
Bilingualism and Foreign Language Effect 
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If you push the heavy man off the footbridge, you can save the lives of 
the five people who are about to be ran over by a train. 

• What would you do?  

  (FOOTBRIDGE dilemma — more emotional reaction) 

Should you sacrifice one man to save five?
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Language affecting moral decision?

The train is speeding towards the five people. If you push the lever, the 
train tracks will be switched, and the train will run towards the one 
person instead. 

• What would you do?  

  (SWITCH dilemma — less emotional reaction) 
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Language affecting moral decision?

Research has shown that a foreign language elicits less intense 
emotional reactions than a native language (Keysar et al. 2012, and 
many others). 

• Therefore, your moral judgments are less affected by emotions 
when making a moral judgment in a foreign language than in a 
native language. 

• So, you make more practical judgment (i.e., utilitarian) in a foreign 
language than in a native language. 

• Is that the case?



5

Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 1: Bilingual participants performed the FOOTBRIDGE dilemma 

Half performed the task in a native language (NL) 
Half performed the task in a foreign language (FL)

Costa, A., Foucart, A., Hayakawa, S., Aparici, M., Apesteguia, J., Heafner, J., & Keysar, B. (2014). Your morals 
depend on language. PloS one, 9(4), e94842.

Participants (bilinguals): 
English/Spanish (N= 112)  
Korean/English (N = 80)  
English/French (N =107) 
Spanish or English/Hebrew (N =18)

Results: significant 
difference between 
NL and FL
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Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 1: 

Notice that, 

- Zero Korean participants in the native 
language chose to push the man. 

- East Asians are less likely to select the 
utilitarian choice with such dilemmas. 

- But, 7.5 percentage points increasing of 
pushing the man in the foreign language. 



7

Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 1: 

BUT, is this because there is less emotional reaction when performing in a 
foreign language? 

- OR, is it because 
1) You respond at random in a foreign language because it is a more 

difficult language? (note that only 20% of all native language 
responses were utilitarian. 

2)  there is a cultural difference? 
- For instance, Spanish cultures are more collectivistic than English 
cultures, so those responding in Spanish as a foreign language might 
have ignored individual rights? (In Exp. 1, there were very few Spanish 
as a native language speakers.)
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Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 2: 

Participants: Spanish/English (N=397) and English/Spanish (N= 328) 
bilinguals 

Tasks: both FOOTBRIDGE and SWITCH dilemmas 

Hypotheses and predictions: 

- If the response is due to random response in a foreign language, then 
the response in SWITCH dilemma should be around 50-50. 

- If it is related to cultural behavior, then responses in Spanish should be 
more utilitarian than responses in English.
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Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 2:
The SWITCH dilemma results 
show that L1 and L2 induce 
similar reaction. 

- This is the less emotional 
one. So, in general, people are 
more likely to choose the 
utilitarian one. 

- It also shows that they are not 
responding at random.
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Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 2:
- The FOOTBRIDGE dilemma 
results show that generally, you 
are going to make less 
emotionally-based judgment in a 
foreign language.
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Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 2:
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Costa et al. (2014a)

Exp. 2:

Figure 3. Percentage of utilitarian decisions by proficiency (Experiment 2). Percentage of utilitarian 
decisions for the two versions of the trolley problem in the native language condition and the foreign language 
condition, divided by self-rated proficiency level. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0094842.g003

The less proficient you are in a foreign 
language, the more utilitarian choice you 
have in the FOOTBRIDGE dilemma. 

- More fluent, more native-like judgment 
- More emotional reaction?

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0094842.g003
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Language affecting moral decision?

Costa et al. (2014a)

So, why is there a difference in morality judgments depending on 
language? 

- Psychological distance in a foreign language 

- Less cognitive fluency or slow down in making decisions takes 
away decision biases due to more deliberate response



Stankovic, M., Biedermann, B., & Hamamura, T. (2022). Not all bilinguals are the same: a meta-analysis of the moral 
foreign language effect. Brain and Language, 227, 1-13. [105082]. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bandl.2022.105082



Language affecting other decision making 
situations? 



Costa et al. (2014b)

Language affecting decision making?

Costa, A., Foucart, A., Arnon, I., Aparici, M., & Apesteguia, J. (2014). “Piensa” twice: On the foreign language effect in 
decision making. Cognition, 130(2), 236-254.



Costa et al. (2014b)

Language affecting decision making?
- Four studies examine foreign language effect 

on a range of decision making situations and 
explore several potential factors that may 
underlie the FLe in decision making.  - Loss aversion  

- Psychological accounting 
- Risk and uncertainty 
- Cognitive reflection test

- emotional content  
- cognitive fluency 
- cognitive load



Study 1: replicating Keysar et al. (2012) 

Task:  
Asian disease problem 

Findings: 
- Native speakers: The safest option 
(Medicine A) is chosen more often 
when the problem is presented in the 
gain frame than in the loss frame 
version. 

- Foreign language users: 
No difference, esp. low-proficient 
speakers 

Conclusion: 
- NSs: People tend to take more 
risks (Medicine B) when the 
problem is framed in terms of 
losses than in terms of gains, 
revealing the loss aversion bias 
(Kahneman & Frederick, 2006) Costa et al. (2014b)



Study 1: replicating Keysar et al. (2012) 

Costa et al. (2014b)

Task #1:  Asian disease problem, 
247 Spanish-English bilinguals 
Task #2:  Asian disease problem, 
129 Arab-Hebrew bilinguals 
Task #3: Financial crisis problem 
(ticket/money loss problem, less 
emotional than disease problem), 280 
Spanish-English bilinguals



Study 1: replicating Keysar et al. (2012) 

Costa et al. (2014b)

Combined responses from 
these three tasks: 

- Native language: a clear 
framing effect  

- Foreign language: a reduced 
effect (no significant difference)
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- emotional content,  
- cognitive fluency 
- cognitive load

Kahneman (2011) two modes of thought: 

System 1: fast, instinctive and emotional;
System 2: slower, more deliberative, and 
more logical.

Kahneman (2011) to argue that any factor, 
whatever its origin, that increases cognitive 
tension and  therefore reduces cognitive 
fluency, would prompt the processes of 
System 2 and reduce the impact of the fast 
and quick response provided by System 1. 

Prediction: System 2 will have more of an 
effect on decision making when problems are 
presented in a FL compared to a native one.

Language affecting decision making?



Language affecting tolerance of ambiguity? 



Purpuri, S., Vasta, N., Filippi, R., Wei, L., & Mulatti, C. (2024). The  Foreign Language Effect on Tolerance of Ambiguity. 
Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 27,16–24. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728923000469
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