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Abstract
Aims and objectives: Previous research has reported that varied language experiences and 
language use can play a role in the development of empathy and emotional intelligence (EI). The 
present study aimed to investigate the association between language experience, bilingualism and 
personality.
Methodology: One hundred and forty-two participants completed a language background 
questionnaire along with a series of measures to assess empathy and both trait and ability EI.
Data and analysis: Measures included the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire short 
form (TEIQue), the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ), and the Situational Test of Emotional 
Understanding Brief (STEU-B). Hierarchical regression models, analyses of variance (ANOVAs), 
and Structural Equation Modelling were used to examine the relationships between language 
experience, bilingualism, and measures of empathy and EI.
Findings: Findings reveal that bilingualism and language experiences did not contribute to 
empathy and EI. These results question the role that linguistic experience has in shaping empathy 
and EI. However, a significant difference in empathy and EI scores emerged when comparing 
participants who processed information in their first (or native) language to those who did not, 
suggesting that empathy and EI are stronger when processed in the first language.
Originality: This study provides a new understanding of the influence of language background on 
empathy and EI as well as the impact of processing information in a first language.
Significance: This study highlights the importance of considering the role that language has in 
future cross-cultural and cross-linguistic studies. Implications for the use of culturally appropriate 
measures and future research are discussed.
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Empathy and emotional intelligence (EI) are two closely related concepts which are essential for 
understanding and managing human emotions and building healthy relationships. Both of these 
contribute to real-life outcomes as they shape our behaviours and are predictive of prosocial and 
antisocial behaviours (Davis, 2015; Marshall & Marshall, 2011). Studies also suggest that both 
empathy and EI can be developed and increased over time with evidence suggesting that self-
awareness, practice, and active engagement with others can facilitate this (Berenguer, 2007; Kotsou 
et al., 2019). Although these concepts have their similarities and have some overlap in the way that 
individuals understand emotions, they are distinctive in that they focus on different aspects of 
emotional understanding.

Empathy is a multidimensional construct that comprises both affective and cognitive dimen-
sions (Decety et al., 2014). Definitions of empathy usually refer to the ability to understand the 
emotions of another person and share these emotions to some degree. Cognitive empathy relates to 
the ability to recognise and understand another person’s emotions or mental state, whereas affec-
tive empathy (or emotional empathy) is the ability to share another person’s mental or emotional 
state. Although both dimensions are related to each other, they are independent in that an individual 
could display high cognitive empathy but low emotional empathy, both behaviourally but also 
neutrally (Kanske et al., 2016).

EI, on the contrary, refers to a broader concept mapping onto wider abilities in recognising, 
understanding, and using emotions effectively. EI has been described as a concept that includes 
empathy but also self-awareness and the capacity to recognise or understand one’s own emotions. 
Within EI are additional abilities such as self-regulation (controlling and managing emotional 
responses and reactions), social awareness (identifying and understanding the emotional needs of 
others), and adeptness in managing interpersonal relationships (Goleman, 2001). Importantly, it 
has been demonstrated that EI predicts academic achievement across the lifespan, even when sta-
tistically accounting for personality and academic intelligence factors (Mestre et al., 2006; Qualter 
et al., 2012).

Two distinct constructs of EI exist, differentiated by how EI is conceptualised and measured. 
Trait EI is defined as a set of emotion-related self-perceptions, which are typically measured 
through self-report questionnaires. It reflects an individual’s subjective assessment of their emo-
tional abilities, such as how well they believe they can recognise, understand, and manage their 
own and others’ emotions. These self-perceptions are considered to be stable across the lifespan 
and are thought to have identifiable biological underpinnings, as indicated by research suggesting 
a genetic basis for individual differences in trait EI (Petrides et al., 2016). In contrast, ability EI is 
understood as a set of cognitive abilities related to processing emotional information, and it is 
assessed using performance-based tasks. This construct involves skills like accurately identifying 
emotions in facial expressions, using emotional knowledge to navigate social contexts, and under-
standing emotional dynamics in complex situations. Ability EI reflects cognitive processing and is 
therefore viewed as more malleable, with evidence indicating that it can be enhanced through train-
ing and targeted interventions (Kotsou et al., 2019).

Importantly, research has highlighted that there is a substantial degree of variability in an indi-
vidual’s empathy and EI. Although these traits may have some inherent neurological underpin-
nings (Christov-Moore et al., 2014), it is likely that they are also subject to the influence of societal 
norms and upbringing (Eisenberg, 2002). Several well-established factors are believed to influence 
the development and expression of empathy and EI, including age and gender (Christov-Moore 
et al., 2014). For example, some studies report that females tend to score higher on measures of 
empathy and EI compared to males, possibly due to neurological differences (Bosson et al., 2021; 
Christov-Moore et  al., 2014) or social and societal norms and expectations (Eisenberg, 2002). 
Alternatively, it is also possible that these differences may be due to the ways in which these 
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constructs are measured with males more likely to suppress these emotions while females are more 
overt in their expression (Bosson et al., 2021). These variables will be accounted for in the present 
study. In addition to these factors, language experience and bilingualism have emerged as further 
domains that shape how individuals perceive, process, and respond to emotional cues and social 
situations (Alqarni & Dewaele, 2020; Romero-Rivas et al., 2022).

Language experience, empathy, and EI

Studies suggest that language experiences may influence a range of personality dimensions 
(Dewaele & Botes, 2020). For example, in an international study of 651 multilinguals, an associa-
tion was found between multilingualism and flexibility, social initiative, and open-mindedness 
(Dewaele & Botes, 2020). An extension to this is the finding that bi/multilingual individuals may 
also possess enhanced cognitive and socio-emotional abilities compared to monolinguals (Alqarni 
& Dewaele, 2020; Romero-Rivas et al., 2022).

Bi/multilingualism is linked to increased emotional granularity, which refers to the ability to 
identify, distinguish, and label emotions with precision. This heightened emotional granularity is 
associated with better emotional regulation and psychological well-being (Kalokerinos et  al., 
2019). Bilinguals typically possess a richer emotional vocabulary, allowing for more nuanced emo-
tional expression and awareness (Alqarni & Dewaele, 2020). Conversely, speakers of languages 
lacking specific emotion words may struggle to perceive or articulate those emotions (Pavlenko, 
2008, 2014). Speakers of languages with a higher degree of emotional granularity will have an 
increased variety of ways to express and to describe not only their own but also other peoples’ emo-
tions. Thus, bilinguals’ knowledge of multiple languages may provide them with an advantage in 
communicating emotions, contributing to higher EI (Alqarni & Dewaele, 2020).

Perspective taking and empathy

Research indicates that bilingualism influences cognitive control and executive functioning due to 
the need to continuously monitor language environments (Adesope et al., 2010; Bialystok, 2017; 
Bialystok & Martin, 2004; Costa et al., 2008; Ware et al., 2020). However, this advantage might 
also extend to other areas through the perspective-taking process inherent in bilingual settings. 
Perspective taking, which involves understanding situations from others’ viewpoints, is crucial for 
developing empathy and EI (Alqarni & Dewaele, 2020). The frequent mental set-switching 
required in bilingual contexts enhances this skill, as individuals navigate different cultural norms 
and values tied to each language. For example, Green and Wei (2014) suggest that the code-switch-
ing bilinguals engage in across diverse social contexts enhances their ability to process and under-
stand emotional expressions, promoting flexibility and adaptability. Similarly, the cognitive 
flexibility involved in language switching can foster adaptive thinking and openness to new experi-
ences, further boosting empathetic abilities (Ikizer & Ramírez-Esparza, 2018).

In relation to empathy specifically, Dewaele and Wei (2012) reported that when multiple lan-
guages are known and used frequently, elevated levels of cognitive empathy are observed. This 
international study with a sample of 2,158 participants found that when comparing those who used 
multiple languages frequently versus those who did not, higher cognitive empathy scores were 
observed. This suggests that the frequency of use specifically resulted in an enhanced ability to see 
things from the viewpoint of others (though note the small effect size). Global multilingual profi-
ciency, however, did not seem to be associated with cognitive empathy scores in this study.

These findings are not without inconsistency. For example, another large study by Dewaele 
(2021), involving 1,278 participants from three databases, found that those who were proficient in 
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more languages, even at higher levels, did not generally exhibit significantly higher scores in Trait 
EI. Prior to this, Dewaele and Stavans (2014) investigated whether bi/multilingualism impacted a 
range of personality dimensions with 193 participants from an Israeli context. Although a marginal 
effect was found for emotional stability, overall multilingualism did not seem to have an effect on 
any other personality dimensions, including cultural empathy. Interestingly, however, total lan-
guage proficiency was related to the variation seen in cultural empathy scores, explaining a small 
amount of variability (2.3%, with a small effect size). As a result, there is a lack of consensus on if, 
or how, language experience impacts empathy and EI.

The foreign language effect

Decision-making processes and emotional responses are influenced by the language in which 
information is processed, particularly whether it is a first or second language (Del Maschio et al., 
2022; Romero-Rivas et al., 2022; Stankovic et al., 2022). The Foreign Language Effect is a phe-
nomenon wherein individuals process information differently when using a non-native language. 
This effect often results in more analytical and less emotionally charged decision-making (Del 
Maschio et al., 2022; Stankovic et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2023). This effect is believed to be related 
to language competence and reading proficiency in the ‘foreign’ language (Romero-Rivas et al., 
2022; Stankovic et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2023). Studies suggest that when bilinguals operate in 
their second language, they experience a detachment that enables more objective reasoning and 
less emotional bias. This detachment might enhance emotional regulation, a key component of EI, 
by allowing bilinguals to assess emotional situations with greater clarity and less impulsiveness.

As an example of The Foreign Language Effect, Alqarni and Dewaele (2020) compared the 
performance of Arabic-English bilinguals and Arabic and English monolinguals in an emotion 
perception task. The study found that bilinguals outperformed English monolinguals in recognis-
ing emotions in English but did not perform better than Arabic monolinguals in Arabic. In addition, 
bilinguals scored higher on trait emotional intelligence (Trait EI) than monolinguals, and Trait EI 
scores were positively correlated with emotion perception scores. In another study, Romero-Rivas 
et al. (2022) found that participants were more willing to sacrifice themselves to save others when 
responding in a foreign language.

Language and emotional expression

Similarly, speakers of multiple languages often have language preferences for the expression of 
emotion, whereby the first language (or native language) is typically preferred or evokes a stronger 
emotional response (Dewaele, 2013; Pavlenko, 2005, 2012; Romero-Rivas et al., 2022). In a recent 
study of 294 participants, Romero-Rivas et al. (2022) found that processing stimuli evoking empa-
thy and assessing EI varied depending on whether their first or second language was being used, 
with a small effect size (V = .15). The authors suggest that this is due to reduced ‘emotional reac-
tivity due to psychological and emotional self-distance’ if being assessed in a ‘non-native’ lan-
guage or increased emotional distance (Caldwell-Harris, 2014).

Researchers have described how this influences personality and self-perception, although 
Ożańska-Ponikwia (2011) suggested that differences in the reporting of this ‘feeling different’ may 
be due to personality characteristics. Specifically, in their sample of 102 Polish-English bilinguals, 
it was suggested that some individuals reported changes in their personality, while others did not 
due to individual differences whereby some individuals were better able to notice any subtle 
changes than others, suggesting a more complex picture between these relationships.
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Cultural accommodation

Linking bilingualism and language use is culture, with research suggesting that bilinguals and 
multilinguals adapt their personality, behaviour, or communication style based on the context and 
the language they use (Chen & Bond, 2010). This is referred to as the Cultural Accommodation 
phenomenon which suggests that language use in different cultural contexts results in a shift in 
empathy and EI expression. More specifically, research suggests that individuals who speak more 
than one language are likely to respond in a way that conforms to the cultural expectations associ-
ated with the language being used (Chen & Bond, 2010; Çiftci & Üstunel, 2022). For example, 
Chen and Bond (2010) studied 213 Chinese-English bilinguals and assessed their self-perceived 
personality traits. Their findings suggest that in using a later-learnt language, this activates the 
perceived cultural norms most often associated with that language with personality expression fol-
lowing these social norms, with small-to-medium effect sizes. Although these studies typically 
focus on how aspects of personality (such as openness to experience) may shift to align with per-
ceived cultural norms, it is possible that this may also occur with empathy.

Bilingualism as a continuum

While significant strides have been made in understanding the connections between bilingualism, 
empathy, and EI, the research is not without limitations. The diversity of bilingual experiences, 
such as differences in language proficiency, learning contexts, and cultural backgrounds, is often 
underexplored. This diversity can influence the degree to which bilingualism impacts emotional 
and empathetic capabilities; however, traditionally, bilingualism has been conceptualised as a dis-
tinctive categorical variable, whereby an individual either is or is not, bilingual. More recently, 
however, an increasing number of studies have opted to view bilingualism as being more on a 
continuum depending on exposure to multiple languages or proficiency in more than one language 
(Kremin & Byers-Heinlein, 2021; Marian & Hayakawa, 2021; Ward & Sanoudaki, 2023). By 
doing so, it is possible to explain individual variation and better capture the dynamic and change-
able language experiences that individuals have. This approach then enables us to identify subtle 
differences that bilingualism may have on an individual’s behaviour or personality. To date, only 
one study has been conducted which was aimed to be a preliminary investigation of whether global 
language proficiency predicted cultural empathy (Dewaele & Stavans, 2014). Findings suggest 
that language proficiency explained 2.3% of the variation in cultural empathy, with a small effect 
size. Further research is needed using more refined measures of bilingualism as a continuum, 
which is the approach taken in the present study.

Aims and research questions

The present study aimed to investigate what individual factors influence empathy and EI, namely 
language experience and bilingualism. While the relationship between bilingualism and cognitive 
advantages, such as enhanced executive functioning, is well documented and has been researched 
widely, its influence on empathy and EI remains a subject of ongoing exploration. Moreover, exist-
ing research in this area has a tendency to use group comparison methods to explore any between-
group differences for bilinguals compared to monolinguals. The present study aims to explore 
empathy and EI by considering language experiences as a continuous measure of bilingualism.

The research questions that will be addressed in the present study are:
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1.	 Does the degree of exposure to additional languages predict empathy and EI?
2.	 Does processing information relating to empathy and EI differ depending on whether it is 

processed in a first or second language?

To address these questions, we will employ both trait and ability measures of empathy and EI and 
investigate individuals across a bilingualism continuum. By delving into the complexities of these 
interactions, this research aims to provide a more in-depth understanding of how language experi-
ence, language of processing, and bilingualism shape empathy and EI.

Methods

Participants

An initial sample of 199 participants was recruited for inclusion in the present study. Of these, 52 
did not complete the study or failed the attention cheques. A further five were removed as they 
were identified as outliers (defined as ±3 standard deviations above or below the measures; 
Osborne & Overbay, 2019). This left a final sample of 142 participants (118 females, 83.1%; 21 
males, 14.79%). Our sample was primarily comprised of young adults studying at a higher educa-
tion institution in the United Kingdom. The majority of participants were born in the United 
Kingdom (77.47%) and had English as their first language (80.28%). In terms of language back-
ground, 35.91% reported being multilingual (defined as being able to speak more than two lan-
guages), 24.65% were bilingual, and the remaining 39.44% were monolingual (for further 
demographic information, see Table 1).

Materials and procedure

Participants were invited to participate in the study which was administered online. All participants 
were required to provide informed consent prior to participation, and full ethical approval was 
received from Swansea University’s Department of Psychology Ethics Committee. Participants 
completed a series of measures as outlined below which were administered in the order 
presented.

Background questionnaire.  To gather demographic information about the participants, a background 
questionnaire was administered. This questionnaire asked for their age, gender, and ethnicity along 
with detailed questions regarding their language background. These questions were adapted from 
the Language Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire (LEAP-Q; Marian et al., 2007) to capture 
the participants’ self-reported exposure and proficiency in their language(s). The questionnaire 
also asked about participants’ dominant language, the order in which they acquired their languages 
and how often they used their languages in various contexts.

Empathy.  Participant’s empathy was assessed using the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ) 
developed by Spreng et al. (2009), which primarily assesses emotional empathy. The TEQ is a vali-
dated assessment of empathy with high internal consistency (ranging from α = .72 to .86, Kourmousi 
et al., 2017; Yeo & Kim, 2021) and good test–retest reliability (r = .81, p < .001, Spreng et al., 2009). 
Our internal reliability analysis was consistent with this at α = .83.

EI.  As aforementioned, EI was assessed using both Trait and Ability measures. First, the Trait 
Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire short form (TEIQue) was administered, which is a 30-item 
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self-report questionnaire to assess global trait EI (Petrides, 2009). The reliability for the various 
subscales ranges from α = .70 to .84 (Laborde et al., 2016). The internal reliability of the TEIQue 
in the present study was α = .88. Following this, the Situational Test of Emotional Understanding 
Brief (STEU-B) was used to measure emotional understanding (Allen et al., 2014). The scale’s 
internal reliability is reported to be adequate at α = .63, although our internal reliability assess-
ment was slightly lower at α = .5.

Data analysis

Prior to analysis, the data were checked, and outliers were removed (as noted above). The analysis 
procedure comprised correlations, hierarchical regression models, and analyses of variance 
(ANOVAs) where appropriate. The Bonferroni corrections were applied to adjust for multiple 
comparisons. To measure language experience as a continuous measure, the percentage of time that 
participants were exposed to an additional language was used, along with a composite measure of 
multilingual proficiency. This measure was calculated based on the participant’s reported profi-
ciency of speaking, understanding, and reading in all of their languages, leading to higher scores 
for those proficient in two or more languages. To assess whether the language of processing (first 
vs second or third language) had an impact on empathy and EI scores, simple between-group t-tests 
were used, in addition to Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), using the path analysis approach. 
We specified a path model where the language of processing (first vs. later-learnt language) was 
hypothesised to directly influence both empathy and EI. This model allowed us to estimate the 
direct effects of language processing on both empathy and EI. The model was estimated using 
maximum likelihood (ML) with NLMINB optimisation method. To estimate how well the model 
fitted the data, chi-square (χ2) and the chi-square/degrees of freedom ratio (χ2/df), comparative fit 

Table 1.  Demographic information about the participants, split by language status.

Monolingual Bilingual Multilingual

Age 25.71 (12.54) 22.54 (7.00) 23.61 (9.72)
Gender
  Male 17.86 20.00 7.84
  Female 76.79 80.00 92.16
  Non-Binary or Agender 5.36 0.00 0.00
Education
  College/Sixth Form (A levels or equivalent) 78.57 74.29 72.55
  Post-Graduate (Masters/MA/MSc/PhD) 1.79 5.71 3.92
  Secondary/High School (GCSE’s or equivalent) 3.57 8.57 9.80
  University (e.g., BA/BSc/Degree) 14.29 11.43 13.73
Ethnicity
  Asian 0.00 11.43 13.73
  Black, Caribbean, or African 1.79 0.00 0.00
  Mixed 1.79 0.00 3.92
  White 96.43 85.71 78.43
  Other 0.00 2.86 3.92
English as a first language 96.43 77.14 64.71
Time exposed to English 98.98 84.92 75.11

Note. Age is reported in mean with standard deviation in parentheses. Gender, education, and ethnicity English as a first 
language, and time exposed to English reported in %.



8	 International Journal of Bilingualism 00(0)

index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 
were calculated. The thresholds used to estimate a good model fit were based on Schreiber et al. 
(2006). These specified a criterion of the χ2 being non-significant with an α level of .05 and when 
the χ2/df ratio was less than two, with values closer to 1 indicating a better fit. The model was also 
deemed to have a good fit if the RMSEA was below .05. Finally, both the CFI and TLI were 
required to have values of .95 or higher.

Results

Descriptive statistics for each measure, split by language background, are presented in Table 2. 
This provides a summary of scores on the empathy and EI scales, split by group. Although meas-
ures of empathy and EI were highly correlated, these were investigated through different analyses, 
so there were no issues with multicollinearity. Log transformations were applied for the TEU, 
TEIQue, and the STEU-B as the data were not normally distributed. Residuals were normally dis-
tributed, and inspection of the residuals indicated that the residuals were homoscedastic.

Multilingual composite proficiency

To investigate whether language experiences had any impact on empathy, a hierarchical regression 
was conducted. This analysis enabled us to examine whether language experiences were predictive 
of empathy while accounting for additional predictor variables (age and gender). For empathy 
measured using the TEQ, the first step of this model included the control variables of age and gen-
der and was not significant F (2, 136) = 2.12, p = .124, R2 = .03, R2 adjusted = .02. The addition of 
the multilingual proficiency score as a predictor in Block 2 did not significantly improve the model, 
F change (3, 135) = .12, p = .725, R2 change = .01, R2 adjusted = 0.01. The results from this model 

Table 2.  Descriptive statistics for empathy and emotional intelligence, split by group.

Monolingual Bilingual Multilingual p

TEQ
  M 48.11 47.03 47.51 .755
  SD 6.11 7.58 7.01
STEU
  M 11.45 11.69 11.18 .605
  SD 2.17 2.17 2.61
TEIQue
  M 4.57 4.61 4.67 .751
  SD 0.62 0.67 0.70

Table 3.  Regression result for empathy and multilingual proficiency, as measured using the TEQ.

Variable Standardised β t p

Age −0.015 −0.173 .863
Gender – −2.042 .043
Multilingual proficiency −0.031 −0.352 .725

Note. Standardised coefficients can only be calculated for continuous predictors.
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are presented in Table 3. This suggests that bilingual language experience was not predictive of 
empathy (as measured by the TEQ).

A further hierarchical regression was conducted using scores from the TEIQue. This first step 
of this model, which included the control variables of age and gender were significant F (2, 
136) = 4.88, p < .009, R2 = .07, R2 adjusted = .05. The addition of the multilingual proficiency score 
as a predictor in Block 2 did not significantly improve the model, F change (3, 135) = .21, p = .648, 
R2 change = .05, R2 adjusted = .63. The results from this model are presented in Table 4. This sug-
gests that, again, bilingual language experience was not predictive of empathy, whereas age was.

A final hierarchical regression was conducted to identify whether EI (scores from the STEU-B) 
was predicted by multilingual proficiency. This first step of this model, again including the control 
variables, was not significant F (2, 136) = 1.05, p = .353, R2 = .02, R2 adjusted = .01. The prediction 
did not improve with the addition of multilingual proficiency, F change (3, 135) = .47, p = .495, R2 
change = .02, R2 adjusted = .01. Table 5 shows the results of this analysis.

To provide a full exploration of whether bilingualism impacted empathy or EI, an ANOVA was 
conducted to explore whether there was a significant difference between the groups (monolingual, 
bilingual, and multilingual) on each of the variables (TEQ, TEIQue, and STEU-B). For the TEQ, 
no significant effect was found for language status F (2, 139) = .281, p = .755, nor was there an 
effect of language status on the TEIQue F (2, 139) = .287, p = .751 or the STEU-B F (2, 139) = .504, 
p = .605. Taken together, these findings suggest that language background did not relate to partici-
pants empathy or EI.

Language of processing

Our second research question sought to identify whether the language that the participants were 
asked to respond in impacted their scores on empathy and EI. The primary aim of this analysis was 
to examine whether empathy and EI are influenced by having to process these emotion-related 
questions in a first versus a second language. A between-group t-test was conducted to compare 
empathy scores between those who were processing the tasks in their first language (English) com-
pared to those who had English as an additional language. For empathy, scores on the TEQ were 

Table 4.  Regression result for empathy and multilingual proficiency, as measured using the TEIQue.

Variable Standardised β t p

Age 0.251 2.935 .004
Gender – 0.780 .437
Multilingual proficiency 0.039 0.458 .648

Note. Standardised coefficients can only be calculated for continuous predictors.

Table 5.  Regression result for emotional intelligence and multilingual proficiency, as measured using the 
STEU.

Variable Standardised β t p

Age 0.014 0.159 .874
Gender – 1.254 .212
Multilingual proficiency −0.060 −0.684 .495

Note. Standardised coefficients can only be calculated for continuous predictors.
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analysed which demonstrated that there was no significant difference in the scores for those who 
spoke English as their first language (M = 48.06, SD = 6.46) and those who did not (M = 45.86, 
SD = 7.85); t(140) 1.55, p = .124 (see Table 6). For the TEIQue, there was a significant difference 
for those who spoke English as their first language (M = 4.72, SD = 0.62) and those who did not 
(M = 4.21, SD = 0.69); t(140) 3.83, p < .001. Those who were processing the information in a sec-
ond or third language scored significantly lower on this measure.

For EI, scores on the STEU-B were compared between those who spoke English as their first 
language (M = 11.61, SD = 2.24) and those who did not (M = 10.57, SD = 2.56), again revealing a 
significant between-group difference t(140) 2.15, p < .05. This suggests that participants who had 
English as an additional language scored lower on their EI.

To assess the relations among the target variables of empathy, EI, and language of processing, 
an SEM model was developed using path analysis (as described above). Using the criteria outlined 
earlier, the SEM model demonstrated an excellent fit to the data. The model yielded a chi-square 
value of .000, indicating a perfect model fit with no discrepancy between the observed data and the 
model’s predicted data. Furthermore, the CFI = 1.000 and TLI = 1.000 both suggested a perfect fit. 
The RMSEA was .000, with a 90% confidence interval of [0.000, 0.000], again indicating a perfect 
model fit. Path coefficients were examined to determine the impact of language processing on 
empathy and EI. The results indicated that the effect of language of processing on empathy as 
measured using the TEQ was positive but not statistically significant, β = 2.25, p = .110. In contrast, 
the language of processing had a significant positive effect on a second measure of empathy 
(TEIQue), β = 0.55, p < .001. Language of processing also had a positive effect on EI, β = 1.09, 
p = .038. The standardised coefficients indicated that language processing had the strongest impact 
on the TEIQue (βstd = .31, indicating a moderate effect size) compared to its impact on EI 
(βstd = .17, a small effect size; see Figure 1).

In summary, the findings suggest that completing and processing emotion-related questions in 
a second or third language significantly impacts certain aspects of empathy and EI. Specifically, 
the language of processing significantly predicted empathy scores on the TEIQue (trait empathy) 
and EI, but not the state empathy measure (TEQ). The model demonstrated an excellent fit, sup-
porting the robustness of this model.

Table 6.  Descriptive statistics for empathy and emotional intelligence, split by those with English first 
language.

English first language English as an additional language p

TEQ
  M 47.88 45.63 .097
  SD 6.65 7.94
STEU
  M 11.43 10.33 .071
  SD 2.53 2.83
TEIQue
  M 4.68 4.13 <.001*
  SD 0.66 0.76

Note. *Indicates a significant between-group effect with p < .005.
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Discussion

The present study aimed to examine whether individual factors (specifically language experiences 
and language of processing) influence empathy and EI. Findings demonstrate that, contrary to what 
was expected, the extent of the participant’s diversity in language experiences and language back-
ground did not predict EI or empathy, even while conceptualising empathy as both a trait and abil-
ity. This suggests that, in conflict with some initial findings in the field, those who are bilingual or 
multilingual do not display any differences in the way in which they process, recognise, and under-
stand their own and other peoples’ emotions. This contradicts the claims made by Alqarni and 
Dewaele (2020) who found that bilinguals score significantly higher than monolinguals on trait EI 
and emotion perception. Dewaele and Wei (2012) also found that cognitive empathy scores were 
higher for participants who know and use multiple languages frequently, a finding that was not 
replicated here.

At the same time, Dewaele and Wei reported that those who were either bilingual or multilin-
gual did not differ from monolinguals on their cognitive empathy scores, and engaging in a study 
abroad programme also did not have an effect. One important difference between these studies by 
Dewaele and colleagues and the present study was the empathy scales used. Dewaele and Wei 
(2012) created an empathy quotient using an adapted version of the questionnaire designed by 
Baron-Cohen and Wheelwright (2004). The authors themselves noted there were issues with the 
low degree of internal consistency, meaning only one subscale was able to be analysed. In contrast, 
the present study used three well-validated measures to capture empathy and EI, which were gener-
ally found to have high internal consistency in the present study. It is also interesting to note that 
the current sample was generally younger than those of Dewaele and Wei and Alqarni and Dewaele 
(2020).

Figure 1.  SEM model showing the effects of language processing on empathy and emotional intelligence.
Note. LoP = Language of processing.
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Furthermore, we employed one of the same measures used by Alqarni and Dewaele (2020; 
TEIQue), and interestingly, our English monolingual sample had the exact same mean perfor-
mance as their English monolingual sample (4.57). However, their bilingual sample performed 
marginally higher (4.8 vs. 4.67 in our sample) which resulted in a small but significant effect. A 
larger and more recent study by Dewaele (2021), on the contrary, also did not find that those who 
were proficient in more languages had higher scores in Trait EI. A further possible explanation for 
this discrepancy is that the measures which are commonly used to assess empathy and EI are not 
capable of detecting nuanced differences in the emotional processing of bilingual and multilingual 
speakers. As Dewaele (2021) suggests, it is also possible that trait EI is less responsive to social 
environmental factors like multilingualism compared to other personality dimensions.

It is also possible that the previous studies which detected a difference between those who were 
monolingual and bilingual actually found differences based on the language in which the task was 
being presented in and whether this was the first language or not. As the present study employed a 
continuous measure of bilingualism, this more precise measure of language experience may have 
been capable of differentiating between language experience and the language of processing. As 
demonstrated in the present study, those who were processing the information in a second or third 
language scored significantly lower for both trait empathy and EI.

This raises important questions about the suitability of measures when assessing bilingual and 
multilingual individuals. An important consideration is whether it may be more appropriate to 
ensure that assessments are delivered in the first language, where typically there is a stronger emo-
tional response, as reported in the previous studies (Dewaele, 2013; Pavlenko, 2005, 2012; 
Romero-Rivas et al., 2022). As suggested by Romero-Rivas et al. (2022), the finding that partici-
pants who were completing the assessment in their first language scored higher on empathy and EI 
supports the proposal that there is an increased psychological and emotional distance when pro-
cessing information in a second or third language. More research is needed in order to investigate 
the mechanisms responsible for this emotional distance and how language background influences 
emotional processing and emotional perspective taking.

Recognising how language influences emotional experiences and empathy is vital for effective 
communication and building strong interpersonal relationships. This understanding is particularly 
significant in fields such as health care, mental health, counselling, and education. Professionals in 
these areas might achieve varying degrees of success when discussing empathy or EI with multi-
lingual individuals. By acknowledging language’s impact on emotional expression and perception 
across different cultural and linguistic contexts, we can better support individuals in meaningful 
and appropriate ways.

Strengths and limitations

Our study used a comprehensive approach to measuring empathy and EI by employing both trait 
and ability measure of empathy. This is an important strength given the lack on consensus on 
whether empathy is best conceptualised as an ability which is amenable to change over the lifespan 
or whether it is a trait with biological underpinnings. Including both measures has provided a 
nuanced understanding of participants’ emotional tendencies and abilities, contributing to a more 
holistic interpretation of these concepts. A further strength of the approach taken in the present study 
was the fairly novel means of conceptualising bilingualism as a continuum. This approach has been 
taken by recent studies in bilingualism (Kremin & Byers-Heinlein, 2021; Marian & Hayakawa, 
2021; Ward & Sanoudaki, 2023) and has added depth to our exploration of the intricate relationship 
between language proficiency, empathy and EI, strengthening the evidence base in this field.
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However, it is important to also acknowledge some limitations in the present study. First, the 
self-report nature of the measures employed, as noted above, raises some questions about the eco-
logical validity of the findings, as self-reported behaviours and feelings may not always align with 
real-life behaviours. Second, as the assessment of empathy and EI was undertaken in English 
alone, it is not possible to compare bilingual and multilingual individuals’ empathy and EI in their 
second or third language. This is an important consideration for future studies, especially given the 
finding that those completing the measures in a non-native language scored significantly lower 
than those completing it in their first language. Finally, we acknowledge that the sample contained 
a substantially higher proportion of females compared to males. This unequal distribution may 
have limited the analysis; however, as this unequal distribution was apparent across language back-
ground, this is limitation is unlikely to have impacted the results. Future research should consider 
refining the areas suggested above to overcome these limitations.

Conclusion

The aim of the present study was to investigate which individual factors were related to empathy and 
EI. Findings show that bilingualism and language experiences did not contribute to measures of empa-
thy and EI, while the language used did. Those who were undertaking the study in their first language 
scored significantly higher than those using a second or third language, suggesting that this has a key 
role to play in the processing of emotional information. The present study has also identified a pressing 
need for improved and culturally appropriate measures in relation to empathy and EI. It is essential to 
acknowledge the complexity of the relationship between bilingualism, language experiences, and cul-
ture with empathy and EI, and the present study provides an initial first step in doing so. This complex 
interplay may also be impacted by other cross-cultural and cross-linguistic factors, and future research 
should aim to uncover the mechanisms underpinning these relationships.

Acknowledgements

The authors are very grateful to the participants who took part in the present study. The authors would also 
like to express their gratitude to Abigail Moorhouse, Gwen Roberts, and Jack Boocock for their assistance 
during the study’s development stage and data collection stage.

Availability of materials

The study materials which include information about the study, the consent form, and the language back-
ground questionnaire are available on the OSF (https://osf.io/zpf25/). The data have also been made available 
on the OSF (https://osf.io/fpmkz).

Declaration of conflicting interests

The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publica-
tion of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD

Rebecca Ward  https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7177-3615

https://osf.io/zpf25/
https://osf.io/fpmkz
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7177-3615


14	 International Journal of Bilingualism 00(0)

References

Adesope, O. O., Lavin, T., Thompson, T., & Ungerleider, C. (2010). A systematic review and meta-analysis 
of the cognitive correlates of bilingualism. Review of Educational Research, 80, 207–245. https://doi.
org/10.3102/0034654310368803

Allen, V. D., Weissman, A., Hellwig, S., MacCann, C., & Roberts, R. D. (2014). Development of the situ-
ational test of emotional understanding–brief (STEU-B) using item response theory. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 65, 3–7. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2014.01.051

Alqarni, N., & Dewaele, J.-M. (2020). A bilingual emotional advantage? An investigation into the effects 
of psychological factors in emotion perception in Arabic and in English of Arabic-English bilinguals 
and Arabic/English monolinguals. International Journal of Bilingualism, 24(2), 141–158. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1367006918813597

Baron-Cohen, S., & Wheelwright, S. (2004). The empathy quotient: An investigation of adults with Asperger 
syndrome or high functioning autism, and normal sex differences. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 34(2), 163–175. https://doi.org/10.1023/b:jadd.0000022607.19833.00

Berenguer, J. (2007). The effect of empathy in proenvironmental attitudes and behaviors. Environment and 
Behavior, 39(2), 269–283.

Bialystok, E. (2017). The bilingual adaptation: How minds accommodate experience. Psychological Bulletin, 
143, 233–262. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000099

Bialystok, E., & Martin, M. (2004). Attention and inhibition in bilingual children: Evidence from the dimen-
sional change card sort task. Developmental Science, 7, 325–339. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
7687.2004.00351.x

Bosson, J. K., Buckner, C. E., & Vandello, J. A. (2021). The psychology of sex and gender. Sage.
Caldwell-Harris, C. L. (2014). Emotionality differences between a native and foreign language: Theoretical 

implications. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, 1055.
Chen, S. X., & Bond, M. H. (2010). Two languages, two personalities? Examining language effects on the 

expression of personality in a bilingual context. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 36(11), 
1514–1528.

Christov-Moore, L., Simpson, E. A., Coudé, G., Grigaityte, K., Iacoboni, M., & Ferrari, P. F. (2014). Empathy: 
Gender effects in brain and behavior. Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews, 46, 604–627.

Çiftci, H., & Üstunel, E. (2022). Dyadic or monadic? A Review on personality reflections of bilinguals. 
International Journal of Current Approaches in Language, Education and Social Sciences, 4(1), 19–36.

Costa, A., Hernández, M., & Sebastián-Gallés, N. (2008). Bilingualism aids conflict resolution: Evidence 
from the ANT task. Cognition, 106, 59–86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2006.12.013

Davis, M. H. (2015). Empathy and prosocial behavior. In D. A. Schroeder & W. G. Graziano (Eds.), The 
Oxford handbook of prosocial behavior (pp. 282–306). Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780195399813.013.026

Decety, J., Smith, K. E., Norman, G. J., & Halpern, J. (2014). A social neuroscience perspective on clini-
cal empathy. World Psychiatry: Official Journal of the World Psychiatric Association (WPA), 13(3), 
233–237. https://doi.org/10.1002/wps.20146

Del Maschio, N., Crespi, F., Peressotti, F., Abutalebi, J., & Sulpizio, S. (2022). Decision-making depends 
on language: A meta-analysis of the Foreign Language Effect. Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 
25(4), 617–630.

Dewaele, J. M. (2013). The link between foreign language classroom anxiety and psychoticism, extraversion, 
and neuroticism among adult bi- and multilinguals. The Modern Language Journal, 97(3), 670–684.

Dewaele, J. M. (2021). Multilingualism and trait emotional intelligence: An exploratory investigation. 
International Journal of Multilingualism, 18(3), 337–351.

Dewaele, J. M., & Botes, E. (2020). Does multilingualism shape personality? An exploratory investigation. 
International Journal of Bilingualism, 24(4), 811–823.

Dewaele, J. M., & Stavans, A. (2014). The effect of immigration, acculturation and multicompetence on per-
sonality profiles of Israeli multilinguals. International Journal of Bilingualism, 18(3), 203–222.

https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654310368803
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654310368803
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2014.01.051
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006918813597
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006918813597
https://doi.org/10.1023/b:jadd.0000022607.19833.00
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000099
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2004.00351.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2004.00351.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2006.12.013
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195399813.013.026
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195399813.013.026
https://doi.org/10.1002/wps.20146


Ward and Ragosko	 15

Dewaele, J. M., & Wei, L. (2012). Multilingualism, empathy and multicompetence. International Journal of 
Multilingualism, 9(4), 352–366. https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2012.714380

Eisenberg, N. (2002). Empathy-related emotional responses, altruism, and their socialization. Visions of 
Compassion: Western Scientists and Tibetan Buddhists Examine Human Nature, 135, 131–164.

Goleman, D. (2001). An EI-based theory of performance. In C. Cherniss, & D. Goleman (Eds.), The emotion-
ally intelligent workplace: How to select for, measure, and improve emotional intelligence in individu-
als, groups, and organizations (pp. 27–44). Jossey-Bass.

Green, D. W., & Wei, L. (2014). A control process model of code-switching. Language, Cognition and 
Neuroscience, 29(4), 499–511. https://doi.org/10.1080/23273798.2014.882515

Ikizer, E. G., & Ramírez-Esparza, N. (2018). Bilinguals’ social flexibility. Bilingualism: Language and 
Cognition, 21(5), 957–969.

Kalokerinos, E. K., Erbas, Y., Ceulemans, E., & Kuppens, P. (2019). Differentiate to regulate: Low negative 
emotion differentiation is associated with ineffective use but not selection of emotion-regulation strate-
gies. Psychological Science, 30, 863–879. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797619838763

Kanske, P., Böckler, A., Trautwein, F. M., Parianen Lesemann, F. H., & Singer, T. (2016). Are strong empa-
thizers better mentalizers? Evidence for independence and interaction between the routes of social cogni-
tion. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 11(9), 1383–1392.

Kotsou, I., Mikolajczak, M., Heeren, A., Grégoire, J., & Leys, C. (2019). Improving emotional intelligence: A 
systematic review of existing work and future challenges. Emotion Review, 11(2), 151–165.

Kourmousi, N., Amanaki, E., Tzavara, C., Merakou, K., Barbouni, A., & Koutras, V. (2017). The Toronto 
empathy questionnaire: reliability and validity in a nationwide sample of Greek teachers. Social Sciences, 
6(2), 62. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6020062

Kremin, L. V., & Byers-Heinlein, K. (2021). Why not both? Rethinking categorical and continu-
ous approaches to bilingualism. International Journal of Bilingualism, 25, 1560–1575. https://doi.
org/10.1177/13670069211031986

Laborde, S., Allen, M. S., & Guillén, F. (2016). Construct and concurrent validity of the short-and long-form 
versions of the trait emotional intelligence questionnaire. Personality and Individual Differences, 101, 
232–235. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.06.009

Marian, V., & Hayakawa, S. (2021). Measuring bilingualism: The quest for a “bilingualism quotient”. Applied 
Psycholinguistics, 42(2), 527–548. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716420000533

Marian, V., Blumenfeld, H. K., & Kaushanskaya, M. (2007). The Language Experience and Proficiency 
Questionnaire (LEAP-Q): Assessing language profiles in bilinguals and multilinguals. Journal of 
Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 50(4), 940–967. doi: 10.1044/1092-4388(2007/067).

Marshall, L. E., & Marshall, W. L. (2011). Empathy and antisocial behaviour. Journal of Forensic Psychiatry 
& Psychology, 22(5), 742–759.

Mestre, J. M., Guil, R., Lopes, P. N., Salovey, P., & Gil-Olarte, P. (2006). Emotional intelligence and social 
and academic adaptation to school. Psicothema, 18, 112–117.

Osborne, J. W., & Overbay, A. (2019). The power of outliers (and why researchers should always check for 
them). Practical Assessment, Research, and Evaluation, 9(1), 6.

Ożańska-Ponikwia, K. (2011). What has personality and emotional intelligence to do with ‘feeling different’ 
while using a foreign language? International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 15(2), 
217–234. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2011.616185

Pavlenko, A. (2005). Emotions and multilingualism. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/
CBO9780511584305

Pavlenko, A. (2008). Emotion and emotion-laden words in the bilingual lexicon. Bilingualism: Language and 
Cognition, 11(2), 147–164. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728908003283

Pavlenko, A. (2012). Affective processing in bilingual speakers: Disembodied cognition? International 
Journal of Psychology, 47(6), 405–428.

Pavlenko, A. (2014). The bilingual mind: And what it tells us about language and thought. Cambridge 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139021456

https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2012.714380
https://doi.org/10.1080/23273798.2014.882515
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797619838763
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6020062
https://doi.org/10.1177/13670069211031986
https://doi.org/10.1177/13670069211031986
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.06.009
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716420000533
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2011.616185
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511584305
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511584305
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728908003283
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139021456


16	 International Journal of Bilingualism 00(0)

Petrides, K. V. (2009). Psychometric properties of the trait emotional intelligence questionnaire (TEIQue). 
In C. Stough et al. (Eds.), Assessing Emotional Intelligence: Theory, Research, and Applications (pp. 
85–101). Boston, MA: Springer US.

Petrides, K. V., Mikolajczak, M., Mavroveli, S., Sanchez-Ruiz, M. J., Furnham, A., & Pérez-González, J. C. 
(2016). Developments in trait emotional intelligence research. Emotion Review, 8, 335–341. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1754073916650493

Qualter, P., Gardner, K. J., Pope, D., Hutchinson, J. M., & Whiteley, H. (2012). Ability emotional intelli-
gence, trait emotional intelligence, and academic success in British secondary schools: A 5 year longitu-
dinal study. Learning and Individual Differences, 22(1), 83–91.

Romero-Rivas, C., López-Benítez, R., & Rodríguez-Cuadrado, S. (2022). Would you sacrifice yourself to 
save five lives? Processing a foreign language increases the odds of self-sacrifice in moral dilemmas. 
Psychological Reports, 125(1), 498–516. https://doi.org/10.1177/0033294120967285

Schreiber, J. B., Nora, A., Stage, F. K., Barlow, E. A., & King, J. (2006). Reporting structural equation mod-
eling and confirmatory factor analysis results: A review. The Journal of Educational Research, 99(6), 
323–338.

Spreng, R. N., McKinnon, M. C., Mar, R. A., & Levine, B. (2009). The Toronto Empathy Questionnaire: 
Scale development and initial validation of a factor-analytic solution to multiple empathy measures. 
Journal of Personality Assessment, 91(1), 62–71. doi: 10.1080/00223890802484381.

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, 105082.

Ward, R., & Sanoudaki, E. (2023). Predicting language outcomes in bilingual children with Down syndrome. 
Child Neuropsychology, 30, 760–782. https://doi.org/10.1080/09297049.2023.2275331

Ware, A. T., Kirkovski, M., & Lum, J. A. (2020). Meta-analysis reveals a bilingual advantage that is depend-
ent on task and age. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, Article 1458.

Yeo, S., & Kim, K. J. (2021). A validation study of the Korean version of the Toronto empathy question-
naire for the measurement of medical students’ empathy. BMC Medical Education, 21, 1–8. https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12909-021-02561-7

Zhou, L., Xi, Y., & Lochtman, K. (2023). The relationship between second language competence and willing-
ness to communicate: The moderating effect of foreign language anxiety. Journal of Multilingual and 
Multicultural Development, 44(2), 129–143.

Author biographies

Rebecca Ward is a Lecturer in Psychology at the University of South Wales. She teaches at both the under-
graduate and postgraduate levels on modules relating to research methods, development across the lifespan 
and neurodevelopmental disorders. Her research interests are in the field of language acquisition and bilin-
gualism, specifically exploring linguistic and cognitive impacts in both typically developing populations and 
those with neurodevelopmental disorders.

Malgozata Ragosko is a postgraduate research student at Swansea University. Her main research interests are 
in clinical psychology and evolutionary psychology.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073916650493
https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073916650493
https://doi.org/10.1177/0033294120967285
https://doi.org/10.1080/09297049.2023.2275331
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-021-02561-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-021-02561-7

