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Does the language we speak shape the attitudes that emerge? Bilingual 
subjects provide a unique opportunity to answer this question. They allow 
us to examine whether the same attitude, toward the same attitude objects, 
arises when a test is administered in each of their fluent languages.  Research 
with bilingual populations has shown greater emotional engagement when 
testing with one’s native or first language (L1) compared to a language acquired 
later in life (L2). Not only do bilinguals prefer L1 for emotional expression 
(Dewaele, 2004a,b), but those using L1 report more arousal when reading 
emotion-laden language (Hsu, Jacobs, & Conrad, 2015; Harris, 2004; Harris, 
Aycicegi, & Gleason, 2003), and describe traumatic memories and symptoms 
of psychological disorders with greater intensity (Schwanberg, 2014; Schrauf 
& Rubin, 2000; 2004), compared to L2. 

In the process of further exploring the previously obtained Language in 
Use effect (Danziger & Ward, 2010; Ogunnaike, Dunham, & Banaji, 2010), we 
discovered a novel First Language Effect: the magnitude of positive implicit 
preferences is stronger for the social group or culture associated with one’s 
first language.  That is, for a Spanish-English bilingual where Spanish is LI and 
English is L2, greater preference is shown for Hispanic over White individuals. 
As this effect was unanticipated, we replicate this pattern in two additional 
bilingual populations. 

Method

Introduction Study 1: Spanish-English Bilinguals

Study 2: Mandarin-English Bilinguals

Study 3: Portuguese-English Bilinguals
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Discussion

Participants and materials: 
• 117 Mandarin-English Bilinguals (Mage = 24; 65.8% Female)
• Primary Childhood language: 66% Mandarin, 17% Both, 9% English
• Test category labels: “American”  – symbols of American culture; 
“Chinese” – symbols of Chinese culture

• Test attributes: “Good” same as Experiment 1 [Mandarin 
translations]; “Bad”: same as Experiment 1 [Mandarin translations]

 Results:
• First Language Effect emerged

• L1= Portuguese participants showed implicit attitudes favoring “Brazilian” 
over “American” (DEnglish= .478, DPortuguese = .478) 

• L1= English participants showed implicit attitudes favoring “American” 
over “Brazilian” (DEnglish= -.372, DPortuguese = -.366)

Participants and materials: 
•  100  Portuguese-English Bilinguals (Mage 
= 28; 63% Female)

• Primary Childhood language: 68% 
Portuguese, 7% Both, 19% English

• Completed IATs in Portuguese and 
English 

• Test category labels: symbols of 
American and Brazilian culture

• Test attributes: Same as Experiment 1

• Bilinguals completed two identically translated Implicit Association 
Tests (IATs) in both of their fluent languages

• IAT measured associations between cultural categories (e.g. “Chinese”, 
"American") and the attributes “Good” and “Bad”

• Questions about linguistic and cultural history:

•  Please rate how well you speak [Language]. 
•  At what age did you begin to hear spoke [Language]?
•   What language did you speak at home during childhood?
•  What language do you currently speak at home?
•  How much have you been exposed to [Language] culture? 

Participants and materials: 
•  296 Spanish-English Bilinguals (Mage = 24.4; 69.6% Female)
• Childhood language: 42.33% Spanish, 17.91% Both, 35.14% English
• Completed IATs in Spanish and English
• Test category labels: “White” [Blanco] – White names and faces; 
“Hispanic” [Hispano] – Hispanic names and faces

• Test attributes: “Good” [Bueno] e.g. Joy, Love, Peace,[Alegría, Amor, 
Paz]; “Bad” [Malo] e.g. Agony, Terror, Evil [Agonía, Terror, Maldad]

Results:
• Significant First Language Effect:

• When the IAT was 
administered in Mandarin 
(F(2, 106) = 5.31, p= .006) and 
English (F(2, 106) = 14.49, 
p<.0001), implicit preference 
differed significantly by first 
language(s) spoken

• L1= Mandarin participants showed implicit attitudes favoring 
“Chinese” over “American” (DEnglish= .365, DMandarin= .365) 

• L1= English participants showed an insignificant preference for 
“English” over “Chinese”” (DEnglish= -.294, DMandarin=  -.054) 

Results:
• First Language Effect emerged:  

• L1= English participants showed 
implicit attitudes favoring “White” over 
“Hispanic” (DEnglish= .294, DSpanish= .171) 

• L1= Spanish participants showed 
implicit attitudes favoring “Hispanic” 
over “White” (DEnglish= -.119, DSpanish= 
-.198)

IAT in Mandarin IAT in English

What is the First Language Effect?
The First Language Effect describes the finding that implicit preferences 
towards cultural groups aligned with bilingual participants’ earliest 
childhood language.

• First Language Effect occurred regardless of the language of IAT   Across large samples from three unique bilingual populations, we used 
Implicit Association Tests to explore how a bilingual’s first language influences 
their implicit preferences towards social groups. We find that bilinguals display 
greater implicit positive attitudes towards the group associated with L1 culture, 
as compared to L2 culture, denoted the  First  Language Effect. This reliably 
obtained result shows that first language imposes  a  strong affective influence 
later in life, even when L2 is the more dominant language in adulthood. 
  The  First  Language Effect is consistent with contemporary theories of 
affective linguistic conditioning to explain the heightened emotionality of L1 
(Pavlenko, 2005). As opposed to L2, which is often learned later and in an 
instructed setting, languages learned naturalistically, via social interactions, 
appear to create deeper affective associations to the culture and groups 
associated with that language. The mechanisms by which this happens are 
unknown, but hypotheses may be generated that implicate early emotional 
bonds to people, places, and events that co-occur in development with first 
language.   
  While the present project provides strong evidence for the First Language 
Effect, work with bilinguals is inherently  complicated  and  caveats  must be 
retained until further research is conducted. Bilingual participants vary in 
their levels of proficiency, acculturation, and the age and contexts in which the 
languages were learned, all of which have been identified as factors mediating 
the relationship between language and emotion (DeWaele, 2010). Future work 
should further examine the role of these factors on implicit preferences and 
explore how these preferences influence behaviors towards their respective 
social groups.


