no significant relationships, as measured by Pearson cor-

relation coefficients, were found between self-efficacy scores and either vocabulary scores or 
age of acquisition.

If Arabic indeed activates the cultural schema of vertical collectivism, in which modesty is 
relevant, whereas English activates the cultural schema of vertical individualism, in which 
modesty is discouraged, then a direct test of participants’ attitude toward modesty should 
produce results consistent with the revealed self-efficacy pattern. To test this hypothesis, a 
sample of Arabic-English bilingual females from the same population described above com-

pleted a measure of modesty, a general self-efficacy measure (n = 204), or both (n = 196). 
Instructions and measuring instruments were consistently presented to each participant in 
either Arabic or English. Random assignment to language condition was again utilized. As 
in all studies, each participant was also asked to complete an English vocabulary test [38], 

and respond to a few questions regarding the time and mode of second language acquisition. 
For this sample, the mean age of acquisition of the second language was 7.85 (SD = 3.83), and 
mean proficiency, measured by the Shipley vocabulary test [38], was 67.69% (SD = 20.83). 
The NGSE scale of Chen et al. [45] was again adopted to estimate self-efficacy. The Modest 
Responding scale [48, 49] was selected to assess participants’ value of modesty because it dis-

tinguished one’s internal disposition toward modesty (e.g., “I prefer to keep my accomplish-

ments to myself than talk about them”), or disinclination toward modesty/propensity to brag 
(e.g., “When people tell me about one of their successes, I like to tell them about one of mine”), 
from one’s view of modest responses as being socially desirable (e.g., “I believe it’s impolite 

Figure 1. Mean self-efficacy scores and standard deviations of the NGSE scale administered in English, Arabic, or Arabic 
with the qualifier insha’Allah added to each of the eight statements.
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to talk excessively about one’s achievement, even if they are outstanding”). Each statement of 
the measurement instrument was to be answered on a 7-point Likert scale that ranged from 
strongly disagree to strongly agree.

Language primed both self-efficacy and desire to be perceived as modest, and did so in a man-

ner consistent with our predictions. Specifically, Arabic compared with English led to lower 
self-evaluations of mastery, F(1, 202) = 581.27, MSE = .34, p < .001, partial Eta2 = .742 (M = 2.00; 

SD = .57 and M = 3.97, SD = .59, respectively), and higher desire to be perceived as modest by 
others, F(1, 194) = 7.42, MSE = .80, p = .007, partial Eta2 = .037 (M = 4.68, SD = .87 and M = 4.33; 

SD = .92, respectively; see Figure 2). Inclination toward modesty (M = 4.02; SD = .81), disincli-
nation toward modesty (M = 4.50; SD = .81), English vocabulary scores and age of acquisition 
were not significantly different between language conditions, Fs < 1, ns. The findings that young 
female students exhibited lower self-efficacy along with a desire to be perceived as modest are 
consistent with those of earlier studies where the salience of a role or norm induced behavior 

consistent with the activated role or norm [50–55]. They are also consistent with the view [see 
37] that the value of modesty, serving as a self-restraint, is integral to the cultural schema 
of vertical collectivism (as activated by Arabic), and inconsistent with the cultural schema of 
vertical individualism (as activated by English). Actually, the latter has been often mentioned 
as promoting self-enhancement, which refers to the tendency of one’s self-perceptions to be 
self-serving and more positive than those produced by the judgment of others, such as peers 
and independent observers [56, 57]. Most importantly, what seems to matter in the cultural 
schema of vertical collectivism is not a person’s disposition to be modest, an internal attribute, 
but rather the perceptions that others have of the person as someone who upholds modesty.

Self-enhancement and modesty can be seen as opposite devices to nurture a solipsistic 
self-perception and a communal (i.e., other-focused) self-perception, respectively. If self-
enhancement is associated with vertical individualism, where self-interest and competition 

Figure 2. Mean self-efficacy scores, mean desire to be perceived as modest, and standard deviations as a function of 
the language in which the NGSE scale (range: 1–5) and the Modest Responding scale (range: 1–7) were administered.
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reign, and modesty is nurtured by vertical collectivism, where service to and sacrifice for 
one’s community are valued, one may ask how these two self-orientations can co-exist in the 
bilingual speaker. Perhaps, the most parsimonious account of the co-existence of opposite 
viewpoints is that they serve as presentation tactics through which to facilitate one’s interac-

tions with others in different contexts. Although presentation tactics can be seen as produc-

ing changes that merely scratch the surface of one’s identity, the extent to which their impact 
seeps from the surface to the very core of that identity is to be further investigated. In fact, 
in our research, Arabic was associated with not only enhanced concern to be seen as modest, 
but also with reports of lower self-efficacy. Furthermore, since modesty emerged mostly as a 
concern for the views that others have of oneself, it is reasonable to ask whether the impact 
of this outward orientation is to make people who have interiorized vertical collectivism 
particularly susceptible to expressions that mitigate the boastful tone implicit in the NGSE 
scale. To find a preliminary answer to this question, a change to the Arabic translation of 
the NGSE measure was introduced based on careful consideration of the pragmatics of the 
expression insha’Allah إن شاء الله.

Insha’Allah, is a common expression that saturates social exchanges of KSA natives and of 
Arabs in general, which is habitually used to denote that events in one’s life are ultimately in 
the hands of a higher power [58]. According to Nazzal [59], in addition to confirming one’s 
cultural and religious identity, the expression has three pragmatic functions, which serve to 
mitigate the intended meaning of a (a) rejection of a request, (b) prediction of future events, 
and (c) implicit acceptance of a statement or course of action. We examined the extent to 
which the latter function of insha’Allah can indeed counteract participants’ discomfort with 
self-enhancement and, at the same time, preserve the value of modesty (as a self-restraint 
for public consumption and thus simply as a self-presentation tactic). To do so, insha’Allah 
was added to each of the eight statements of the Arabic version of the NGSE instrument 
(n = 136). Not surprisingly, it had the effect of enhancing the self-efficacy reports of students 
pooled from the same population of the earlier studies (n = 329; insha’Allah version: M = 3.08; 

SD = .51; original version: M = 2.18; SD = .46, respectively), F(1, 463) = 346.73, MSE = .23, 

p < .001, partial Eta2 = .428 (see Figure 1). Although the self-efficacy level of students given 
the insha’Allah Arabic version of the NGSE measure improved, it was still statistically lower 
than the level obtained by a random sample of students (n = 293) given the English version 
of the NGSE in the earlier studies, F(1, 427) = 228.76, MSE = .26, p < .001, partial Eta2 = .349 

(original version: M = 3.88; SD = .51, respectively). Thus, the addition of insha’Allah attenu-

ated, but did not eliminate the restrictions about self-enhancement that are an integral part 

of the vertical collectivistic culture of KSA.

Important to note is that modesty often appears to be a different object of study, depending on 
the vantage point of the researchers who study it. For instance, psycholinguists have focused on 
politeness in communication practices, personality psychologists have attempted to determine 
whether modesty is a human disposition, whereas social psychologists have preferred to con-

ceptualize it as a self-presentation tactic relevant to impression management [see 60]. Our find-

ing that participants desired to be seen as modest supports the latter viewpoint, best exemplified 
by the definition of Cialdini and de Nicholas [61] that modesty is “the under-representation 
of one’s positive traits, contributions, expectations, or accomplishments” (p. 626). Yet, because 
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evidence of modesty was elicited by the Arabic language relative to the English language, mod-

esty can be said to be a marker of vertical collectivism, but not of vertical individualism where 
self-enhancement tactics, to a certain extent, may be necessary for one’s survival in a competitive 
environment.

4. Conclusions

In sum, languages are not only a sign of group membership, and a medium through which 
social relationships are established, maintained or even interrupted, but also a medium 

through which the contents of cultures, including norms and values, are expressed and trans-

mitted inside and outside a collective as well as interiorized or rejected by the members of 
that collective [62]. As such, a language embodies a culture which can shape in its image 
the realities that its speakers perceive in everyday life (including self-perceptions of attri-
butes, dispositions, intentions and actions). Thus, merely using a language can activate its 
corresponding culture which then influences speakers’ thoughts and actions, especially when 
thoughts and actions directly concern the self (e.g., self-efficacy reports). Our findings are 
consistent with those of studies showing that bilinguals’ responses, including self-reports and 

perceptions, memory records, and emotional responses, vary with the language used to elicit 
such responses [see 63–69]. In particular, the research discussed in this chapter suggests that 

bilingual speakers can activate, through the use of Arabic, a cultural schema (i.e., vertical col-
lectivism) that is opposite in nature to the schema activated by English (i.e., vertical individu-

alism). Thus, bilingual speakers can be said to possess not only two languages, but also two 
cultures, which like code-switching (i.e., the use of more than one language in the same con-

versation; [70]), can be exercised strategically as self-presentation tactics and practices may 
dictate [10]. Yet, it is reasonable to ask whether the two culturally construed identities that 
bilinguals possess will merge into a complex, multifaceted whole or sharpen their distinctions 
as experience with the two languages increases. The answer to this question may come from 
data about the plasticity of the brain [71–73], which are yet to be conclusive. Nevertheless, if 
the interactions between two interiorized cultures, whose values and norms mostly conflict 
with each other, resemble those exhibited by two languages, each culture is unlikely to lose 
its distinctiveness. In the everyday life of a young adult, the coexistence of two languages 
may be effortful, produce interference and errors, and yield less-than-optimal performance 
on comprehension and production tasks. However, in old age, bilingualism has been shown 
to enhance executive functioning and even protect the latter against age-related declines [74]. 

Thus, it is entirely possible that the effects of biculturalism on the human brain will be found 
to resemble those currently attributed to bilingualism.

Rarely, bilingualism is fully balanced (i.e., speakers who are equally and entirely fluent in both 
languages). Most bilingualism is unbalanced since the first language (L1), whose acquisition 
has usually occurred early in life, is more dominant than the second language (L2). Studies 
have shown that in highly proficient bilinguals, largely overlapping brain areas are activated 
by the two languages, even in spite of differences in age of acquisition [75–77]. Our partici-
pants’ use and knowledge of Arabic and English can be described as illustrating unbalanced  
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bilingualism with Arabic being the dominant language, learned at an early stage in life and 
spoken in a wide variety of contexts, and English being more likely to be linked to formal 
education and peers’ social networks. Thus, it is interesting that even unbalanced bilingual-
ism permits the activation of opposing cultural schemas, each related to one of the languages 

that the speaker is currently using. It is reasonable to expect languages to preserve their func-

tional utility and coexist as largely distinct entities in the speakers’ minds if each language 
is attached to cultural norms and values relevant to the speaker’s community. It is the task 
of future research to determine the extent to which the same pattern may be obtained with 
less proficient bilinguals. Similarly, it is an open question whether our findings may general-
ize to older participants, males, participants whose financial resources are less plentiful, and 
those who live in countries of the Arab world where industrialization has been accompa-

nied by a more visible relaxation of traditional norms. For instance, it may be of interest to 
determine whether differences in the extent to which young adults of several Arab countries 
are connected to their families financially (i.e., monetary reliance), emotionally (i.e., need for 
family approval), and functionally (i.e., sharing of daily routines; [78]) translate into differ-

ences in self-efficacy beliefs, either general or related to specific domains of knowledge and 
practice. Lastly, important to note is that cultural differences, which are observed with explicit 
self-appraisal measures, tend to be less likely to be observed with implicit measures, such as 
the Implicit Association Test [79]. Thus, results reflected in explicit self-appraisal measures, 
such as ours, may be merely inflated by self-presentation practices and concerns [80] or be 

the undiluted expression of such practices and concerns. Methodological issues besides the 
explicit versus implicit nature of the assessment measure will also need to be considered 
in future research (e.g., comparisons involving bilingual individuals or different groups of 
monolingual individuals).
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