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People are more likely to believe things that are easier to process (McGlone & Tofighbakhsh, 
2000; Reber & Schwarz, 1999). For example, people are more likely to believe trivia statements 
when they are written in clearer color contrast (Reber & Schwarz, 1999). This has implications 
for interactions between native and non-native speakers since foreign-accented speech is 
harder to process than native speech even when it is fully understood (Munro & Derwing, 1995). 
Indeed, prior research has shown that people believe information less when it is delivered in a 
foreign accent rather than a native accent (Lev-Ari & Keysar, 2010), presumably because of the 
greater processing difficulty. The latter finding, however, has not always been replicated 
(Stocker, 2017). Furthermore, there is no direct evidence that the bias against non-native 
speakers stems from greater processing difficulty. Here we show that by exposing people to 
Polis-accented English we reduce their tendency to distrust information delivered in Polish-
accented English. Furthermore, we show that the reduction in bias is fully mediated by 
improvement in comprehension of Polish-accented speech. 

While foreign-accented speech is harder to process (Munro & Derwing, 1995), this difficulty can 
be alleviated by exposure (Clarke & Garrett, 2004). Furthermore, exposure to several foreign-
accented speakers can improve comprehension of other speakers with the same accent 
(Bradlow & Bent, 2008) and even of speakers with similar accents (Baese-Berk et al., 2013). 
This suggests that exposing listeners to foreign-accented speech should facilitate their 
comprehension of that accent, and consequently, reduce their bias against non-native speakers 
with that accent. 

To test whether exposure to accent can reduce the bias against its speakers, two-hundred and 
twenty native speakers of British English participated in the study. First, participants listened to 
8 short stories and answered simple comprehension questions about them. Critically, the stories 
were told by either native speakers of British English or Polish-accented speakers of English. 
Next all participants listened to 50 trivia statements (e.g., An ostrich’s eye is bigger than its 
brain) and estimated their truth value on a continuous 100-point scale ranging from False to 
True. Each trivia statement had two versions, one recorded by a native speaker and one by a 
Polish-accented speaker, but each participant heard only one version of each statement. 
Statements were presented in random order and each participant heard half of the statements 
in native accent and half in foreign accent. At the end of the experiment, all participants were 
tested on their comprehension of Polish-accented English by transcribing a few sentences 
produced by the Polish-accented speakers. 

Participants’ truth-ratings were analyzed with a mixed effects regression analysis. Results 
showed that participants believed statements more when they were produced in a native rather 
than a foreign accent (β=22.26, SE=2.40, t=9.29), but that this effect interacted with Exposure 
(β=-7.71, SE=3.21, t=-2.40), such that participants who were exposed to Polish accent in the 
Exposure phase showed significantly smaller bias (See Figure 1). Furthermore, participants 
exposed to Polish accent performed better in the accent comprehension task (β=2.58, SE=0.21, 
t=12.36, p<0.001; See Figure 2), and a mediation test using the mediation package in R 
(Tingley et al., 2014) revealed that the improvement in accent comprehension accounted for 
90.1% of the effect of Exposure on truth judgment. 

The results of this study show that the relative difficulty of understanding foreign-accented 
speech leads to believing it less, but that this bias can be reduced by exposure to that foreign 
accent. This study is the first to provide direct evidence for the role of processing difficulty in the 
bias against non-native speakers. It thus illustrates how cognitive processes involved in 
language processing as well as language-based interventions can have social consequences. 



Figure 1  

Figure 2   

References 

Baese-Berk, M. M., Bradlow, A. R., & Wright, B. A. (2013). Accent-independent adaptation to foreign 
accented speech. Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, 133, 3, EL174-EL180. 

Bradlow, A. R., & Bent, T. (2008). Perceptual adaptation to non-native speech. Cognition, 106, 2, 
707-729. 

Clarke, C. M., & Garrett, M. F. (2004). Rapid adaptation to foreign-accented English. The Journal of 
the Acoustical Society of America, 116, 3647–3658. 

Lev-Ari, S., & Keysar, B. (2010). Why don’t we believe non-native speakers? The influence of accent 
on credibility. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46, 6, 1093-1096. 

McGlone, M. S., & Tofighbakhsh, J. (2000). Birds of a feather flock conjointly(?):Rhyme as reason in 
aphorisms. Psychological Science, 11, 424−428 

Munro, M. J., & Derwing, T. G. (1995). Processing time, accent and comprehensibility in the 
perception of native and foreign-accented speech. Language and Speech, 38, 289–306. 

Reber, R., & Schwarz, N. (1999). Effects of perceptual fluency on judgments of truth. Consciousness 
and Cognition, 8, 338−342. 

Stocker, L. (2017). The Impact of Foreign Accent on Credibility : An Analysis of Cognitive Statement 
Ratings in a Swiss Context. Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, 46, 617-628. 

Tingley D., Yamamoto T., Hirose K., Keele L., & Imai K. (2014). Mediation: R Package for Causal 
Mediation Analysis. Journal of Statistical Software, 59, 5, 1–38. 


