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Abstract 
 

We explored the effects of language-based stigma on the relationship between native and non-

native speakers. In two studies we found that stigmatized non-native speakers experienced 

more negative interpersonal interactions, higher levels of intergroup threat, and reduced 

performance on an English test compared to non-native speakers who did not experience 

stigma. These effects were mediated by anxiety and moderated by prevention-related goals. 

Furthermore, native speakers perceived stigmatized (vs. not-stigmatized) speakers’ accents as 

stronger and their commitment to living in the host country as weaker. Our findings suggest 

that experiencing language-based stigma can: a) incite a stereotype threat response from non-

native speakers, and b) damage their relationship with native speakers on an interpersonal and 

intergroup level. 
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As immigration and mobility across national boundaries increase, so too have interactions 

between people of different cultures (Apfelbaum, Phillips, & Richeson, 2014). Most of these 

take place in English. Thanks in part to globalization and the pervasiveness of American 

culture, English has become the international language used in a number of spheres, including 

politics, commerce, defence, academia, the media, technology, and the internet (Phillipson, 

2003). As a result, people are learning and communicating in English more than ever before 

(see Crystal, 2003).  

 When native and non-native English speakers interact, language patterns become a 

salient means for social categorization (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010a; Neuliep & Speten-Hansen, 

2013; Pietraszewski & Schwartz, 2014). The presence of a non-native accent can mark the 

speaker as culturally dissimilar to their audience, or as a member of a potentially threatening 

out-group (Cosmides, Tooby, & Kurzban, 2003). Hence, for non-native speakers, language-

based categorizations often have negative implications (for a review, see Gluszek & Dovidio, 

2010a) and discrimination is rife (Flowerdew, 2008; Hosoda, Nguyen, & Stone-Romero, 2012; 

Zhao, Ondrich, & Yinger, 2006). As a result, non-native speakers are likely to find themselves 

at a disadvantage within the many settings where communicating in English is required. 

 Despite this evidence of language-based stigma, accent is rarely considered as a 

socially-significant devalued attribute in the stigma literature (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010a). 

Furthermore, the existing literature on accent perceptions has focused almost exclusively on 

the perspective of native speakers (for exceptions, see Derwing, 2003; Derwing & Rossiter, 

2002; Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010a; Moyer, 2004). To address the gap, we investigate the 

experience of language-based stigma from the perspective of non-native speakers. First, we 

establish that accented speech is perceived as a devaluing characteristic with consequences for 

one’s social relationships. Second, we investigate how non-native speakers manage this stigma 

through their own behavior. Finally, we examine whether – like in other forms of stigma – 



Birney et al. 

 

 

3 

coping strategies can be taxing and therefore impair individual and collective outcomes for the 

stigmatized.  

 

The Emergence of Language-based Stigma 

Language-based stigma is likely perpetuated by the widespread, yet erroneous belief that 

accents are controllable. Various developmental, cognitive, and socio-psychological factors 

make it nearly impossible to speak a non-native language with native-like pronunciation 

(Flege, Munro, & MacKay, 1995; Gluszek, Newheiser, & Dovidio, 2011; Moyer, 2004; Purcell 

& Suter, 1980). Yet, myths about the changeability of accents prevail (see Gluszek & Dovidio, 

2010a; Lippi-Green, 1997; Moyer, 2007), potentially fuelling the notion that accents can be 

modified. At the same time, native English speakers’ lack of competency in other languages 

means they often struggle to empathize with the experience of having a non-native accent 

(Hansen, Rakic, & Steffens, 2014). The popularity of accent reduction classes (Lippi-Green, 

1997) suggests that non-native speakers are not only aware of the negative stereotypes 

associated with their accent, but also motivated to invest time and money in the hope of 

eliminating it. 

Importantly, negative perceptions about an individual speaker may extend to intergroup 

stereotypes and attitudes (Harwood & Joyce, 2012). When a non-native accent is first detected, 

general negative evaluations of the speaker may emerge (Roessel, Schoel, & Stahlberg, 2017). 

However, presumptions about the speaker’s ethnicity and nationality are also routinely made, 

presumptions that might further perpetuate negative stereotypes about the national or ethnic 

group (Frumkin, 2007; Hosoda & Stone-Romero, 2010). For instance, a common 

categorization of non-native speakers is that of an ‘immigrant’ (see Dovidio & Gluszek, 2012) 

a group that, in most countries is generally disliked by the native population (Kessler & 

Freeman, 2005). Hence, between the biases associated with non-native accents generally 
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(Roessel et al., 2017) and the group membership that these accents often signify, when 

speaking with a non-native accent there is a strong chance of being negatively categorized (i.e., 

stigmatized) by perceivers.  

These perceptions are overlaid, and reinforced, by status differences between native 

and non-native accented speakers. When interaction takes place in the native speaker’s home 

country, their higher status position relative to non-native speaking immigrants (Geschke, 

Mummendey, Kessler, & Funke, 2010) means that the latter may try, and be expected to, 

imitate the accent of the former (Giles, 2016; Giles, Mulac, Bradac, & Johnson, 1987; see also 

Gregory & Webster, 1996; Hamers & Blanc, 1989). When non-native speakers, perhaps 

inevitably, fail at this endeavour, negative feelings, like suspicion or intergroup threat, may 

ensue (Lev-Ari & Keysar, 2010). This further embeds the stigmatization of non-native accents. 

 

Consequences of Language-Based Stigma 

To the extent that non-native speakers are aware of the stigma of their speech, they may 

experience stereotype threat (Paladino et al., 2009). Steele and Aronson (1995) coined the term 

after demonstrating that African-American students performed worse on a test when they were 

told it was diagnostic of their intellectual abilities (making salient the stereotype that “blacks 

are not intelligent”) compared to when the test was presented as a basic problem-solving 

exercise. Since then, over 300 studies have demonstrated that stereotype threat is relevant for 

a wide variety of negatively stereotyped groups and performance contexts (e.g., Hess & 

Hinson, 2006; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Stone, 2002).  

Although the processes behind stereotype threat are multiple (Schmader, Johns, & 

Forbes, 2008), awareness of negative stereotypes is thought to increase the mental and 

emotional burden on targets in the performance setting. This impedes their ability on the focal 

task, and potentially discourages engagement in the task-domain in the longer term (see 
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Aronson & McGlone, 2009 for a review). One focal mediator of stereotype threat effects is 

feelings of anxiety (Blascovich, Spencer, Quinn, & Steele, 2001; Osborne, 2007). Anxiety has 

also been linked to (in)effective communication (Greene & Sparks, 1983), increased speech 

dis-fluency and tentative language in contexts where group stereotypes are relevant (McGlone 

& Pfiester, 2015), and impaired cross-group interactions (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Moreover, 

when stigmatized attributes are perceived as being within the person’s control – as is generally 

the case with non-native accents - targets may be especially fearful of social rejection and 

discrimination (Crandall & Moriarty, 2011; Feldman & Crandall, 2007) and therefore prone to 

anxiety when interacting with the non-stigmatized.  

Therefore, awareness of the negative stereotypes associated with one’s accent might 

trigger processes associated with stereotype threat. When accents become salient in a 

communicative setting – as they often do when native and non-native speakers interact – non-

native speakers might become anxious about eliciting negative evaluations from their 

communication partner based on their speech. To manage this threat, non-native speakers 

might attempt to communicate better. However, following the logic of stereotype threat 

research, and the effort involved in this response, underlying feelings of anxiety might actually 

interfere with speech, thereby reducing speakers’ ability to communicate effectively and 

clearly in English. 

 

Coping with Language-Based Stigma 

To cope with stigma, non-native speakers may attempt to adjust their accent. According to 

communication accommodation theory (Giles, 2016), speakers who want to distance 

themselves from their communication partner are likely to diverge their language by 

accentuating differences between their speech and the speech of their partner (Ball, Gallois, & 

Callan, 1989; Gallois, Franklyn-Stokes, Giles, & Coupland, 1988; Giles, Coupland, & 
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Coupland, 1991). Alternatively, speakers who aim to create a shared social identity with their 

communication partner are likely to converge (or, accommodate) towards their partner’s 

communicative behaviours (Giles, 1973; see also Echterhoff, Lang, Kramer, & Higgins, 2009). 

This could take the form of aligning one’s accent with native pronunciation or imitating phrases 

that are popular in the native language (Beebe & Giles, 1984). 

 Accommodated language is associated with positive outcomes for the speaker, 

including strong social bonds, and effective communication (Fussell & Krauss, 1989; Gallois, 

Ogay, & Giles, 2005; Echterhoff, Higgins, Kopietz, & Groll, 2008). However, these outcomes 

depend on the speech being seen as authentic rather than superficial or strategic (Gasiorek & 

Giles, 2012; Giles, Willemyns, Gallois, & Anderson, 2007; Simard, Taylor, & Giles, 1976). 

Because full language accommodation in a non-native language is near impossible (Moyer, 

2004), attempts by non-native speakers to successfully imitate native speech patterns are likely 

to fail. Such failure may ironically result in less positive perceptions from native speakers. 

Because these encounters are intergroup as much as they are interpersonal, any negative 

perceptions triggered might not refer just to the individual but also to their assumed group.  

 

The Present Research 

We explore two possible consequences of language-based stigma for non-native speakers. 

Drawing on the logic of stereotype threat, we consider how perceived stigma around one’s 

accent might interfere with the individual’s ability to communicate in English. Drawing on 

wider insights about communication in intergroup settings, we also consider how anticipated 

stigma might interfere with interpersonal and intergroup connections, and whether language-

accommodation is a successful strategy for counteracting these effects. Finally, we explore 

individual differences that might moderate the negative impacts of language-based stigma (see 

Study 2). 
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 We propose that language-based stigma will result in more active attempts to 

accommodate speech patterns towards native norms but less positive relations with native 

speakers. Drawing on the stereotype threat and intergroup contact literature, we also expect 

that intergroup anxiety will be a key mediator of the negative effect of language-based stigma 

on reduced abilities to communicate and on interpersonal and intergroup outcomes. In other 

words, we predict that the negative outcomes brought about by language-based stigma will be 

a result of the anxiety it elicits during interactions. 

 

Study 1 

In Study 1, we explore how perceived accent strength and perceived accent stigma are related 

to barriers for integrating with native speakers. Although accent strength and one’s perception 

of their accent are linked (stronger accents are generally perceived as less desirable; Gluszek 

& Dovidio, 2010a), the effect each of these parameters has on non-native speakers may be 

decidedly different. For instance, although speakers with strong accents are more vulnerable to 

language-based stigma (Nesdale & Rooney, 1996) and are more likely to experience 

difficulties communicating with native speakers (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010b), some speakers 

regard their accent as a positive trait that uniquely distinguishes them from others (Moyer, 

2007). As a result, these speakers may be more confident when communicating, and therefore 

have more constructive interactions with native speakers (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010a). Hence, 

in terms of the effects of language-based stigma, speakers’ subjective attitudes towards their 

stigmatized accent may be as important as their accent strength. 

 We predict that stronger accents and stronger perceptions of language-based stigma 

will be independently associated with the following: 

Hypothesis 1: A perceived lack of belonging among native speakers. 
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Hypothesis 2: More communication difficulties during interactions with native 

speakers. 

Hypothesis 3: A preference to associate with other non-native speakers as opposed to 

native speakers. 

Hypothesis 4: More reported attempts to accommodate their language patterns towards 

native norms. 

 

Method 

Participants and Design. An online questionnaire was distributed to 108 non-native speaking 

students and staff at a British University. Participants (Mage=25.97, SD=7.94) represented 40 

countries and had been living in the U.K. for an average of 18 months. Participants consisted of 31 

males and 75 females (2 unspecified) and were offered the chance to enter a prize draw for one of 

five £20 gift vouchers.   

 

Materials and Procedure. The questionnaire stated that researchers were interested in the 

experience of speaking English with a non-native accent while living in the U.K. The word 

“accent” was defined to participants as any phonetic difference between their speech patterns and 

those of a British person. After agreeing to take part in the study, participants were asked to rate 

the strength of their accent from 1 (no accent) to 7 (very strong accent). All subsequent measures 

used a similar Likert-type response scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree). 

 

Measurement. All measures were developed by the researchers and can be found in full in 

Appendix A. Six items measured participant’ attitudes about their accent (e.g., “I wish that I 

did not speak English with an accent”; α =.68) and three items measured their perception that 
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having an accent is a barrier to feeling a sense of belonging (e.g., “It would be easier to fit into 

British life if I did not speak with an accent”; α =.83). Six further items measured the perception 

that their non-native accent is a barrier when communicating (e.g., “Having an accent makes 

communicating with British people more difficult”; α =.87) while five items measured 

participants’ preference for associating with other non-British people over British people (e.g., 

“Since arriving in the U.K, I spend most of my time with others from the same part of the world 

as I am from”; α = .83). Finally, six items assessed whether participants tend to accommodate 

their language towards native speech patterns, (e.g., “When I hear British people speak, I try 

to imitate them”; α =.74) (see Table S1 for correlation coefficients). 

 

Results and Discussion 

Supporting H1 and H2 (and replicating previous research; Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010b), we 

found that accent strength was positively associated with a lack of belonging among the native 

population, r(106)=.244, p=.012, and with perceived difficulties communicating with native 

speakers, r(108)=.422, p <.001. However, each of these variables was more strongly associated 

with accent attitudes – that is, one’s subjective perception of accent-related stigma 

(r(106)=.281, p=.004; r(108)=.484, p<.001). H3 and H4 were partially supported: The more 

negatively participants felt about their accent the more they preferred to associate with other 

non-native speakers, r(104)=.194, p=.048, and the more they reported accommodating their 

language towards native norms r(102) =.205; p =.039. There was no relationship between 

accent strength and either social preferences or reported attempts to accommodate, rs<-.074, 

ps>.452. 

 Because accent strength was positively associated with negative attitudes towards 

having an accent, r(106)=.267, p=.006, we computed partial correlations between the two 

variables to test if the relationship between accent attitudes and each of the outcome variables 
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was independent of the reported accent strength. When controlling for accent strength all of 

the previously described relationships held: The more negatively participants felt about their 

accent, the more they perceived their accent as a barrier to belonging, r(101)=.233, p=.018, the 

more difficulties they reported when communicating, r(103)=.425, p<.001, the more they 

preferred to associate with non-native speakers, r(101)=.206, p=.037, and the more they 

reported accommodating towards native speech patterns, r(99)=.243, p=.014, regardless of 

how strong they perceived their accent to be. When accent attitudes were controlled for, the 

relationship between accent strength and lacking a sense of belonging also remained 

significant, r(101)=.209, p=.038, as did the relationship between accent strength and 

communication difficulties, r(101)=.364, p< .001. 

 These results suggest that perceiving language-based stigma has consequences for the 

individual and their relationships, and that these consequences are not merely attributable to 

simple perceptions of one’s actual accent strength. Furthermore, the positive association 

between accent attitudes and language accommodation supports our premise that minimizing 

one’s accent may be a strategy employed by non-native speakers to cope with language-based 

stigma. However, the correlational nature of the data means we cannot discount the premise 

that the experience of being excluded by native speakers might result in negative attitudes 

about one’s accent. There is also the possibility that these variables are not directly related but 

mutually determined by a lack of confidence in speaking. Furthermore, because our measure 

of accent strength relied on participants’ perceptions, it is invariably affected by the extent to 

which they perceive their accent as problematic, as demonstrated by the significant relationship 

between negative accent perceptions and stronger accents. To address these limitations, we 

moved to an experimental design in Study 2. 
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Study 2 

In Study 2, we simulate an experience with stigma by asking non-native speakers to converse 

with a native speaker (a British confederate) after receiving either negative feedback or positive 

feedback about their accent. Because Study 1 indicated that negative accent attitudes were 

somewhat independent of actual accent strength, we were confident we could induce a sense 

of language-based stigma even among a relatively proficient sample. Based on the positive 

association between negative accent attitudes and feeling a lack of belonging among native 

speakers observed in Study 1 and the previous literature on stereotype threat, we expect the 

following:  

 

Hypothesis 1: Experiencing language-based stigma will result in less positive 

interpersonal and intergroup relations. 

Hypothesis 2: Experiencing language-based stigma will impair speaker’s language 

abilities 

Hypothesis 3: All consequences of language-based stigma will be indirectly affected 

by feelings of anxiety. 

Hypothesis 4: Experiencing language-based stigma will result in unsuccessful attempts 

to imitate native norms.  

 

 Although we expect language-based stigma to result in a broadly negative pattern of 

outcomes, we are also aware that not all speakers will be equally disposed towards feeling 

anxious in response to stigma. Research suggests a range of factors that can moderate 

individual reactions to group-based stigma (see Barreto, 2014). One of these factors is the 

speakers’ individual specific goal orientation. According to regulatory focus theory, 

individuals can be distinguished by their orientation towards promotion or prevention goals 
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(Higgins, 1998). Promotion focused individuals generally engage in behaviors aimed at 

attaining positive outcomes while prevention focused individuals center their actions around 

avoiding negative consequences. These goal orientations have been found to have implications 

for the cognitions, emotions, and behaviors of individuals where stigma is relevant. For 

example, studies have shown that pursuing prevention (versus promotion) goals can be 

depleting when White individuals interact with a Black experimenter (Trawalter & Richeson, 

2006), and that pursuing promotion (versus prevention) goals can facilitate positive interaction 

behaviors when stigmatized targets interact with a higher-status partner (Newheiser, Barreto, 

Ellemers, Derks, & Scheepers, 2015).  

Following this, we reasoned that individual goal orientations might moderate the 

disruptive effects of language-based stigma. Specifically, we expected that any anxieties 

triggered by the activation of language-based stigma should be particularly strong for those 

focused towards prevention goals. Because avoiding rejection from the non-stigmatized out-

group is ultimately a prevention goal, those focused towards prevention are more likely to react 

to information that suggests that the attainment of this goal is unlikely (in this case, the stigma 

manipulation).  

 

Hypothesis 5: Speakers highly orientated towards prevention goals may be particularly 

prone to experience anxiety following the exposure to language-based stigma than for 

those whom such goals are unimportant.  

 

Method 

Participants and Design. Fifty-six non-native English speakers (Mage=21.69, SD=2.89) completed 

the study. Participants (40 females and 16 males) represented 22 countries, reported 23 different 
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native languages, and had been living in the U.K. for an average of 1.87 years. All were completing 

degrees at university level taught in English.  

 Participants were recruited via an email advertisement offering £5 for having one’s 

voice recorded. The advertisement stated that researchers in Psychology were collecting 

recordings of people speaking in English and participants who speak with a non-native accent 

were needed. The study used a between-subjects design with two experimental conditions 

(negative vs. positive feedback).  

 

Procedure. 

Ethics. The experiment received approval from the Psychology Ethics Committee at the first 

author’s previous institution. As stipulated by the committee, all participants were debriefed in 

person as well as given a letter outlining the purpose of the research. Participants were 

encouraged to ask questions and express any concerns, and were given a fact sheet outlining 

the positive aspects of speaking with a non-native accent to take home. 

 

Part 1. Before arriving in the lab, participants were asked to complete an online questionnaire 

consisting of demographic questions and items measuring regulatory focus. The study itself took 

place in two labs located adjacent to one another. Upon arrival, participants were asked to read an 

information sheet about a (fake) software programme called “iSpeak”, which, they were told, had 

proven effective in improving the language skills of students learning English. They were also told 

that the programme relies on over 400,000 recordings of people speaking in different accents and 

that it works by comparing pronunciations of words and analysing them. Participants learned that 

iSpeak’s database had been effective in helping psychologists determine factors associated with 

the prejudice and discrimination of certain accents, and that recent research using the programme 

had revealed that these evaluations are largely independent of accent strength, relying instead on 
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how words are pronounced (see Appendix B). The latter information was considered important to 

make the subsequent feedback meaningful to all participants regardless of their own perceived 

accent strength. Participants were told that psychologists were working with iSpeak’s 

manufacturers to investigate how the software could be used to predict people’s experiences in the 

U.K. based on their speech patterns.  

 Participants were asked to record their speech twice for iSpeak’s database: Once by 

themselves and once while having a conversation with another participant (i.e., the 

confederate), who they were told was a native English speaker. In the first recording, 

participants read 10 sentences out loud so that their speech patterns could be analyzed by 

iSpeak. An example of these sentences included “Eating good food brightens my mood.” Once 

the experimenter had supposedly run the analysis on the recording, the participant waited 

several minutes while their (fake) personal speech profile was uploaded and printed. The 

profile given to participants served as the language-based stigma manipulation. 

Each profile stated that iSpeak categorizes speakers into either the “crystal group” or 

the “cloud group.” Participants allocated to the crystal group (cloud group) were told that their 

accent was likely perceived favorably (unfavorably) by native speakers. They were also told 

that accent reduction classes were not (were) recommended and received a number of 

predictions such as “Chances are low (high) that you will experience discrimination while 

living in the U.K.” All participants were told that they were highly typical of their respective 

group (see Appendix C). Thus, depending on the feedback they received, participants were 

induced to anticipate low (versus high) stigma related to their accent. 

 After reading their profile, participants completed a questionnaire measuring their 

perceptions of their accent. This served as the manipulation check. The experimenter then 

asked the participant to follow her into the adjacent lab to have a conversation with the ‘other 

participant’ (the native-speaking British confederate) who was waiting in the lab. The 
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experimenter explained to both ‘participants’ that they should speak naturally about being a 

student and that their conversation would be recorded for iSpeak’s database. Each conversation 

lasted between four and five minutes. The confederate (a female student, blind to condition) 

always volunteered to start the conversation. Her main aim was to ensure that the conversation 

was two-sided, with participants speaking at least as much as she was. Afterwards, the 

participant returned to the original lab and completed a second questionnaire (which measured 

perceptions of the confederate, meta-perceptions, intergroup threat, attempts to accommodate 

language, and anxiety) and took a brief English comprehension test.  

 

Part 2. Three female, white-British, native English-speaking psychology students, listened to 

the 56 conversations that took place between the confederate and each participant. Blind to the 

experimental conditions and unaware of the study’s purpose, they listened to the recordings in 

a different randomized order over three two-hour periods. Each student was paid £75 for their 

time. After each recording, the raters completed a questionnaire assessing their attitudes 

towards each participant, as well as their perceptions of each participant’s accent strength, 

attempts to accommodate, and commitment to living in the U.K. 

 

Materials. 

Non-native Speakers’ Measures. Participants gave their responses using a single Likert-type 

response scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Responses to all items within 

each scale were averaged to form a single scale score. A comprehensive list of the items used 

can be found in Appendix D. 

 Prevention focus was measured using eight items adapted from Lockwood, Jordan, and 

Kunda’s (2002) Prevention Scale1 (e.g., “I am focused on preventing negative events in my 

life”; α=.74)  
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Following the feedback from iSpeak, a manipulation check scale consisting of fifteen 

items assessed participants’ attitudes towards their accent (α=.94; “I do not like that I speak 

English with an accent”).  

After the interaction, two scales assessed participants’ perceptions of the confederate. 

Four items measured participants’ general attitudes toward her (e.g., “The other participant 

seems like someone I would like to get to know”; α=.78), while five items measured meta-

perceptions (e.g., “I felt that the other participant liked me”; α=.73). Intergroup threat was 

measured using 11 items adapted from Maddux, Galinsky, Cuddy, and Polifroni’s (2008) 

Realistic Treat scale (“Non-British people living in the U.K. deserve to have more power than 

they currently do”; α=.88;). Six items measured anxiety (“I experience little anxiety when I 

speak to native English speakers” (recoded); α=.72) and eight items measured accommodation 

(“When I am around native English speaker, I try my best to hide my accent”; α=.81, see also 

Appendix E). Finally, participants took a short English test consisting of two approximately 

four-minute recordings (TOEFL iBT Test Sample Questions, 2013), followed by questions 

assessing participants’ comprehension of its content. The number of correct responses out of 

11 questions was used to measure performance.  

 

Native Speakers’ Perspective Measures. Raters were asked to assess the strength of each 

participant’s accent from 1(very weak) to 7(very strong) (α=.86). Unless otherwise indicated, 

all other scales used a single Likert-type response scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree). The level of agreement between the three raters was assessed using intraclass 

correlation coefficient (two-way mixed model with absolute agreement). All items with alpha 

levels of less than .60 were dropped from the analysis and remaining items were averaged to 

from reliable scales (McGraw & Wong, 1996).   



Birney et al. 

 

 

17 

 Five items measured perceptions of participants’ attempts to accommodate their accent 

towards the confederate (e.g., “The participant tried to pronounce words in a British way”; 

α=94) while another five items assessed attitudes toward each participant (e.g., “I would be 

happy to have the participant as my neighbor” α=.97). Raters were then asked to estimate both 

the length of time each participant had been living in the U.K and the length of time each 

participant intended to stay in the U.K., on a scale from 1 (less than 5 months) to 7 (over 15 

years). These two items were averaged to form a scale measuring perceived commitment to 

living in the U.K. (r(56)=.79, p<.001). 

 

Results and Discussion  

Consistent with the intention of the manipulation, participants given negative feedback about their 

speech patterns reported feeling worse about their accent than participants given positive feedback, 

t(53)=2.67, p=.010. d=.73, CI95[.1699, 1.2619]. 

 

Target Perceptions. Supporting H1 and H2, the results demonstrate that language-based stigma 

can have a number of detrimental effects on its targets. Speakers exposed to the stigma 

manipulation had less positive attitudes towards the confederate, t(54)=2.24, p=.029, d=.60 

CI95[.0604 1.1319], less positive meta-perceptions, t(54)=2.64, p=.011, d=.70, CI95[.1613, 1.2417], 

experienced more intergroup threat, t(51)=2.10, p=.041, d=.58, CI95[.0235, 1.1235], more anxiety 

t(54)=2.53, p=.015, d=.67, CI95[.1328, 1.2109], and had lower scores on the English 

comprehension test, t(54)=2.30, p=.025, d=.61, CI95[.0755, 1.1484] than non-stigmatized speakers. 

Means and standard deviations are presented in Table 1.  
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<Insert Table 1 Here> 

 

Consistent with previous research on stereotype threat and supporting H3, all of these 

effects were indirectly affected by anxiety. A bootstrapping analysis conducted using the 

PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012), revealed that participants given negative feedback about their 

accent reported more anxiety when speaking English, b=.76, SE=.30, t(54)=2.53, p=.015, and 

this indirectly resulted in more negative attitudes towards the confederate, b=-.25, SE=.10, 

t(53)=2.43, p=.019, CI95[-.5002, -.0158], more negative meta-perceptions, b=-.55, SE=.09, 

t(53)=6.42, p< .001, CI95[-.8165, -.1007], higher perceptions of intergroup threat, b=.51, 

SE=.12, t(50)=4.18, p<.001, CI95[.1026, .8021], and a lower score on the English test, b=-.60, 

SE=.25, t(53)=2.40, p=.020, CI95[-1.2101, -.0913], than participants given positive feedback 

about their accent.  

The effect of receiving negative feedback on increased anxiety was particularly 

pronounced for participants with high (rather than low) prevention focus (supporting H5). After 

centering the prevention variable and computing the feedback-by-prevention interaction term 

(Aiken & West, 1991), the two predictors and the interaction term were entered into a 

simultaneous regression model. The interaction between feedback and prevention focus was 

significant, b=-.77, SE=.32, t(51)=2.40, p=.020. Simple slopes analysis was performed to test 

the association between feedback and anxiety at low (+1 SD above the mean) and high (-1 SD 

below the mean) levels of prevention focus: feedback was only related to anxiety when 

participants’ prevention focus was high, b=-1.42, SE=.39, t(51)=3.66, p=.001. When 

participants’ prevention focus was low, there was no association between feedback and anxiety, 

b=-.08, SE=.39, t(51)=0.20, p=.841. 
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<Insert Figure 1 Here> 

 

Given that prevention focus moderated the effects of feedback on anxiety, we explored 

the possibility that anxiety would mediate the relationship between feedback and outcomes 

among participants who were high (rather than low) in prevention focus orientation only 

(Figure 1). This model was tested via the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012), Model 7 using the 

default 1000 bootstrap resamples. For all four outcome variables the indirect effect through 

anxiety was only significant when participants were highly prevention focused, but not when 

participants were low in prevention focus (Table 2).  

 

<Insert Table 2 Here> 

 

Observer Perceptions. Although there was no effect on either perceived effort to accommodate 

or on attitudes towards the speaker, ts<1.29, ps >.2023, stigmatized speakers were rated as 

having stronger accents, t(54)=2.19, p=.033, d=.58, CI95[.0470, 1.1177], and as being less 

committed to living in the U.K., t(41.48)=2.81, p=.008, d=.75, CI95[.2056, .1.2906] than non-

stigmatized speakers. This result is consistent with stereotype threat: focusing on one’s 

performance (i.e., speech) after receiving negative feedback may have impaired speakers’ 

conversational abilities during the interaction, making their accent stronger than it might 

normally have been.  

 

Accommodation. Our expectation that stigmatized speakers would accommodate their 

language patterns towards British norms (H4) was not supported. Given the evidence that 

stigmatized speakers did alter their language patterns (e.g. native speakers rated their accents 
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as stronger than non-stigmatized speakers), it is possible that receiving negative feedback led 

to disruptions in speech fluency. Recent work has demonstrated that difficulty in processing 

language (due to interruptions in fluency) may help to determine native speakers’ evaluations 

of non-native speakers (Dragojevic, Giles, Beck, & Tatum, 2017). Hence, it may have been 

that the differences in accent strength noted by the native speaking raters was actually a result 

of breaks (e.g. pauses, false starts) in stigmatized participants’ speech, rather than because of 

failed attempts to accommodate. 

 

Limitations. Results indicate that non-native speakers experience negative consequences 

specific to language-based stigma. However, we cannot discount the possibility that the 

consequences observed may be due to the fact that participants had received negative feedback 

generally or because they inferred that their ethnicity was the actual basis for discrimination. 

While the manipulation was designed to ensure that participants would associate the feedback 

given with their speech patterns specifically (and the manipulation check indicated that this 

was successful), future research should seek to fully eliminate these possibilities. In addition, 

given the relatively small samples used in this study, it is also imperative that these effects are 

replicated independently to confirm the disruptive effects of language-based stigma.  

 

Conclusion 

The two studies reported in this paper establish that for non-native speakers of English: (1) 

accented speech is a potentially devaluing characteristic, and (2) perceiving and anticipating 

language-based stigma has personal, interpersonal and intergroup consequences. This glimpse 

into the experience of language-based stigma from the perspective of non-native speakers 

extends previous research on accent perception. Importantly, we demonstrate that non-native 

speakers are not only aware of the negative attitudes associated with their accent but are 
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adversely affected by them. Like other stigmas, language-based stigma tends to evoke feelings 

of anxiety and impair both the cognitive abilities of its targets and their relationships with out-

group members. 
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Notes 

1. We also measured promotion focus as part of the scale. However, there were no significant 

results involving promotion focus when this was substituted as part of the analysis. 

2. Because we wanted to ensure the robustness of our analysis due to our fairly small sample 

size, we ran a bootstrapped analysis on all of our t-tests.  

3. To establish that there was a reliable effect of condition across the multiple DVs in Study 

2 (and to reduce the possibility of a Type 1 error occurring), we ran a MANOVA on both 
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the target and observer DVs. With the exception of the manipulation check (i.e. accent 

perception), all DVs measuring the target’s perspective were included: F(6,46) = 2.00, p 

= .086. On the observer side, the analysis included all four of the DVs measuring the 

observer’s perspective: F(4,51) = 2.11, p = .093. These marginal effects, as well as the 

number of tests involved, increase the importance of confirmatory studies to be confident 

in our effects.  

4. Although not predicted, we did consider the possibility that the other DVs (i.e. perceptions 

of the confederate, her group, and stereotype threat) could also mediate the effect on 

observers’ perceptions. However, none of them did. 
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for all Dependent Measures  

                                                                                                               Feedback 

  Positive Negative  

  M SD M SD t 

Non-Native Speaker DVs Accent Perception  3.16 1.40 4.09 1.15 2.67* 

 Positive Attitude - Confederate 5.19 .86 4.65 .93 2.24* 

 Meta-Perceptions 4.57 .91 3.90 1.00 2.64* 

 Accommodation 4.38 1.30 4.67 .93 0.98 

 Anxiety 2.94 1.06 3.70 1.20 2.53* 

 Intergroup Threat 2.95 1.15 3.59 1.07 2.10* 

 English Test Score 9.18 2.02 7.86 2.27 2.30* 

Native Speaker DVs Perceived Accent Strength 4.18 1.52 4.95 1.09 2.19* 

 Perceived Accommodation 5.41 .85 5.13 .77 1.29 

 Positive Attitude - Participant 4.06 1.30 3.60 1.18 1.38 

 Perceived Commitment to UK 3.15 .88 2.62 .47 2.81* 

Note. * = p < . 05 

 

 

Table 2. Conditional Indirect Effects of Language-based Stigma via Anxiety  

on Outcome Variables at Low and High Prevention Focus 

 Low Prevention High Prevention 

 95% CI 95% CI 

Attitudes - Confederate .1189 -.1795 .0830 .9006 

Meta-Perceptions -.3589 .5252 .2956 1.4014 

Intergroup Threat -.2903 .4464 -1.5993 -.4430 

English Test Score -.3792 .5421 .1624 1.9573 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model summarizing PROCESS analysis for targets. All indirect and 

conditional effects are significant. 
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