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Foreign Language Effect on the Judgment of Bullshit: Interplay of 

Language, Emotions and Meaning 

 

Abstract 

Foreign language effect (FLE) refers to the observed differences in responding to 

judgment and decision-making problems presented in native (L1) or foreign language (L2). The 

present research aimed to investigate whether L2 use could impact the judgment of bullshit, and, 

provided that the impact is observed, if the mechanisms behind the FLE could rely on 

emotionality. Bullshit is a form of meaningless material that is grammatically and syntactically 

correct, and has been studied in empirical psychology. We conducted two studies with 

participants differing in L2 proficiency. The participants were instructed to evaluate the 

profoundness of positive, negative, and neutral bullshit and mundane statements in their L1 and 

L2. The results suggest that people are more prone to accept the profundity of emotionally charged 

bullshit, whereas L2 use mostly impacts the judgment of less proficient speakers – it could 

diminish their ability to detect neutral nonsense and refute the profundity of negative mundane 

statements. This implies the dependence of FLE on valence, meaning, and their interaction. We 

discuss findings within Dual Process accounts of reasoning, noting that both emotional 

involvement and using a L2 lead to quick, intuitive processing. Therefore, to sound profound, use 

emotional words or a foreign language! 

 

Keywords: Foreign Language Effect, Bullshit, Emotional Processing, Meaning, Dual Process 

Theory 
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Introduction 

In today’s globalized world, most people speak and actively use more than one language 

daily. In Europe, for example, over half of the population (54%) can speak a foreign language 

well enough to converse (Corporate authors, 2012). This implies that many people process 

information, judge and make decisions in a language they are not fully proficient in. Because 

decisions, both minor and significant, play a crucial role in shaping our lives and those of others 

around us, understanding how people reason in non-native languages can yield a variety of 

practical insights and implications.  

In this research, we investigate for the first time whether foreign-language presentation 

affects the profundity rating of nonsensical (bullshit) statements compared to everyday (mundane) 

statements and whether this process is modulated by emotional valence. 

Foreign Language Effect 

Previous empirical studies in the domain of the psychology of rationality that investigated 

whether using a foreign language could influence cognitive processes and reasoning outcomes 

introduced the concept of Foreign Language Effect (FLE). FLE pertains to the dependence of 

judgment and decision-making (JDM), as well as overall reasoning during the problem-solving 

process on the nativeness of a language in which the problem is presented (native - L1 vs. foreign 

- L2; Hayakawa et al., 2016). The FLE was first recorded by Keysar et al. (2012), as participants 

were no longer affected by the options’ framing when the Asian disease problem was presented 

in a foreign language. Studies show that the FLE occurs in bilinguals who had acquired the L2 in 

a classroom learning context, and not in early childhood (Keysar et al., 2012; Costa et al., 2014). 

These results were replicated using different native and foreign languages, such as English, 

Japanese, French, etc. (Keysar et al., 2012; Costa et al., 2014). In addition to the context of 

language acquisition, studies indicate that foreign language proficiency also plays a role in FLE 

on JDM, as findings show that this effect is absent in bilinguals who are entirely or to a greater 

extent proficient in L2 (Čavar & Tytus, 2018; Brouwer, 2019). Dylman and Champoux-Larsson 

(2020) also argued about the boundaries of the FLE, because they did not record a FLE in cases 

of greater linguistic similarity between L1 and L2 languages, higher L2 proficiency and when the 

tested L2 had higher cultural influence on the participant’s community (usually through media). 
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Due to the growing body of research regarding the FLE (e.g. Costa et al, 2014; Geipel et 

al., 2015; Oganian, et al., 2016; Hayakawa & Keysar, 2018; Circi et al., 2021), several explanatory 

hypotheses have been formulated. One of the proposed explanations of the mechanisms 

underlying the FLE stemmed from the framework of the Dual Process Theory, which suggests 

that two processes are activated during reasoning: Type 1, intuitive, automatic, and affective, and 

Type 2, conscious, slow, and deliberative (Circi et al., 2021; Evans & Stanovich, 2013). The 

native language is processed automatically, whereas the foreign language requires a greater 

degree of effort, which may activate deliberate, conscious, and more rational (Type 2) cognitive 

processes (Costa et al., 2014; Keysar et al., 2012). That is, presenting the problem in a foreign 

language, as it is a less familiar context, disrupts cognitive fluency, and raises attention levels. 

This could make the processing more cautious and activate more rational Type 2 processes, 

leading to more analytical solutions (Costa et al., 2014; Keysar et al., 2012). On the other hand, 

from the perspective of the cognitive load hypothesis, the use of a foreign language could make 

the JDM tasks more difficult, not easier, leading to increased reliance on heuristics (Costa et al., 

2014; Keysar et al., 2012). In other words, with the higher working memory load that the 

processing of a foreign language requires (Hasegawa et al., 2002), cognitive recourses of Type 2 

are spent to a higher degree. Type 2 processes thus cannot control the intuitive answers given by 

Type 1 processes, which leads to heuristical thinking affecting participants’ responses to a larger 

extent. 

Besides the disrupted cognitive fluency and the increased cognitive load, the suggested 

discrepancy between the activity of the two types of processes in native and foreign languages is 

also attributed to different levels of affective engagement (Keysar et al., 2012; Hadjichristidis, et 

al., 2019). Empirical evidence indicates that a foreign language's processing is characterised by a 

lower emotional response relative to the native language (Pavlenko, 2012; Caldwell-Harris, 2015; 

Harris et al., 2003; Harris, 2004). Harris (2006) explained the differences in emotional 

engagement between L1 and L2 in her Emotional Contexts of Learning Theory. She proposes 

that the mentioned differences are a result of the different emotional contexts in which the 

languages were acquired. Native language is usually acquired in a highly emotional environment, 

through attachment to caregivers and peers, whereas foreign language is usually not used and 

learned in such an emotional context (Harris, 2006). When it comes to the FLE, it is hypothesised 

that due to the emotional distance, there is a lower emotional response to the affect-laden problem 
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presented in a foreign language, intuitive heuristics (Type 1 processes) are overridden by the 

analytical and more objective (Type 2) processes (Keysar et al., 2012; Costa et al., 2014). 

Affective engagement resembles one of the dominant mechanisms underlying Type 1 processing; 

therefore, emotion-laden problems could trigger heuristics (Kahneman, 2003). People are guided 

by their emotions during judgment and decision-making, and emotionality could also be used as 

one of the problem-solving strategies by relying on the affect heuristic (Slovic et al., 2007). The 

emotional distance hypothesis therefore leads to similar predictions as the disrupted cognitive 

fluency hypothesis: foreign language use could diminish biases. In their review, Hadjichristidis 

and colleagues (2019) indicated that FLE was beneficial for the reasoning process when the 

presented problem involved emotions and social norms. Hence, the JDM tasks that are not 

grounded in emotionality would not be influenced by the foreign language use in the same 

manner. Hadjichristidis and colleagues (2019) listed different studies in which the JDM tasks 

were mostly emotionally neutral where the foreign language use didn’t diminish biases, whereas 

in some cases, it even made the task more difficult. Furthermore, Costa and colleagues (2014) 

also found FLE only in the JDM tasks in which biases were grounded in emotionality. In contrast, 

in emotionally neutral JDM problems, the biases were not modulated by the language in which 

the materials were presented. This implies that emotionality is more critical for the FLE than 

cognitive fluency. 

In sum, current hypotheses on the origin of the FLE provide opposing predictions. On the 

one hand, reasoning in a foreign language about meaningful, emotionally engaging verbal content 

could diminish biases due to reduced cognitive fluency and/or lesser emotional involvement 

influencing the engagement of Type 1 and Type 2 processes (Circi et al., 2021; Mækelæ & Pfuhl, 

2019). On the other hand, according to the cognitive load hypothesis, foreign language use could 

increase biases (Costa et al., 2014; Keysar et al., 2012; Mækelæ & Pfuhl, 2019). The present 

research aimed to provide further empirical evidence to expand the understanding of mechanisms 

behind the FLE. Beyond that, we also investigated whether the FLE could be modulated by other 

aspects of the reasoning problem (besides emotionality), such as the presence of meaning. That 

is, we aimed to investigate whether the FLE is confined to meaningful content, or if it could 

extend to nonsensical material. 
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Bullshit Statements 

Due to the similarities in proposed underlying mechanisms, an insightful perspective on 

FLE could involve examining the processing of meaningless verbal material, which (to the best 

of our knowledge) has not been done so far.  

As with the FLE, The Dual Process Theory is also used to explain nonsensical content 

processing (e.g. Pennycook et al., 2015; Rachev et al., 2022; Ilić & Damnjanović, 2024). The 

judgement of meaningless statements puts more pressure on the working memory than simple 

meaningful sentences, similar to processing of an L2 (Pennycook et al., 2015; Ilić & 

Damnjanović, 2024). Another similarity relies on the importance of emotionality – some 

explanations of FLE rely on emotional processing, and even though it wasn't empirically tested, 

it has been proposed that the emotionality of nonsensical statements could impact its judgement 

(Hopkin & Rosamond 2018; Sarajlić 2018). 

The exemplary meaningless verbal material used within the Dual Processes framework is 

bullshit statements (BS). BS represent the form of meaningless material, and their processing and 

evaluation rely on the mechanisms of the interaction of Type 1 and Type 2 processes (Pennycook 

et al., 2015). These statements are grammatically and syntactically correct and inherently appear 

as if they were made to communicate something, whereas, at the same time, they do not contain 

meaning nor truth value (Ilić & Damnjanović, 2024). 

Having in mind that due to their lack of meaning BS could not be refuted, the use of 

bullshit in public discourse as well as its receptivity could carry enormous social consequences 

(Ilić & Damnjanović, 2021). Contrary to lies, BS are immune to any empirical argumentation, 

allowing the speaker to avoid the responsibility for the consequences of their words (Ilić i 

Damnjanović, 2021; Hopkin & Rosamond 2018; Sarajlić 2018). Given that distinguishing 

between bullshit and credible, truthful statements requires greater cognitive effort than identifying 

outright lies, it's not surprising that BS are so effective in today's society. (Hopkin & Rosamond 

2018). Thus, it has been shown that people who consider BS as profound, are also less likely to 

engage in critical thinking (Pennycook 2015), tend to believe more in fake news (Pennycook & 

Rand 2020), and have predictable political beliefs (Pfattheicher & Schindler 2016). The 

proliferation of mass media has made vast amounts of information accessible to everyone anytime 

and people rely on this information to make decisions and shape their understanding of the world. 

Manipulating this information can thus influence the reasoning of individuals as well. 
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Additionally, it has given many individuals a platform in public discourse without any 

restrictions, allowing them to resort to different tacticts to ensure popularity and acceptance of 

their perspective.  For example, political figures and popular science authors often use BS to make 

their messages more believable and widespread. 

In empirical psychology, different types of BS were defined and investigated, such as 

pseudo-profound BS, which use impressive, complex, and obscure vocabulary (Pennycook et al., 

2015, Ilić & Damnjanović, 2021), scientific BS constructed using scientific terminology (Evans 

et al., 2020), or general BS which contain words regarding common topics, such as politics, 

health, and relationships (Čavojová et al., 2020), etc. The participants tend to evaluate BS as more 

profound than mundane ones, even though they are meaningless (Pennycook et al., 2015, 

Čavojová et al., 2020, Ilić & Damnjanović, 2021). So far, the FLE has been addressed in the 

context of meaningful verbal material, so the occurrence of the FLE on BS is yet to be observed. 

The focus of the present study is on the more generalized type of BS, which consist of ordinary, 

everyday, rather than impressive vocabulary. 

The use of BS as stimuli could prove especially beneficial due to the possibility of 

manipulating different characteristics that are relevant to the research questions regarding 

emotionality, imageability, meaning, etc. For example, we could create statements that differ by 

emotionality (e.g. emotional valence), because previous authors imply the importance of 

emotions for the judgment of BS: people are more prone to accept the profundity of bullshit that 

concerns “burning” topics, related to current issues (Hopkin & Rosamond 2018; Sarajlić, 2018), 

as well as the profundity of the content which is according to their beliefs and political identity 

(Pennycook & Rand, 2021). Experimental manipulation of meaning as a characteristic (presence 

or absence) could provide valuable insights into the mechanisms of emotional processing, the 

relation between emotions and meaning, and the importance of language use. Furthermore, using 

BS as stimuli provides the opportunity to control different confounding variables on a word level 

that could influence the results, by matching the statements by various characteristics on different 

levels. 

To conclude, the consensus regarding the underlying cognitive mechanisms of FLE has 

still not been achieved, and the authors are debating whether disrupted cognitive fluency or lower 

affective engagement could cause these effects. To add to this debate, these proposed mechanisms 

do not have to be mutually exclusive. The present research aims to provide additional empirical 
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data that could contribute to answering this yet-open research question. We investigated whether 

the language in which the material is presented affects complex cognition and if the differences 

in the emotional response in L1 and L2 could cause these effects, broadening this perspective on 

the cognitive processing of nonsense.  

Aims and Hyphothesises 

The aim of the present study was twofold. Firstly, we wanted to investigate whether the 

language in which the bullshit is presented could affect its cognitive processing, that is, its 

profundity judgment, in the groups of participants who differ in their L2 proficiencies. Secondly, 

we wanted to unravel the potential mechanisms underlying the effects proposed by previous 

researchers (e.g. Costa et al., 2014), such as the emotionality of the statements. Therefore, we 

aimed to inspect if the statements’ emotional valence (EV) could affect their profundity 

evaluations. For these purposes, we conducted two experimental studies. 

Therefore, we conducted two experimental studies on highly proficient and less proficient 

speakers in L2, with the task of judging the profundity of positive, neutral and negative BS and 

every day, mundane statements (used as a control), presented in native and foreign language 

conditions. Due to the different theoretical explanations regarding the underlying mechanisms of 

FLE with conflicting predictions about the direction of effect proposed by emotional distance and 

cognitive fluency theories on the one hand, and the increased cognitive load theory on the other 

(Costa et al., 2014; Keysar et al., 2012), we hypothesised that the average profoundness ratings 

of the bullshit statements would differ depending on the language in which the statements are 

presented. About the processing of bullshit, we presumed that the emotionally charged statements 

(positive and negative) would be rated as more profound compared to the neutral ones, having in 

mind that the judgment of bullshit relies on Type 1 and Type 2 processes (e.g. Pennycook et al., 

2015; Rachev et al., 2022; Ilić & Damnjanović, 2024), and that the emotional engagement leads 

to higher activation of Type 1 processes (Kahneman, 2003). Finally, due to the emotional distance 

that follows foreign language use suggested by previous empirical evidence (Pavlenko, 2012; 

Caldwell-Harris, 2015; Harris et al., 2003; Harris, 2004) we hypothesised that the effect of 

valence on the judgment of bullshit would diminish in a foreign language condition: the difference 

in average profoundness ratings between bullshit statements of positive or negative emotional 
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valence on the one hand, and the bullshit statements of neutral valence on the other will be smaller 

if the statements are presented in a foreign language. 

Study 1 

In the first study, we presented the Serbian-English bilingual speakers, highly fluent in 

English as L2, with bullshit and mundane statements differing by emotional valence in Serbian 

and English. The participants were bachelor, master, and PhD students, or recent graduates of 

English language, literature, and culture in Serbia, who use L2 regularly mainly in professional 

contexts and during leisure activities, whereas the main task of the experiment was to judge the 

profundity of statements. 

Method 

Participants 

We calculated the required participants’ sample size using a MorePower 6.0 power 

analysis (Campbell & Thompson, 2012). The results of the power analysis suggested that the 

optimal sample size for detecting a statistically significant difference in the 2x2x3 within-subjects 

factorial design was 94 participants (focused on the three-way interaction effect), with a power 

of 0.8, and with the effect size ηp
2 = .05, based on the previous results (eg. Keysar et al., 2012; 

Hayakawa & Keysar, 2018; Circi et al., 2021).  

The participants (N = 96) were bilingual speakers of Serbian (L1 - native) and English 

(L2 - foreign) language. The sample consisted of bachelor, master, and PhD students, or recent 

graduates of English language, literature, and culture (Female = 76%). The mean age was 22.84 

years (SD = 2.00). Participants were recruited from [blinded for review] in Serbia, from May to 

July 2022, via promoting the questionnaire on social networks, cooperating with the professors 

from the faculty, and doing fieldwork during the exam periods, when we directly and personally 

promoted the questionnaire to the students. Participation was voluntary.  

The participants included in the present study were multilingual and highly fluent English 

speakers, who started learning English in early childhood not only in the school context but also 

via watching TV, movies, and TV shows, and listening to music. They did not acquire the 

language in everyday social interactions, such as using the language at home with family 
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members. During the data collection, they were still engaged in activities such as listening to 

music or watching movies and TV shows in English, and because they were all students or recent 

graduates of English language, literature, and culture, they used English regularly in the 

professional domain. 

We excluded the participants based on the following 5 criteria: not passing the attention 

check questions, spending more than 6 months in a foreign English-speaking country, speaking 

English for more than 6 months within the family, and not stating Serbian as their native language 

or English as their foreign language. One participant who was included in the sample reported 

Hungarian as an additional native language besides Serbian. 

Because the participants were students of English language, literature, and culture, the 

data about the overall average grade and the number of ECTS was collected as an approximation 

of the L2 proficiency measure. The average number of obtained ECTS was 182.84, whereas 9.4% 

of participants had an average grade lower than 7.5 (out of 10). As the initially set criteria for the 

necessary 120 ECTS (12 participants did not meet the criteria) and the minimum average grade 

of 7.5 was unmet, we decided to include these variables (the number of obtained ECTS during 

studies, and the average grade), as covariates in the statistical analysis. 

Besides Serbian, English, and Hungarian, the participants reported that they also speak 

German (34.4%), Spanish (25%), Italian (20.8%), French (18.7%), Russian (11.5%), Turkish 

(6.2%), Greek (5.2%), Japanese (4.2%), Latin (3.1%), Persian (3.1%), Portuguese (3.1%), 

Chinese (2.1%), Catalan (1%), Romanian (1%), Vlach (1%), Polish (1%), Macedonian (1%), 

Slovenian (1%), Bulgarian (1%), Welsh (1%), and Serbian sign language (1%). 

The participants started learning English at a young age (M = 6.01, SD = 1.98) and stated 

that they, on average, became fluent at 13.91 years old (SD = 2.83). They also reported that they 

began reading in English at M = 9.78 (SD = 3.43) years old and became fluent reading in English 

at M = 12.37 (3.29). On a scale from 0 to 10, the participants rated their proficiency in speaking 

(M = 9.18, SD = .89), understanding (M = 9.53, SD = .66), and reading (M = 9.49, SD = .65) in 

English highly. 

Since 2003, after the legal reform that introduced the new curriculum framework for 

foreign language education in Serbia, learning L3 became mandatory for all students entering 

Grade 1 in elementary schools (ages 6–7) (Filipović et al., 2007). English was the most 

widespread L2 taught in schools from the first grade for over 95% of Serbian first graders (Vučo 
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& Filipović, 2013). In addition, in the educational system in Serbia, the first foreign language is 

also taught in secondary education (usually English; Filipović et al., 2007). Besides English, 

students who entered the first grade in 2003. in Serbia also learned a second foreign language 

(French, German, Russian, Italian or Spanish). In the present study, 5% of participants started 

their elementary education before 2003 and, on average, stated that they spent 18.00 (SD = 5.70) 

years speaking English in a work or school environment. 

Additionally, they had a chance to rate on a scale from 0 to 10 different factors that might 

have helped them in the English learning process. Watching movies and TV shows (M = 9.54, 

SD = 1.10), listening to music (M = 9.46, SD = 1.47), and watching TV (M = 9.14, SD = 2.00), 

were the activities that contributed the most, followed by reading (M = 8.60, SD = 1.84), and self-

learning (M = 8.55, SD = 1.89). Using English while interacting with friends (M = 7.10, SD = 

2.77), and playing video games (M = 6.32, SD = 4.13) had a somewhat lower impact on 

participants’ language acquisition while listening to the radio (M = 4.50, SD = 3.87), and 

interacting with family was reported as something that helped the least (M = 1.69, SD = 2.34).  

The participants also rated on a scale from 0 to 10 to what extent they are currently 

exposed to English in different contexts. Listening to music (M = 9.56, SD = 1.14), watching 

movies and TV shows (M = 9.43, SD = 1.22), reading (M = 9.10, SD = 1.39), self-learning (M = 

8.9, SD = 1.84), and watching TV (M = 7.93, SD = 3.11) were the most highly rated contexts, 

followed by interacting with friends in English (M = 6.76, SD = 2.74), Playing video games (M 

= 5.59, SD = 4.34), whereas listening to radio (M = 4.03, SD = 3.91) and interacting with family 

(M = 0.99, SD = 1.63) were rated as contexts in which they are exposed to English the least. 

Materials and Design 

The stimuli consisted of mundane (MS) and bullshit statements (BS) in Serbian and 

English. Bullshit statements are defined as statements that are grammatically and syntactically 

correct, whereas they do not contain meaning or truth value, constructed by using general, 

everyday vocabulary. On the other hand, mundane statements are meaningful, and also 

grammatically correct sentences, consisting of similar words as BS.  

Statements in both languages were divided into three subgroups, which differed by 

emotional valence (negative, neutral, and positive). Thus, there were 12 categories of statements, 

each consisting of 6 statements, making a total of 72 statements. Additionally, these statements 
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were made in 4 versions to accommodate counter-balancing according to the Latin square design 

(making a total of 288 statements). The examples of the statements are presented in Table 1. 

 Participants rated the profoundness of all statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 - not 

at all profound, 2 - somewhat profound, 3 - moderately profound, 4 - very profound, 5 - definitely 

profound). In the standard procedure of rating profoundness, as part of the instructions, 

Pennycook et al.'s exact definition of profoundness (2015) was presented to the participants: 

“Profound is something ‘of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance“. 

Table 1 

The examples of the stimuli 

Valence Bullshit Mundane 

Negative The lies of a sinister monster could 

break your scars. 

The sinister monster will smash us 

without lies and scars. 

Neutral Through financial length, you could 

quietly inspect the symbols 

You could quietly whisper to me the 

length of the financial symbols. 

Positive Let’s snuggle behind the satisfied 

achievement. 

We are satisfied with your 

achievement. 

  

Statements Construction. To create the statements for the main experiment, we have 

conducted two pilot studies (Gorišek et al., 2022): 1) in the first one, we created a database of 

words controlled for lexical-semantic properties taken from lexical norms, from which 2) we 

created bullshit and mundane statements, and pretested their properties in the second pilot study. 

In the first study, we extracted a group of English words from the existing database and their 

familiarity, emotional valence, and imageability ratings. We also collected familiarity ratings 

from Serbian native speakers to ensure that the selected English words were familiar to our 

participants. Next, the words were translated into Serbian and rated for emotional valence and 

imageability. Based on these ratings, we created our database of the words and their translational 

equivalents familiar to Serbian speakers and matched them for emotional valence. Despite of our 

efforts, Serbian words were rated as slightly more imaginable than their English equivalents (t 

(699) = 9.02, p < .001, d = .34). 
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In the second study, we used custom-made software to randomly select 240 five-word sets 

from our database of translational equivalents (80 sets of positive, 80 sets of neutral, and 80 sets 

of negative words). The sets were matched for relevant lexical-semantic features. For each set, 

we created a pair of statements – a bullshit statement and a mundane statement. Therefore, we 

created 480 statements in total. Participants rated the statements for emotional valence and 

imageability, and the statements differed by emotional valence (F (2, 71) = 1053.09, p < .001, ηp
2 

= .97). Nevertheless, the mundane statements were evaluated as more imaginable than the bullshit 

statements (F (1, 71) = 235.20, p < .001, ηp
2 = .77), and the statements in English had higher 

imageability ratings than their Serbian equivalents (F (1, 71) = 59.11, p < .001, ηp
2 = .46). 

Adapted Language Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire - LEAP-Q. We used 

the adapted Language Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire (LEAP-Q) originally 

constructed by Marian et al. (2007) to collect information about participants' proficiency, use, and 

language acquisition. Following the aims of the present study, we excluded the language-specific 

questions for all languages other than English and included several more contexts in which the 

participants may have been exposed to English (such as: listening to music, watching movies and 

TV shows, and playing video games). 

Procedure 

The data was collected online through the "SoSciSurvey" platform (Leiner, 2016). The 

ethical approval for conducting the research was obtained from the IRB of the Department of 

Psychology's Research Ethics Committee. The principles of open science were respected in all 

research steps; therefore, preregistration is available at https://aspredicted.org/eh7gb.pdf. 

After reading the informed consent, participants answered demographic questions and an 

adapted LEAP-Q. The bilingual participants were randomly assigned to one of four groups 

following the Latin square design and evaluated the profundity of bullshit and mundane 

statements in both languages. The English and the Serbian block of statements were presented in 

randomized order for each participant. Every language-specific block contained one attention 

check item, in the corresponding language, to make sure they rated the profoundness of the 

statements attentively. We excluded the data from the participants who failed any of the attention 

check questions. After completing the questionnaire, the participants were presented with a 

debriefing. 

https://aspredicted.org/eh7gb.pdf
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Statistical Analysis 

To calculate the mean differences in the rated profoundness of a statement in Study 1 

three-way repeated measures ANCOVA was conducted, with the factors: language (Serbian and 

English), statement type (bullshit and mundane statements), and emotional valence (positive, 

negative, and neutral). Covariates were the number of ECTS and average grades obtained during 

studies. Before the main analysis, we also measured the internal consistency in the form of 

Cronbach’s alpha for each of the 48 (4 x 12) stimuli groups, using the combined samples from 

Study 1 and Study 2. The 15 statements that reduce internal consistency were excluded from the 

main analysis, whereas the analysis conducted on a full stimuli base is provided in the 

supplementary material section. 

Results and Discussion 

The results of the three-way repeated measures ANCOVA (presented in Table 2, and 

illustrated in Figure 1) show that the overall bullshit statements were evaluated as somewhat to 

moderately profound (M = 2.56, SE = .08), and were rated as more profound than mundane 

statements (M = 2.01, SE = .06). Additionally, participants’ evaluations of positive, neutral, and 

negative statements differed significantly, with the result that affect-laden statements (positive: 

M = 2.56, SE = .08; negative: M = 2.45, SE =.08) were rated as more profound than neutral ones 

(M = 1.84, SE =.07).  

The difference in profoundness ratings between affect-laden (positive and negative) and 

neutral statements was more pronounced in bullshit statements due to the statistically significant 

statement type by emotional valence interaction. 

 The language in which the stimuli were presented did not significantly affect the rated 

profoundness of statements in any condition.  

Post Hoc Tests 

Post hoc tests with Bonferroni correction between Language levels (e.g. positive bullshit 

statements in English (L2) vs positive bullshit statements in Serbian (L1)) did not reveal 

statistically significant differences in profoundness ratings. 

Language: Serbian (L1). When the materials were presented in Serbian (L1; Figure 1, 

Panel A), negative (t = 7.60, p < .001, d = .78), neutral (t = 4.77, p <.001, d = .35) and positive (t 

= 9.85, p < .001, d = .90) bullshit statements were rated as more profound than their mundane 
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equivalents. There were no differences in profoundness ratings between positive and negative 

bullshit statements, the same as in mundane statements. Negative (t = 10.98, p < .001, d = .97) 

and positive (t = 10.19, p < .001, d = 1.04) bullshit statements were rated as more profound than 

neutral bullshit statements, just as negative (t = 5.47, p < .001, d = .54), and positive (t = 4.89, p 

< .001, d = .49) mundane statements were evaluated as more profound than neutral ones. 

Language: English (L2). Post hoc tests with Bonferroni correction suggest that when the 

stimuli are presented in English (L2; Figure 1, Panel B) same as in their native language, 

participants rated neutral (t = 3.86, p = .014, d = .32), positive (t = 7.71, p < .001, d = .89) and 

negative (t = 5.43, p < .001, d = .59) bullshit statements as more profound than their mundane 

equivalents. Positive bullshit statements were rated as more profound than negative bullshit (t = 

5.08, p < .001, d = .39), whereas no significant difference was registered between positive and 

negative mundane statements in profundity ratings. Moreover, negative (t = 10.10, p < .001, d = 

.79) and positive (t = 11.72, p < .001, d = 1.18) bullshit statements were evaluated as more 

profound than neutral bullshit statements. The same pattern was recorded in mundane statements: 

both negative (t = 6.50, p < .001, d = .53) and positive (t = 7.13, p < .001, d = .62) mundane 

statements were found to be more profound than neutral mundane statements. 

Table 2 

Results of Repeated Measures Three-way ANCOVA: Effects on Profundity Ratings in Study 1 

Variable name F p ηp
2 

Language .28 .597 .00 

Statement type 11.20 .001 .11 

Emotional valence 9.11  < .001 .09 

Language * Statement type 1.24 .269 .01 

Language * Emotional valence 2.17 .120 .02 

Statement type * Emotional valence 3.86 .024 .04 

Language * Statement type * Emotional valence .62 .542 .01 
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Figure 1 

Effects of language and valence on profundity judgment of bullshit in participants differing in 

L2 proficiency 
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Study 2 

In order to investigate whether the L2 proficiency could influence the effect of a foreign 

language use on the processing of bullshit, and if the participants in Study 1 were too proficient 

for the FLE to emerge, we replicated the experiment but now with Serbian-English bilingual 

speakers less fluent in English as L2 (as compared to the speakers who took part in Study 1). The 

procedure and materials were the same in Study 2 as in Study 1. 

Method 

Participants 

For calculating the required sample size for Study 2, the power analysis was conducted 

the same procedure as in Study 1.  

Participants (N = 95) were first-year psychology students, bilingual speakers of Serbian 

(L1) and English language (L2). Participants were recruited from [blinded for review] in Serbia, 

in December 2022. The majority of the participants (95.8%) completed the experiment as part of 

their coursework, whereas 4.2%. participated in the study voluntarily. 3.2% of participants did 

not want to state their gender, and 83.2% were female. The average participant's age was 19.23 

years (SD = .95).  

The sample of Study 2 included participants who were slightly less fluent in English than 

the participants in Study 1 but were proficient English speakers nevertheless. Most of them were 

multilingual and started learning English in early childhood in a school context, but also via 

watching movies and TV shows, listening to music, reading, watching TV, and sef-learning. The 

participants did not learn English in everyday social interactions, by using the language at home 

with family members, nor were they exposed to such context in English during the data collection. 

They stated they were still exposed to English while reading, watching movies and TV shows and 

listening to music. 

 Except for the obtained number of ECTS and average grade, the criteria for entering the 

sample were the same as in Study 1. All participants included in the sample reported Serbian as 

their native language, and English as their second language. None of them spent more than 6 

weeks in an English-speaking country, nor did they spend time speaking English at home with 

family. The languages that were also listed among the languages that they speak were German 
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(36.8%), French (21.1%), Italian (15.8%), Russian (14.7%), Spanish (7.4%), Turkish (3.2%), 

Slovenian (2.1%), Japanese (2.1%), and Hungarian (1.1%). 

The participants in Study 2 also started learning English at a young age (M = 6.12, SD = 

1.75) and became fluent at 13.66 years old (SD = 2.15). They began reading in English at M = 

10.64 (SD = 3.22) years old and became fluent reading in English at M = 12.83 (SD = 2.72). On 

a scale from 0 to 10, the participants rated their proficiency in speaking (M = 8.24, SD = 1.59), 

understanding (M = 8.95, SD = 1.00), and reading (M =8.67, SD = 1.30) in English moderately 

high.  

All participants entered Grade 1 after the legal reform concerning the curriculum for 

foreign language learning in the Serbian educational system took place. Besides learning English 

as a mandatory subject in school, resources that further helped participants in mastering English, 

rated the highest by them on a scale from 0 to 10, were the following contexts in which they were 

exposed to English: watching movies and TV shows (M = 9.44, SD = 1.07), listening to music 

(M = 8.59, SD = 2.09), and reading (M = 8.22, SD = 1.96), followed by watching TV (M = 7.83, 

SD = 2.93), and self-learning (M = 7.59, SD = 2.18). Interacting with friends (M = 5.99, SD = 

3.33), and playing video games (M = 4.47, SD = 3.65) had less impact on the participants' 

language acquisition, whereas listening to the radio (M = 2.95, SD = 3.50), and interacting with 

family (M = 2.02, SD = 2.71) where the contexts which contributed the least. 

The participants also rated on a scale from 0 to 10 to what extent they are currently 

exposed to English in different contexts. Listening to music (M = 9.37, SD = 1.22), watching 

movies and TV shows (M = 9.24, SD = 1.38), and reading (M = 8.03, SD = 1.48) were the contexts 

in which the participants were most exposed to English language, followed by watching TV (M 

= 6.73, SD = 3.45) and self-instruction (M = 6.25, SD = 3.04). The participants stated that they 

are somewhat less exposed to English in interaction with friends (M = 4.59, SD = 3.23) and 

playing video games (M = 3.46, SD = 3.84). In contrast, they use English the least in contexts 

such as listening to the radio in English (M = 2.60, SD = 3.37), and interacting with family in 

English (M = .87, SD = 1.48). 

Materials, Design, and Procedure 

 The materials and the procedure in Study 2 were the same as in Study 1. 
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Statistical Analysis 

To calculate the mean differences in the rated profoundness of statements, three-way 

repeated measures ANOVA was conducted, with the factors: language (Serbian and English), 

statement type (bullshit and mundane statements), and emotional valence (positive, negative, and 

neutral). In this analysis, the statements that were shown to reduce internal consistency were also 

excluded, whereas the analysis conducted on a full stimuli base is provided in the supplementary 

material section. 

Results and Discussion 

Adapted LEAP-Q: Comparing the Two Groups of Participants 

 Between-group differences (samples from studies 1 and 2) in L2 variables from the 

adapted LEAP-Q are presented in Table 3. The results suggest that participants in Study 1 spent 

more time in the English linguistic context (M = 35.55% of overall time, SD = 14.34) than the 

participants in Study 2 (M = 26.09%, SD = 14.17). Also, when they are given a chance, they 

would choose to read (M = 53.55% of the time, SD = 22.38) or conversate (M = 42.54%, SD = 

22.98) in English more often than the participants from the second group would (reading: M = 

35.86%, SD = 21.05; conversating: M = 30.67%, SD = 19.00).  

 Additionally, the highly proficient participants rated their speaking (M = 9.18, SD = .89), 

understanding (M = 9.53, SD = .66), and reading English proficiency (M = 9.49, SD = .65) 

significantly higher than the slightly less proficient speakers from the second study (speaking: M 

= 8.24, SD = 1.59; understanding: M = 8.95, SD = 1.00; reading M =8.67, SD = 1.30). Besides 

language proficiency, the participants from Study 1 also rated their accents as more clear (M = 

8.16, SD = 1.44), than the participants from the Study 2 did (M = 6.49, SD = 2.20). When asked 

how often others identify them as a non-English speaker on a scale from 1 to 10, based on their 

accent, the slightly less proficient participants stated that it happens to them more frequently (M 

= 5.86, SD = 2.96), compared to the highly proficient participants (M = 4.00, SD = 2.84). 

 Finally, regarding the different contexts and situations in which they are exposed to the 

English language, the participants in Study 1 reported that they were more exposed to reading (t 

= 4.152, p < .001), watching TV (t = 2.53, p = .012), playing video games (t = 3.59, p < .001), 

listening to the radio (t = 2.71, p < .007), interacting with friends (t = 5.01, p < .001), and self-
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learning (t = 7.27, p < .001) in English than the participants in Study 2. In contrast, there are no 

significant differences between groups in exposure to watching movies and TV shows as well as 

listening to music in English. 

Table 3 

Between-group (Study 1 vs Study 2) differences for L2 variables 

Variable name t p 

Frequency of language use 4.71 < .001 

Language preference - conversation 3.89 < .001 

Language preference - reading 5.61 < .001 

Self–assessment for language fluency – speaking 5.00 < .001 

Self–assessment for language fluency – understanding 4.74 < .001 

Self–assessment for language fluency – reading 5.48 < .001 

Self–assessment for accent clarity 6.18 < .001 

Self–assessment for accent persuasiveness 4.44 < .001 

Profundity Ratings of Statements 

The results of the three-way repeated measures ANOVA, presented in Table 4 and 

illustrated in Figure 1, indicate that bullshit statements were, on average, rated as somewhat to 

moderately profound (M = 2.30, SE = .08), and were evaluated as significantly more profound 

than mundane statements (M = 1.97, SE = .07), the same pattern as in Study 1. Affect-laden 

statements (positive: M = 2.47, SE = .08; and negative: M = 2.29, SE = .08) were in general rated 

as more profound than the neutral ones (M = 1.66, SE = .05). Due to the statistically significant 

two-way interaction between factors statements type and emotional valence, the difference in 

profundity ratings between emotion-laden and neutral statements magnifies if the statements are 

bullshit.  

The language in which statements were presented didn’t have a statistically significant 

effect on the general profoundness assessment but did make an impact through a three-way 
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interaction. The two-way interaction between emotional valence and statement type variated 

across the different levels of the factor language. In other words, if the stimuli were presented in 

English (L2), the two-way interaction was less pronounced. 

Post Hoc Tests. Post hoc tests with Bonferroni correction between Language levels (e.g. 

positive bullshit statements in English vs positive bullshit statements in Serbian) did not reveal a 

statistically significant difference in profoundness ratings. 

Language: Serbian (L1). When the stimuli are presented in Serbian (L1; Figure 1, Panel 

C), post hoc tests with Bonferroni correction showed that neutral bullshit statements do not differ 

by profundity ratings from neutral mundane statements. In contrast, both negative (t = 4.89, 

p<.001, d = .55), and positive (t = 4.28, p<.003, d = .52) bullshit statements were rated as more 

profound than their mundane equivalents. There was no statistically significant difference in 

profundity ratings between positive and negative bullshit statements, and also between positive 

and negative mundane statements. Nevertheless, regarding the bullshit statements, both negative 

(t = 9.84, p<.001, d = .97), and positive (t = 11.18, p<.001, d = 1.14) statements were rated as 

more profound than neutral statements. Similarly, negative (t = 5.34, p<.001, d = .54), and positive 

(t = 6.18, p <.001, d = .78) mundane statements had higher profundity ratings than neutral ones. 

Language: English (L2). When the statements were presented in English (L2; Figure 1, 

Panel D), participants rated neutral (t = 5.00, p<.001, d = .34), and positive (t = 4.20, p <.01, d = 

.45) bullshit statements as more profound than their mundane equivalents. However, there was 

no statistically significant post hoc difference in profoundness ratings between bullshit and 

mundane statements of negative emotional valence. As well, there was no significant difference 

between positive and negative mundane statements, whereas positive bullshit statements were 

rated as more profound than negative bullshit statements (t = 4.11, p<.006, d = .29). Both negative 

(t = 7.80, p<.001, d = .69), and positive (t = 10.80, p<.001, d = .98), bullshit statements had higher 

profundity ratings than neutral bullshit statements. Likewise, negative (t = 9.24, p<.001, d = .7), 

and positive (t = 10.01, p<.001, d = .87) mundane statements were evaluated as more profound 

than neutral mundane statements. 
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Table 4 

Results of Repeated Measures Three-way ANOVA: Effects on Profundity Ratings in Study 2 

Variable name F p ηp
2 

Language 3.88 .052 .04 

Statement type 30.72 < .001 .25 

Emotional valence 124.95 < .001 .57 

Language * Statement type .15 .704 .00 

Language * Emotional valence .28 .756 .00 

Statement type * Emotional valence 5.91 .005 .06 

Language * Statement type * Emotional valence 4.72 .010 .05 

General Discussion 

The aim of the present study was twofold. On the one hand, we aimed to investigate 

whether foreign language use could impact the judgment of bullshit statements. On the other 

hand, provided that the impact is observed, we aimed to test the hypothesis that the emotionality 

of the statements presented one of the underlying mechanisms for this effect.  

In addition, to examine the impact of L2 proficiency on the foreign language effect, this 

experiment focused on two groups of participants differing in L2 fluency levels, in two separate 

studies: Study 1 included highly proficient L2 speakers (students of English Language, Literature 

and Culture), whereas Study 2 focused on slightly less proficient L2 speakers (students of 

Psychology).  This manipulation was motivated by previous findings that indicated the absence 

of FLE in highly proficient speakers (Čavar & Tytus, 2018; Brouwer, 2019).  

In the group of highly proficient L2 speakers, the language use did not impact the 

profundity judgment of the statements in any experimental situation (the judgment of positive, 

neutral and negative bullshit and mundane statements did not depend on the used language). 

Nevertheless, in the group of slightly less proficient L2 participants, even if there were no 

significant general effects, the use of a foreign language influenced the judgement of statements, 

but only depending on the levels of emotional valence and meaningfulness of the statements. In 

other words, the language use modulated the effects of emotionality on the profundity assessment 

of meaningful and nonsensical statements. 
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In the following discussion, we will first examine the results that were consistently 

replicated across both studies. Then, we will discuss the findings associated with groups that 

differ in L2 fluency. 

Emotionality and the judgment of bullshit 

 In both studies, the judgment depended on the statements' emotionality. That is, the affect-

laden (positive and negative) statements were found to be more profound than neutral statements. 

These effects occurred regardless of the language in which the materials were presented and the 

statement type (i.e. in every experimental situation), making it a robust finding. Moreover, when 

the statements were presented in a native language, to both groups of participants, these effects 

were more pronounced in bullshit statements – the emotionality of the statements had a greater 

impact on the processing of bullshit than mundane statements. This first-time reported effects of 

emotionality on the judgment of bullshit support the explanation that bullshit processing relies on 

Dual Processes (Rachev et al., 2022). 

Pennycook et al. (2015) suggest that the underlying mechanism for rating bullshit as 

profound is the initial tendency to accept something as meaningful and truthful, along with the 

deficiency of the ability to detect bullshit. In terms of the Dual Process Theory, it is supposed that 

accepting bullshit as profound follows an unsuccessful detection of conflict between the 

deficiency of meaning and the initial acceptance of the profoundness of the statement (Pennycook 

et al. 2015). That is, the scarcity of obvious signs that could indicate the nonsense behind bullshit 

statements creates a hostile environment for the judgment process, leading to the involvement of 

Type 1 heuristic processes and biased response: the vagueness of its meaning is interpreted as its 

profoundness (Pennycook et al. 2015). Hence, to refute the profoundness of these meaningless 

statements, conflict detection and the involvement of the Type 2 processes is necessary, which 

results in increased cognitive load on the working memory. 

On the other hand, judging of mundane statements is a much easier task. Their meaning 

is clear, and a person can rely more on associative memory to refute their profoundness, by 

activating various representations as well as already acquired mental paths that lead to rational 

solutions to the problem, without putting pressure on the working memory. In the present study, 

the results indicate that in most cases, bullshit statements were indeed rated as more profound 
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than mundane ones, as in the earlier studies concerning bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015; Čavojová 

et al., 2020; Ilić & Damnjanović, 2024). 

Consequently, compared to mundane, the processing of bullshit statements depended 

more on the emotionality of the statements, suggesting that emotional involvement leads to 

engaging in Type 1 processing, especially in more difficult tasks where conflict detection is 

required (Kahneman, 2003). In addition, we suggest that due to the aforementioned mechanism 

that Penycoock and colleagues (2015) proposed, the initial tendency of accepting something as 

profound influences the evaluations of mundane statements as well, which is why its processing 

also depends on the emotional valence, even though to a smaller account. 

The impact of foreign language use 

 The theoretical assumptions regarding the mechanisms underlying the FLE suggest that 

the emotionality of bullshit should influence less the judgment of its profundity if presented in a 

foreign language due to the lower activation of Type 1 processes (Keysar et al., 2012; 

Hadjichristidis et al., 2019; Costa et al., 2014). The results of our study indicate that the language 

modulated emotional valence's effects on the judgment of profundity, depending on participants’ 

L2 proficiency. However, these effects still proved to be more complex than initially proposed. 

Highly proficient L2 speakers 

Highly proficient L2 speakers processed statements and emotional valence similarly in 

both their native (Serbian) and their second language (English). The only difference between 

language conditions was the significant post hoc difference between profundity ratings of positive 

and negative bullshit statements in a foreign language. In English (L2), positive bullshit 

statements were rated as more profound than negative bullshit statements. Nevertheless, this 

difference was not strong enough to impact the main analysis. The findings indicate that for 

individuals with a high level of proficiency in a second language (L2), the use of that L2 does not 

significantly affect their judgment and decision-making (JDM) processes.  

Less proficient L2 speakers 

 Unlike with the group of highly proficient L2 speakers, in this group of participants, the 

language (whether it was L1 or L2) moderated the effects of emotional valence on the processing 
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of bullshit and mundane statements. More specifically, the interaction between emotionality and 

meaningfulness (statement type) was lost, the effects of the emotional valence on the judgment 

of statements were now similar in bullshit and mundane statements. Focusing on the different 

levels of valence, the language used mostly impacted the processing of negative and neutral 

statements, whereas positive statements were evaluated in a similar manner in L1 and L2. That 

is, depending on the emotion that the statements evoke, the use of a foreign language impacts the 

judgment of the profundity of nonsensical and meaningful statements differently. 

Less proficient L2 speakers: Neutral (nonaffective) statements in L1 and L2. When 

presented in a foreign language, a significant difference between neutral bullshit and neutral 

mundane statements was recorded, in contrast to the native language.  

Not differentiating the profundity of neutral bullshit and mundane statements in Serbian 

(L1), along with the lowest profundity ratings among emotional statements, suggests that 

detecting bullshit was easiest in this scenario.  When we presented neutral statements in English 

(L2) in which the participants were not highly proficient, it may be that due to the increasing 

cognitive load on the working memory that follows foreign language use (Hasegawa et al., 2002), 

now the task of detecting bullshit became more difficult, consequently leading to higher ratings 

of neutral bullshit in L2. Hence, our results were more congruent with the cognitive load theory 

(Costa et al., 2014), as well as with the findings that also suggest that L2 isn’t always beneficial 

for the judgment and decision-making process, especially in emotionally neutral tasks (Costa et 

al., 2014; Hadjichristidis et al., 2019). The study conducted by Muda et al. (2023) showed that it 

is more difficult to judge the believability of false news when presented in L2, indicating that 

using a foreign language could even increase biases. 

Less proficient L2 speakers: Affect-laden statements in L1 and L2. The language in 

which the statements were presented impacted the processing of negative statements, whereas the 

positive statements were evaluated similarly between language conditions. In the domain of word 

processing, these results are in line with previous literature which indicates that language use 

mostly influences the emotional response to negative words (e.g. Harris et al., 2006, Colbeck 

&Bowers, 2012; Altarriba & Basnight-Brown, 2012, Yao et al., 2023). Similarly, previous 

research concerning FLE on the JDM suggests that the FLE occurs when affect (usually negative, 
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such as disgust, risk and loss aversion) and socio-moral norms (but breaking a norm is often 

associated with negative emotions) are important for the task (Hadjichristidis, et al., 2019). 

When the materials were presented in a foreign language, negative bullshit and mundane 

statements did not differ in profundity ratings, in contrast to the native language. This occurred 

mostly due to higher profundity evaluations of negative mundane statements presented in L2 

compared to L1 (but due to the slightly lower evaluations of negative bullshit as well). We did 

not expect to record that foreign language use enhances the influence of emotionality on the 

processing of mundane statements. One of the possible explanations relies on the mechanisms of 

emotional response that follow verbal stimuli. It may be assumed that the mechanisms behind 

emotionality differ depending on the complexity of the stimuli: whether we present the participant 

with words or sentences. In the case of words, the primary mechanism behind emotional response 

could be the associative relations between words (or phrases that are used frequently, such as 

childhood reprimands or course words), concepts and emotional representations, i.e. the 

knowledge acquired through associative memory. Conversely, in the case of sentences, besides 

the associative relations between words and emotions that we acquire throughout lifetime 

experiences (Associative Processes - AP), there could be an additional mechanism related to 

productivity as a characteristic of language use, that is activated during sentence processing, when 

there is a necessity to combine all the words in a sentence in a meaningful unity and to recreate 

the emotion of that unity, which occurs on the higher level of processing and involves working 

memory (Combining Processes - CP).  The results of these two processes could sometimes be 

opposing.  To illustrate, consider the sentence “We destroyed the menacing fast-spreading illness” 

and its words. The full sentence conveys a positive meaning, and could evoke positive emotions, 

while the words in the same sentence have negative connotations. This difference between the 

linguistic and psychological aspects of the same sentence may contribute to irrational reasoning, 

as proposed in the case of framing tasks (Mandel, 2001). Even though an interesting thought for 

further experimental investigation, the focus of the present study was on emotionally 

nonconflicting statements – we used statements in which the emotional valence of the whole 

statement was the same as the valence of the words it contains. 

Returning to the results of the present study, we propose that foreign language use affects 

these two processes differently. We suggest that when we use a foreign language, it could 

diminish Associative Processes, due to the different emotional contexts of language acquisition 
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between L1 and L2, as proposed by Harris (2006) in the Emotional Contexts of Learning Theory. 

Because the native language is acquired in an emotionally rich environment, associative memory 

enhances the relations between words and emotions according to previous life experiences in 

which the language is used and learned, leading to greater emotional engagement (L2). On the 

other hand, foreign language is usually not used and learned in such an emotional context (it is 

more often acquired in a school context), making the words in L2 less associated with emotions 

(Harris, 2006). For their emotional processing, bullshit statements rely more on the Associative 

Processes due to the absence of their meaning: the emotional response depends more on the 

emotionality of the words of which it is made because it is impossible to form a unity of meaning 

for the whole sentence, and therefore more complex emotional response that follows it. In the 

present study, when negative bullshit statements were presented in L2 to slightly less proficient 

speakers (students of psychology), the dependence of the judgment of bullshit on its emotionality 

was somewhat lower compared to the L1. The reason for the minimal effects of language on 

emotionality could be the result of two possible causes:  

1. Even this group of participants is over-fluent in L2. 

2. The influence of the language use on the Associative Processes is not enough to impact 

the judgment of bullshit to a higher grade. 

Turning to mundane statements, contrary to nonsensical bullshit statements, they do 

contain meaning, which allows the Combining Processes to engage. In the present study, when 

negative mundane statements were presented in L2 to slightly less proficient speakers, a higher 

influence of emotionality on the judgment of mundane statements was recorded, compared to the 

L1. This could imply that foreign language use enhances the combining mechanisms as a result 

of the higher attention levels that occur during the processing of the meaning of statements 

presented in a less proficient language. In other words, foreign language use raises attention 

levels, which makes the participants more focused on the processing of statements' meaning 

(Costa et al., 2014, Keysar et al., 2012), thus perhaps making them more aware and focused on 

the emotionality of the whole statements as well. When negative mundane statements were 

presented in a foreign language, due to the lack of Associative Processes engagement, the 

participants relied more on the Combining Processes to evaluate the emotionality. Therefore, the 

influence of the language was more pronounced in the case of mundane statements.  
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 Comparing the two groups of participants, we could suggest that the foreign language use 

in Highly proficient speakers from Study 1 also impacted the Associative Processes, because the 

profundity ratings of negative bullshit in L2 decreased, resulting in a significant post hoc 

difference between positive and negative bullshit, that does not appear in the L1 condition. Even 

though the participants are highly proficient in L2, they still did not acquire a foreign language in 

everyday social interactions, and it could be that L2 was less associated with negative emotions 

than L1, resulting in the mentioned differences. On the other hand, due to enhanced fluency, 

foreign language use did not require additional cognitive load, leading to the similar processing 

of neutral statements and affect-laden mundane statements in L1 and L2. 

Finally, the results of the pilot study (Gorišek et al., 2022), conducted on the same sample 

of statements indicate that participants differentiate the statements more by emotional valence if 

they contain meaning (i.e. mundane statements), and if they were presented in a foreign language. 

In sum, when negative bullshit statements are expressed in one’s native language, the 

evoked emotional response relies on the Associative Processes which are fully engaged in L1. As 

processing bullshit necessitates conflict detection, emotionality influences its judgment of bullshit 

more significantly than mundane statements. When presented in a foreign language, now the 

Associative Processes can’t engage fully, due to the difference in emotional context of language 

acquisition between L1 and L2. At the same time, Combining Processes (activated during the 

processing of meaningful statements) enhance because of heightened attention levels that occur 

during L2 use, but only if the participants are not fully proficient. This leads to the levelling of 

the influence of emotionality on the judgment of statements between negative bullshit and 

negative mundane statements. The alternate and simpler explanation of this effect would refer to 

a response bias if the participants were unsure about their evaluations of bullshit and mundane 

statements making it more equivalent. Nevertheless, because this is the case only in the condition 

of negative statements, whereas the positive ones were rated similarly in both native and foreign 

languages, we could conclude that the explanation of this effect is more closely tied to the nature 

of the phenomenon than to the methodology used.  

Conclusion 

 The results of these studies suggest that people are more likely to believe emotionally 

charged nonsense compared to neutral nonsense. The impact of emotional content on judging 
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nonsense and everyday statements is influenced by the use of a foreign language, albeit only for 

participants who are not completely fluent. When presented in a foreign language to less 

proficient speakers, neutral nonsense is harder to detect and negative everyday statements are 

harder to refute profundity-wise, leading to a more uniform impact of emotionality on the 

judgment of both nonsensical and meaningful statements. However, the processing of positive 

statements seems to be unaffected by language use. According to Dual Process Theory, both 

emotional involvement and using a foreign language could lead to using quick, intuitive 

processing (Type 1 heuristic processing). 
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