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This article explores the phenomenon of “feeling different” experienced by 
bicultural bilingual individuals when they switch between their two different 
languages. Available data suggests that this experience is genuine and holds 
substantive value, not merely anecdotal. While on one hand, such a feeling may 
stem from the fact that the two languages were acquired at different times in 
individuals’ lives (with all that entails in terms of efficiency and empowerment in 
using the two languages), on the other hand, it seems to entail deeper differences 
linked to the differential activation of cultural values, behavioral patterns, and 
expectations when the two languages are used. Its manifestations seem to 
be  influenced by a variety of factors beyond just language choice, including 
the context in which this choice is performed. Results of studies investigating 
the experience of feeling different also suggest that it can lead to a sense of 
exclusion, isolation or marginalization within one’s own community. However, 
this experience more often yields positive outcomes, with individuals perceiving 
it as enriching and contributing positively to both their personal development 
and the broader societal fabric. Amid contemporary challenges related to 
immigration, the study of biculturalism and related psychological phenomena, 
such as the “feeling different” experience, becomes imperative, as it may provide 
insights into how individuals navigate the complexities linked to their cultural 
identities.
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Introduction

In a progressively globalized world, the concept of cultural diversity has gained tremendous 
significance. As globalization continues to bridge borders and bring people together, and 
immigration becomes more frequent, the prevalence of bicultural bilingual individuals is 
increasingly evident. Bicultural bilinguals, who internalize diverse cultural frameworks and 
languages, represent a vibrant and expanding segment of our societies. However, beneath the 
surface lies an underexplored phenomenon: the feeling of being different experienced by these 
individuals when navigating their dual cultural and linguistic identities.
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Biculturalism

Biculturalism refers to the coexistence of two distinct cultures 
within an individual, group, or society (Berry, 1997). It has been 
defined in many ways. A bicultural person, according to Grosjean 
(2008), is characterized by at least three traits. They participate in the 
life of two cultures, they adapt to them, and they combine and blend 
aspects of both cultures involved. The term biculturalism is used to 
describe the integration of elements from two separate cultural 
backgrounds, allowing individuals to navigate and adapt to both 
cultural environments effectively (LaFromboise et al., 1993). People 
become bicultural because, at some point in their lives, they come in 
contact with other cultures and live, to various degrees, with them 
(Grosjean, 2015). This often occurs when individuals are exposed to 
or grow up in two different cultural settings, such as, for instance, 
those people who have parents from different cultural backgrounds, 
or those who have migrated to a new country and have adopted the 
new culture while maintaining their original cultural identity 
(Phinney and Devich-Navarro, 1997). Biculturalism entails proficiency 
in two cultures, reflected in language use, friend choice, and media 
preferences (Cabassa, 2003). True biculturalism involves integrating 
cultures into a personalized blend, creating an individualized 
‘idioculture’ (Benet-Martínez et  al., 2002; Nguyen and Benet-
Martinez, 2010).

Bilingualism

Bilingualism, historically seen as mastering two languages equally 
(Bloofield, 1935), is now recognized as involving varied language use 
for different purposes and contexts, with differing proficiencies 
(Grosjean, 2010, 2013; Wei, 2020). Bilingualism has to be considered 
as something relative (Mackey, 2000). It is extremely difficult, if not 
even impossible to define precisely who is or is not bilingual 
(Baker, 2006).

Language ability is typically measured in two productive parts, 
speaking and writing, and two receptive parts, listening and reading. 
While some are balanced bilinguals, most use their languages in 
varying proportions worldwide. Authors have categorized bilinguals 
based on the timing of their second language acquisition (Birdsong, 
1992; Genesee et al., 1995; Flege et al., 1999). However, distinguishing 
types can be  challenging for casual observers, as all may achieve 
full proficiency.

Two languages, two cultures: bicultural 
bilinguals

Language and culture are closely intertwined and biculturalism is 
often associated with bilingualism (Grosjean, 2012). The language 
spoken by individuals and its relationship to the cultural context in 
which they acquire and utilize it have been subjects of inquiry. Many 
multilingual speakers report being different in each of their languages 
(Pavlenko, 2006; Dewaele, 2016), but researchers have never been able 
to get to the bottom of this issue and understand its real causes. The 
precise mechanisms underlying this phenomenon and its intricate 
interplay with personal experiences and social interactions continue 
to be a fascinating puzzle to unravel (Benet-Martínez et al., 2021) and 

serve as a fertile ground for exploration, holding the potential to yield 
deeper insights into the profound interconnection among language, 
culture, and individual identity.

The fluid nature of cultural identity

Identity is a focal point in biculturalism research (e.g., Benet-
Martínez et al., 2002; Benet-Martínez and Haritatos, 2005). The 
cultural values, traditions, and norms of both cultures significantly 
influence the individuals’ self-perception and sense of belonging 
(Berry, 2006). Balancing the expectations and practices of multiple 
cultures can lead to negotiating a hybrid identity that integrates 
aspects of both cultures while maintaining a unique selfhood 
(Phinney, 1990). Nevertheless, the persistent feeling of being 
different remains, as bicultural bilinguals are neither fully immersed 
in one culture nor entirely detached from the other—a state both 
enriching and challenging. This fluidity in cultural identity serves 
as a source of strength, empowering bicultural individuals to adapt 
and thrive in diverse environments. However, it can also evoke a 
sense of ambiguity and self-questioning as they navigate between 
cultural contexts.

Identity Negotiation Theory (INT) (Flege et al., 1999) suggests 
that individuals across cultures seek recognition and acceptance of 
their identities, influenced by cultural, social, and personal factors. 
Five core assumptions guide INT: (1) understanding the identity 
domains of communication partners boosts social self-esteem for 
bicultural individuals. Navigating two cultures involves addressing 
anxiety from emotional insecurity in culturally distant contexts (2) 
and (3). (4) Focuses on the importance of ingroup acceptance for trust 
and predictability. (5) Highlights the necessity of feeling understood, 
respected, and valued for successful identity negotiation. Research on 
acculturation and mindful identity negotiation processes (Collie et al., 
2010) supports these assumptions, emphasizing the importance of 
affirming one’s cultural group membership while navigating bicultural 
identities. Bicultural individuals who effectively navigate both cultural 
sides and find common ground tend to experience more predictable 
interactions and lower anxiety levels (Gudykunst, 2005a). Ting-
Toomey (2005)’s INT assumptions underscore the necessity of 
understanding the acknowledged identity domain of bicultural 
individuals and the negotiation of identity dynamics in intergroup 
settings. From an interactional communication perspective, bicultural 
individuals tend to align with perceived ingroup members when they 
feel secure, included, approved, and can predict interactions. 
Conversely, when encountering identity vulnerability, distinctiveness, 
and interactional discomfort, they are more inclined to distance 
themselves from perceived outgroup members. Dorjee et al. (2011) 
found that perceived identity support and positive social evaluation 
have a stronger association with accommodative responses than 
ingroup membership identification.

Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) explores 
interpersonal and intergroup interactions (Giles, 1971, 1980; Giles and 
Coupland, 1991), driven primarily by social approval motivation. CAT 
distinguishes two orientations: individual, based on personal identity 
and social identity, based on group membership emphasis. It has 
evolved (Gallois et al., 2005) and been applied in various intergroup 
contexts (Harwood and Giles, 2005; Dorjee et al., 2011), revealing 
convergence and divergence strategies (Shepard et al., 2001; Gallois 
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et  al., 2005). Convergence involves matching communication 
strategies (Giles and Baker, 2008). In intergroup settings, bicultural 
individuals signal ingroup membership through language choices, like 
using English slang or Asian language codes. Divergence, on the other 
hand, employs differentiating strategies, like code-switching (Dorjee 
and Giles, 2005; Giles and Baker, 2008). Strauss and Cross (2005) 
outline specific communicative strategies, while Benet-Martínez et al. 
(2006) explore cultural frame-switching in bicultural 
identity negotiation.

Strauss and Cross (2005) examine interactional strategies 
employed by African Americans in interactions with mainstream 
European Americans to navigate co-cultural identity, complementing 
broader communicative strategies proposed by Harwood et al. (2005). 
Bicultural individuals use code-switching, buffering, bridging, and 
passing strategies to negotiate identity and communication in 
intergroup contexts. Code-switching is the adaptation of 
communication styles based on the cultural context (e.g., switching 
between English and Chinese based on the audience; Strauss and 
Cross, 2005). This serves as both a convergence and divergence 
strategy, affirming specific aspects of bicultural identity. Buffering, an 
identity protection strategy, involves dismissive or indifferent 
communication to deflect the impact of racist or ethnic jokes. Bridging 
uses connection strategies to engage with diverse groups, helping 
bicultural individuals find balance and security. Passing (Benet-
Martínez et al., 2002, 2006) involves presenting oneself as a member 
of the dominant mainstream group. These bicultural communicative 
strategies provide insights into identity management in multicultural 
contexts, offering nuanced perspectives on identity negotiation 
and communication.

The duality of belonging. The complexity 
of dual cultural identity

Bicultural bilinguals straddle two worlds, finding belonging 
in their cultures while balancing internal perspectives. They share 
commonalities with their communities, yet the struggle for 
acceptance in both cultures and a longing for authentic identity 
persists. Caught between these dynamics, they may face 
stereotypes and discrimination, making the quest for belonging 
emotionally challenging. Despite this, the journey fosters 
resilience and strengthens their sense of self. According to 
Grosjean (2008), becoming bicultural and fully embracing both 
cultures can be a challenging and lengthy process. The process of 
reconciling multiple cultures involves considering various factors, 
such as kinship, language, physical appearance, nationality, 
education, and attitudes (Grosjean, 2008). The outcome of this 
process often results in a double categorization by others, which 
can produce either congruent or contradictory outcomes 
(Grosjean, 2008). Monocultural societies tend to struggle with the 
notion that an individual can genuinely belong to and embrace 
multiple cultures simultaneously (Grosjean, 2008). The prevailing 
attitude often oscillates between assigning individuals to a single 
culture, either culture A or culture B, rather than accepting their 
bicultural identity (Grosjean, 2008). This limited perspective fails 
to acknowledge the complexity and richness of bicultural 
individuals’ experiences.

In order to establish their cultural identity, bicultural 
individuals must weigh the perceptions of both cultures and take 
into account personal history, identity needs, language and 
cultural knowledge, coping skills, and tolerance for ambiguity 
(Benet-Martínez and Hong, 2014). The decision-making process 
can lead to identifying solely with one culture, identifying with 
neither culture, or identifying with both cultures. These categories 
share similarities with Berry’s (1990) acculturation positions: 
assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalization.

Ideally, biculturals should accept and embrace their 
biculturalism as the optimal solution. However, influenced by the 
categorization from their cultural groups, some individuals may 
choose to identify solely with one culture or reject both cultures, 
which can lead to dissatisfaction, feelings of uprootedness, 
marginalization, or ambivalence. Biculturals often face negative 
labels such as rootless, nomadic, alienated, chameleon, and traitor, 
which reflect their experience of double exclusion (Grosjean, 
2008, 2015). Biculturals wonder if they will ever be accepted by 
monocultures and be allowed to embrace their dual identity as a 
synthesis of both cultures while retaining their own uniqueness. 
Over time, many biculturals do come to terms with their 
biculturalism, and some may find belonging in new cultural 
groups (e.g., Mexican Americans or Italian Americans in North 
America). However, the decision-making process involved in 
cultural identity is complex, and unfortunately, some individuals 
never fully identify with both worlds they belong to 
(Grosjean, 2015).

The interactions and perceptions of others significantly 
impact the identity formation of bicultural bilinguals. Social 
networks, including family, peers, and communities, play a crucial 
role in shaping individual identities (Rumbaut, 1994). Social 
support and acceptance of bicultural individuals’ dual heritage 
and linguistic capabilities can enhance their sense of self-esteem 
and self-worth. However, experiences of discrimination, prejudice, 
or the pressure to conform to a single cultural identity may lead 
to identity conflicts and struggles (Houkamau et al., 2021).

Navigating language

Language plays a significant role in the lives of bicultural bilinguals. 
They possess the unique ability to effortlessly switch between languages, 
seamlessly adapting to different social contexts [cf., Jylkkä et al., 2021, 
for a discussion about whether effort and cognitive control are required 
in language switching; see also Treccani and Mulatti (2015)]. However, 
this linguistic flexibility is not without its challenges. The feeling of 
“otherness” can emerge when bicultural bilinguals are caught between 
languages, never fully expressing themselves in one or the other. The 
subtle nuances and cultural references embedded within each language 
can be difficult to navigate, further highlighting the sense of difference 
that accompanies their bilingual journey.

Language affects the way people think

According to various studies, language influences the way 
people think (Mykhailyuk and Pohlod, 2015). The Sapir-Whorf 
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hypothesis (Whorf, 1956; Sapir, 1961), has contributed to our 
understanding of the relationship between language and thought, 
suggesting that language can influence a native speaker’s 
categorization of their experiences. Empirical research supports 
the concept of linguistic relativity and researchers have shared this 
view (Boroditsky, 2011; Ahearn, 2021). For example, when 
individuals switch between languages, their perspectives can 
change. Gender associations with nouns in different languages 
offer one illustration of this phenomenon. In German, the sun is 
feminine (die Sonne), contrasting with Spanish, where it is 
masculine (el sol). Similarly, the moon is masculine in German 
(der Mond) but feminine in Spanish (la luna). This linguistic 
transition influences how individuals characterize objects like 
bridges; German speakers use feminine adjectives for elegance, 
while Spanish speakers emphasize strength with masculine 
adjectives (Boroditsky et al., 2003).

Languages differ in expressing intentionality in accidents. 
English, saying “I broke my arm,” may lack clarity, while Italian, 
French, and Spanish prefer explicit indications like “the pencil 
broke” or “the pencil broke itself ” (Nilsson, 2020). Spanish nuances 
intentionality, distinguishing unintentional events. English, e.g., “I 
broke the car,” lacks specificity, unlike Spanish constructions like 
“Rompí un coche” (I broke a car intentionally) and “Se me rompió 
un coche” (It happened to me that a car broke) using reflexive 
pseudopassive constructions (Pountain, 2003). Gibbons (2003) 
notes the lower intentionality expressed in Spanish’s pseudopassive 
construction, positioned lower on the blameworthiness scale. 
Additionally, Spanish has an active construction for specific 
intentionality lacking in English (Gibbons, 2003, p. 253).

Cultural and linguistic backgrounds also influence the 
attribution of blame. In Japanese culture, the concept of “amae” 
emphasizes dependency and interdependence, leading to a 
tendency to attribute blame to external circumstances rather than 
individuals. This differs from Western cultures, which prioritize 
personal responsibility, resulting in a greater inclination to assign 
blame to individuals themselves (Choi and Nisbett, 1998; Kitayama 
and Uchida, 2005).

Research suggests that the Foreign Language Effect may impact 
decision-making and moral judgment [for a review, see Purpuri 
et  al. (2024)]. The foreign language might lead to reduced 
emotional reactions, promoting rationality and utilitarian choices 
(Corey and Costa, 2015). It also has the potential to decrease risk 
aversion and make individuals more willing to accept harm for 
greater outcomes (Keysar et al., 2012; Hadjichristidis et al., 2015; 
Winskel and Bhatt, 2020). Furthermore, it could reduce the 
tendency to perceive causal relationships between unrelated events 
and diminish common superstitious beliefs (Díaz-Lago and 
Matute, 2019; Hadjichristidis et al., 2019). Bilingual individuals 
using a foreign language might perceive dishonesty as less 
inappropriate and crimes described in a foreign language as less 
severe (Winskel and Bhatt, 2020; Alempaki et al., 2021). Recent 
research suggests that individuals demonstrate higher tolerance for 
ambiguity in their foreign language (Purpuri et al., 2023).

Emotional reactions to situations can complicate the control of 
intuitive processes, particularly when emotions are strong (Greene 
et al., 2004). Understanding the interplay between these systems 
and emotional responses is crucial for comprehending decision-
making dynamics. Considering the context of foreign language use, 

it is essential to acknowledge that the learning environments for 
foreign languages differ significantly from those for first languages 
(Pavlenko, 2012). This distinction could lead to reduced emotional 
resonance in a person’s second language (Costa et al., 2014a, b; 
Iacozza et al., 2017). Such diminished emotional responses may 
imply a sense of emotional distance, potentially influencing 
judgment and decision-making processes associated with the use 
of foreign languages. Certainly, the attenuation of emotional 
responses could significantly influence how individuals perceive 
and act when utilizing a foreign language, warranting greater 
attention in discussions. Integration of research outcomes, 
exemplified by Caldwell-Harris and Ayçiçeği-Dinn (2021), 
revealing bilinguals’ inclination to align more with selfish 
statements and less with ethical ones in their non-native language, 
could offer insights into the emotional dynamics involved.

More possible variables and specific 
insights

Several studies indicate that the native language elicits stronger 
emotional connections, images, and memories than languages 
acquired later in life (Pavlenko, 2005). For example, Javier et al. 
(1993) showed that when multilingual participants were tasked 
with pinpointing the most emotionally saturated language, a 
majority selected the one they acquired first. Additionally, 
bilinguals tended to offer more detailed and emotionally rich 
descriptions of personal memories when using the language in 
which the memory initially occurred. There is also a body of 
literature suggesting that bilinguals may perceive undesirable 
behaviors (e.g., lying) as easier to perform when involving a 
non-native language (acquired later in life) as opposed to their 
native one (e.g., Caldwell-Harris and Ayçiçeği-Dinn, 2009).

Therefore, the age of acquisition of the two languages mastered 
by bilinguals may influence how they feel when they speak either 
language. However, there appear to be  specific aspects of the 
‘feeling different’ phenomenon that derive from the characteristics 
of the languages used by bicultural bilingual individuals and their 
associated cultures, rather than from when these languages 
were learnt.

Dewaele (2016) examined McWhorter’s (2014) claim that bi- 
and multilingual individuals feel different when speaking different 
languages due to the different ages at which they acquired each 
language and the consequent differences in proficiency levels. This 
indeed could limit their ability to express emotions and pragmatics 
in the language they are less proficient in. For example, according 
to McWhorter, people who report feeling different when speaking 
their non-native language, citing differences in wit or directness, 
have often learned that language as adults and the reason they 
perceive it differently is that they have not always spoken it. 
However, Dewaele analyzed data from 1,005 participants and 
found no support for McWhorter’s assertion: the age of L2 
acquisition and self-reported proficiency in L2 do not seem to 
be related to the extent of feelings of difference. Participants’ age, 
education, and anxiety in L2/L3 use were identified by Dewaele as 
more critical factors: in his study, these variables were all 
significantly and positively correlated with the intensity of the 
“feeling difference” experience. Participants often linked their 
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feelings of difference to specific contexts of language use and 
reported these feelings to change over time, highlighting the 
dynamic nature of such feelings.

Overall, therefore, McWhorter’s hypothesis offers one simple 
lens through which to examine the “feeling different” experience. 
However, this simple interpretation is not supported by data. The 
phenomenon appears to be much more complex. Dewaele’s study 
prompts a broader consideration of the diverse factors that may 
contribute to this experience and suggests that the feeling of being 
different associated with the use of two different languages is not a 
fixed, immutable state uniquely determined by the language used 
(using a different language does not always result in this sensation). 
Instead, it is something mutable, activated by various possible 
triggers, among which language is just one of the possibilities 
(although perhaps one of the most important). Furthermore, the 
perceived differences do not only concern variations in wit, 
sharpness, or directness in expressing one’s ideas but seem to be of 
a deeper nature. Participants in his study reported feeling different 
in terms of both self-perception and behavior.

Ross et al. (2002) examined the self-perceptions of Canadian 
bicultural individuals when describing themselves in an open-
ended questionnaire. Chinese-born participants were randomly 
requested to respond in either Chinese or English. As controls, 
Canadian-born participants, of either European or Chinese 
descent, responded in English. The outcomes of the language 
manipulation mirrored those of previous studies comparing East 
Asians to North Americans (e.g., Rosenberg, 1965). Participants 
responding in Chinese expressed more collective self-statements, 
lower self-esteem, and greater alignment with Chinese cultural 
perspectives compared to the other groups. Chinese-writing 
participants presented similar numbers of favorable and 
unfavorable self-statements in their self-descriptions, while the 
other groups tended to report more favorable self-statements. 
Chinese-writing participants indicated comparable levels of 
positive and negative mood, whereas the remaining groups 
reported higher positive mood.

Ervin’s (1964) study on Japanese-American bilingual women 
found language-dependent variations in sentence completion. 
When tasked with completing sentences in both Japanese and 
English, participants provided markedly distinct endings based on 
the language employed. For instance, when prompted with the 
sentence “When my wishes conflict with my family,” responses in 
Japanese indicated a perception of “it is a time of great 
unhappiness,” whereas responses in English reflected a sentiment 
of “I do what I want.”

Ringberg et al. (2010) conducted a study involving a cohort of 
Hispanic-American women, all proficient in both languages, but 
varying in their levels of cultural identification. The researchers 
observed shifts in participants’ self-perception depending on 
whether they were interacting with members of their native culture 
(and utilizing their native language) or they were acting within an 
environment dominated by a different culture (and using another 
language). Additionally, when participants were tasked with 
interpreting advertisements featuring women, their perceptions 
differed based on the language employed: women in Spanish-
addressed ads were viewed as more self-sufficient and extroverted, 
while those in English-addressed ads were perceived as more 
traditional, reliant on others, and family-oriented. Notably, this 

language-triggered “frame switching” appeared to occur 
involuntarily and was observed solely among biculturals, rather 
than monocultural bilinguals.

Caldwell-Harris et al. (2011) showed that Chinese—English 
bilinguals residing in the US tended to perceive emotional 
expressions in their native language, Mandarin, as stronger 
compared to expressions in their second language, English. Despite 
this perception, they preferred to express their emotions (e.g., 
saying “I love you”) in English due to perceived social constraints 
being more relaxed in English-speaking environments. 
Electrodermal monitoring conducted on a similar sample 
(Caldwell-Harris and Ayçiçeği-Dinn, 2021) revealed that bilinguals 
with proficient abilities in both Mandarin and English exhibited 
similar physiological reactivity (skin conductance responses) to 
emotional expressions in both languages, except for endearments 
where English expressions elicited larger responses. This difference 
could be attributed to cultural norms, as English-speaking societies 
encourage more open expression of positive emotions compared 
to Asian Cultures.

All these findings suggest the feeling of being different 
associated with the language used results from the differential 
activation of values, expectations and aspirations, rather than 
simply to a lesser or greater ability to express them in the two 
languages, due to acquiring these languages at different ages and 
times. In bicultural individuals, different (or partially 
non-overlapping) cultural-specific knowledge appears to mediate 
the distinct experiences corresponding to different cultural 
identities (e.g., Eastern and Western; Ross et al., 2002). In our view, 
these partially non-overlapping structures may allow culturally-
specific memories and response patterns to be  more activated 
when using a given language compared to when using another.

Dewaele (2016) reported the answers of different bilingual 
bicultural individuals to a questionnaire in which they were asked 
to describe their feelings of being different when they speak 
different languages. He  indeed points out that, although 
participants in his study did not always fully understand the 
reasons behind their feeling different experience, many of them 
seemed to be aware that this experience is somehow related to the 
different cultural values and habits linked to their languages. For 
instance, Angelika, a 24-year-old female with Swedish as her first 
language, English as her second language, Japanese as her third 
language, and French as her fourth language, articulated her 
experience by stating that, when speaking in Japanese, she adapts 
to the Japanese culture extensively. Her voice elevates, adopting a 
more feminine tone, reminiscent of Japanese women (“I speak with 
a light voice just like a Japanese woman”). In contrast, when 
conversing in Swedish or English, her demeanor is notably 
more direct.

Angelika explicitly contrasts her feelings when speaking an 
Eastern language compared to when speaking a European language 
(she does not feel different when speaking Swedish vs. English, but 
when speaking Japanese compared to when she speaks one of her 
European languages). In fact, the majority of studies on the feeling 
of difference have focused on the experience that bicultural 
bilinguals have when speaking two languages associated with very 
different cultures, such as those of a Western and an Eastern 
culture. This brings us to an interesting question. How much does 
similarity versus difference between the spoken languages and 
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associated cultures influence the experience of feeling different? 
When two languages belong to broadly similar cultures, this might 
reduce the difference between the cultural values, behavioral 
patterns and expectations being primed by the used language. 
When the two languages belong to very different cultures, then the 
perceived difference might increase. To the best of our knowledge, 
however, no study has yet explicitly investigated the impact of 
similarity between the cultures of bicultural bilingual individuals 
on the nature and intensity of the feeling different experience when 
they speak the languages associated with these cultures.

Discussion

The complex and multifaceted phenomenon of “feeling 
different” among bicultural bilinguals stems from the 
interconnection between cultural and linguistic identities. 
Biculturalism, integrating two distinct cultures, and bilingualism, 
mastering two languages, shape their experiences, offering 
opportunities for adaptation and growth but also 
presenting challenges.

The language people speak can mold their thoughts, 
perspectives, and decision-making processes, thus having a 
significant impact on the experience of individuals who have 
come into contact with more than one culture and use different 
languages associated with these cultures in their daily lives 
(Mykhailyuk and Pohlod, 2015).

The negotiation of cultural identity is central to the 
experience of these individuals, requiring constant adaptation 
and self-reflection. They navigate diverse belief systems, values, 
and traditions, forging a hybrid identity while dealing with 
moments of exclusion and conflicts between societal expectations 
and personal values. Our analysis suggests that the “feeling 
different” experience can be  indeed perceived both negatively 
and positively. While it may entail feelings of exclusion or 
marginalization within one’s own community, it also often leads 
to positive outcomes, enriching personal development and 
contributing to societal diversity. When not experienced with 
discomfort, this feeling of being different linked (even if not 
exclusively) to the use of different languages can lead to a sense 
of pride, fulfillment and gratification for one’s dual (yet 
simultaneously unique) identity.

Investigating how stereotypes, experiences of discrimination, 
or marginalization, but also positive feelings resulting from the 
acknowledgment of belonging to two different worlds, impact 
identity negotiation and bicultural identity integration among 
bicultural individuals is crucial. The well-being of bicultural 
bilinguals is significantly influenced by self (internal) and others’ 
(external) perceptions and acceptance. Social support and 
recognition of their dual heritage enhance self-esteem and these 
positive feelings, while discrimination or pressure to conform can 
lead to identity conflicts. Accordingly, by continuing to investigate 
biculturalism-related phenomena, we  can enhance our 
understanding of bicultural experiences and work toward 
fostering inclusive environments that honor and celebrate diversity.

Further studies could explore the role of familial and societal 
support systems in fostering bicultural identity development. 
Understanding how these factors influence the negotiation of 

multiple cultural identities can inform interventions and support 
mechanisms for bicultural individuals.

While acknowledging the profound impact of biculturalism 
and bilingualism on the lived experiences of bicultural bilinguals, 
this article emphasizes the need to better understand the intricate 
dynamics of their identity negotiation and cultural adaptation. By 
synthesizing insights from various disciplines such as sociology, 
linguistics, and psychology, we aimed to offer a holistic perspective 
that explores the intersectionality of factors shaping the sense of 
difference among bicultural bilinguals.

Embracing biculturalism in our highly interconnected world 
can foster understanding and appreciation for diverse cultural 
outlooks, contributing to a more inclusive society. The feeling of 
being different depending on the linguistic context one is 
immersed in is an interesting phenomenon, but it is much more 
than mere curiosity. It offers valuable insights into the actual 
reality of bicultural bilinguals, shedding light on the complexities 
of their cultural identity formation. By studying this phenomenon, 
we gain a deeper understanding of the intricacies of the bicultural 
bilinguals’ experience, allowing us to better comprehend their 
unique perspectives and challenges. Further research into this 
phenomenon can be  useful to uncover new insights into the 
multifaceted dimensions of this experience.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in 
the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed 
to the corresponding author.

Author contributions

SP: Writing – original draft. CM: Writing – original draft. RF: 
Writing – original draft. BT: Writing – original draft.

Funding

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

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product 
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its 
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1376076
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Purpuri et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1376076

Frontiers in Psychology 07 frontiersin.org

References
Ahearn, L. M. (2021). Living language: An introduction to linguistic anthropology. 

Hoboken, New Jersey United States: John Wiley & Sons.

Alempaki, D., Doğan, G., and Yang, Y. (2021). Lying in a foreign language? J. Econ. 
Behav. Organ. 185, 946–961. doi: 10.1016/j.jebo.2020.10.027

Baker, C. (2006). Foundations of bilingual education and bilingualism. 4th Edn. 
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Benet-Martínez, V., and Haritatos, J. (2005). Bicultural identity integration (BII): 
components and psychological antecedents. J. Pers. 73, 1015–1050. doi: 
10.1111/j.1467-6494.2005.00337.x

Benet-Martínez, V., and Hong, Y. Y. (Eds.). (2014). Introduction: The psychology of 
multicultural identity and experiences. The Oxford handbook of multicultural identity. 
Oxford Library of Psychology, pp. 1–20.

Benet-Martínez, V., Lee, F., and Cheng, C. Y. (2021). “Bicultural identity integration” 
in Handbook of Advances in Culture and Psychology. eds. M. J. Gelfand, C.-Y. Chiu and 
Y-Y. Hong vol. 8 (Oxford University Press), 244.

Benet-Martínez, V., Lee, F., and Leu, J. (2006). Describe your culture: cultural 
representations in biculturals. J. Cross-Cult. Psychol. 37, 386–407. doi: 
10.1177/0022022106288476

Benet-Martínez, V., Leu, J., Lee, F., and Morris, M. (2002). Negotiating biculturalism: 
cultural frame switching in biculturals with oppositional versus compatible cultural 
identities. J. Cross-Cult. Psychol. 33, 492–516. doi: 10.1177/0022022102033005005

Berry, J. W. (1990). Acculturation and adaptation: A general framework. In Mental 
health of immigrants and refugees. eds. W. H. Holtzman and T. H. Bornemann (Hogg 
Foundation for Mental Health), pp. 90–102.

Berry, J. W. (1997). Immigration, acculturation, and adaptation. Appl. Psychol. 46, 
5–34. doi: 10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01087.x

Berry, J. W. (2006). Mutual attitudes among immigrants and ethnocultural groups in 
Canada. Int. J. Intercult. Relat. 30, 719–734. doi: 10.1016/j.ijintrel.2006.06.004

Birdsong, D. (1992). Ultimate attainment in second language acquisition. Language 
68, 706–755. doi: 10.1353/lan.1992.0035

Bloofield, L. (1935). Language. London: Allen and Unwin.

Boroditsky, L. (2011). How language shapes thought. Sci. Am. 304, 62–65. doi: 
10.1038/scientificamerican0211-62

Boroditsky, L., Schmidt, L. A., and Phillips, W. (2003). Sex, syntax, and semantics. 
Lang. Mind 22, 61–79. doi: 10.7551/mitpress/4117.003.0010

Cabassa, L. J. (2003). Measuring acculturation: where we are and where we need to go. 
Hisp. J. Behav. Sci. 25, 127–146. doi: 10.1177/0739986303025002001

Caldwell-Harris, C. L., and Ayçiçeği-Dinn, A. (2009). Emotion and lying in a non-
native language. Int. J. Psychophysiol. 71, 193–204. doi: 10.1016/j.ijpsycho.2008.09.006

Caldwell-Harris, C. L., and Ayçiçeği-Dinn, A. (2021). When using the native language 
leads to more ethical choices: integrating ratings and electrodermal monitoring. Lang. 
Cogn. Neurosci. 36, 885–901. doi: 10.1080/23273798.2020.1818266

Caldwell-Harris, C. L., Tong, J., Lung, W., and Poo, S. (2011). Physiological reactivity 
to emotional phrases in mandarin—English bilinguals. Int. J. Biling. 15, 329–352. doi: 
10.1177/1367006910379262

Choi, I., and Nisbett, R. E. (1998). Situational salience and cultural differences in the 
correspondence bias and actor-observer bias. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 24, 949–960. 
doi: 10.1177/0146167298249003

Collie, P., Kindoh, S., Liu, J., and Podsiadlowski, A. (2010). Mindful identity 
negotiation: the acculturation of young Assyrian women in New Zealand. Int. J. Intercult. 
Relat. 34, 208–220. doi: 10.1016/j.ijintrel.2009.08.002

Corey, J. D., and Costa, A. (2015). The foreign language effect on moral decisions. 
Ciencia Cogn. 9, 57–60,

Costa, A., Foucart, A., Arnon, I., Aparici, M., and Apesteguia, J. (2014a). “Piensa” 
twice: On the foreign language effect in decision making. Cognition, 130, 236 –254. doi: 
10.1016/j.cognition.2013.11.010

Costa, A., Foucart, A., Hayakawa, S., Aparici, M., Apesteguia, J., Heafner, J., et al. 
(2014b). Your morals depend on language. PLoS One 9:e94842. doi: 10.1371/journal.
pone.0094842

Dewaele, J. M. (2016). Why do so many bi-and multilinguals feel different when 
switching languages? Int. J. Multiling. 13, 92–105. doi: 10.1080/14790718.2015.1040406

Díaz-Lago, M., and Matute, H. (2019). Thinking in a foreign language reduces the 
causality bias. Q. J. Exp. Psychol. 72, 41–51. doi: 10.1177/1747021818755326

Dorjee, T., and Giles, H. (2005). Cultural identity in Tibetan diasporas. J. Multiling. 
Multicult. Dev. 26, 118–137. doi: 10.1080/01434630508668401

Dorjee, T., Giles, H., and Barker, V. (2011). Diasporic communication: cultural 
deviance and accommodation among Tibetan exiles in India. J. Multiling. Multicult. Dev. 
32, 343–359. doi: 10.1080/01434632.2011.579130

Ervin, S. (1964). Language and TAT content in bilinguals. J. Abnorm. Soc. Psychol. 68, 
500–507. doi: 10.1037/h0044803

Flege, J. E., Yeni-Komshian, G. H., and Liu, S. (1999). Age constraints on second-
language acquisition. J. Mem. Lang. 41, 78–104. doi: 10.1006/jmla.1999.2638

Gallois, C., Ogay, T., and Giles, H. (2005). “Communication accommodation theory” 
in Theorizing about intercultural communication. ed. W. B. Gudykunst (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage), 121–148.

Genesee, F., Nicoladis, E., and Paradis, J. (1995). Language differentiation in early 
bilingual development. J. Child Lang. 22, 611–631. doi: 10.1017/S0305000900009971

Gibbons, P. (2003). Mediating language learning: teacher interactions with ESL 
students in a content-based classroom. TESOL Q. 37, 247–273. doi: 10.2307/3588504

Giles, H. (1971). Ethnocentrism and the evaluation of accented speech. Brit. J. Soc. 
Clin. Psychol. 10, 187–188. doi: 10.1111/j.2044-8260.1971.tb00733.x

Giles, H. (1980). Accommodation theory: some new directions. In SilvaS. de (Ed.), 
Aspects of linguistic behaviour (105–136). York, UK: York University Press.

Giles, H., and Baker, S. (2008). “Communication accommodation theory” in The 
international encyclopedia of communication. ed. W. Donsbach, vol. 2 (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell), 645–648.

Giles, H., and Coupland, N. (1991). Language: Contexts and consequences. Monterey, 
CA: Brooks/Cole.

Greene, J. D., Nystrom, L. E., Engell, A. D., Darley, J. M., and Cohen, J. D. (2004). The 
neural bases of cognitive conflict and control in moral judgment. Neuron, 44, 389–400.

Grosjean, F. (2008). Studying bilinguals (Oxford linguistics). Oxford, England: Oxford 
University Press.

Grosjean, F. (2010). Bilingualism, biculturalism, and deafness. Int. J. Biling. Educ. 
Biling. 13, 133–145. doi: 10.1080/13670050903474051

Grosjean, F. (2012). An attempt to isolate, and then differentiate, transfer and 
interference. Int. J. Biling. 16, 11–21. doi: 10.1177/1367006911403210

Grosjean, F. (2013). Bilingualism: a short introduction. In The psycholinguistics of 
bilingualism. eds. F. Grosjean and P. Li Vol. 2 (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell), p. 5.

Grosjean, F. (2015). Bicultural bilinguals. Int. J. Biling. 19, 572–586. doi: 
10.1177/1367006914526297

Gudykunst, W. B. (2005a). “An anxiety/uncertainty management (AUM) theory of 
effective communication: making the mesh of the net finer” in Theorizing about 
intercultural communication. ed. W. B. Gudykunst (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage), 281–322.

Hadjichristidis, C., Geipel, J., and Keysar, B. (2019). “The influence of native language 
in shaping judgement and choice” in Progress in brain research. ed. N. Srinivasan, vol. 
247 (Amsterdam: Elsevier), 253–272.

Hadjichristidis, C., Geipel, J., and Savadori, L. (2015). The effect of foreign language 
in judgments of risk and benefit: the role of affect. J. Exp. Psychol. Appl. 21, 117–129. doi: 
10.1037/xap0000044

Harwood, J., and Giles, H. (Eds.) (2005). Intergroup communication: multiple 
perspectives. Berlin: Peter Lang.

Harwood, J., Giles, H., and Palomares, N. A. (2005). “Intergroup theory and 
communication processes” in Intergroup communication: multiple perspectives. eds. J. 
Harwood and H. Giles (New York, NY: Peter Lang), 1–17.

Houkamau, C., Milojev, P., Greaves, L., Dell, K., Sibley, C. G., and Phinney, J. (2021). 
Indigenous ethnic identity, in-group warmth, and psychological wellbeing: a 
longitudinal study of Māori. Curr. Psychol. 42, 3542–3558. doi: 10.1007/
s12144-021-01636-4

Iacozza, S., Costa, A., and Duñabeitia, J. A. (2017). What do your eyes reveal about 
your foreign language? Reading emotional sentences in a native and foreign language. 
PloS one, 12:e0186027.

Javier, R. A., Barroso, F., and Munoz, M. A. (1993). Autobiographical memory in 
bilinguals. J. Psycholinguist. Res. 22, 319–338. doi: 10.1007/BF01068015

Jylkkä, J., Laine, M., and Lehtonen, M. (2021). Does language switching behavior rely 
on general executive functions? Biling. Lang. Congn. 24, 583–595. doi: 10.1017/
S1366728920000619

Keysar, B., Hayakawa, S. L., and An, S. G. (2012). The foreign-language effect: thinking 
in a foreign tongue reduces decision biases. Psychol. Sci. 23, 661–668. doi: 
10.1177/0956797611432178

Kitayama, S., and Uchida, Y. (2005). Interdependent agency: An alternative system for 
action. In Cultural and social behavior: the Ontario symposium. Vol. 10. eds. R. M. 
Sorrentino, D. Cohen, J. M. Olson and M. P. Zanna (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum), pp. 
137–164.

LaFromboise, T., Coleman, H. L. K., and Gerton, J. (1993). Psychological impact of 
biculturalism: evidence and theory. Psychol. Bull. 114, 395–412. doi: 
10.1037/0033-2909.114.3.395

Mackey, W. (2000). “The description of bilingualism” in The bilingualism reader. ed. 
L. Weir (New York: Routledge), 22–50.

McWhorter, J. H. (2014). The language hoax: Why the world looks the same in any 
language. Oxford University Press.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1376076
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2020.10.027
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2005.00337.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022106288476
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022102033005005
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01087.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2006.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1353/lan.1992.0035
https://doi.org/10.1038/scientificamerican0211-62
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/4117.003.0010
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739986303025002001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpsycho.2008.09.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/23273798.2020.1818266
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006910379262
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167298249003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2009.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2013.11.010
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0094842
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0094842
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2015.1040406
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747021818755326
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434630508668401
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2011.579130
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0044803
https://doi.org/10.1006/jmla.1999.2638
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000900009971
https://doi.org/10.2307/3588504
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8260.1971.tb00733.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050903474051
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006911403210
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006914526297
https://doi.org/10.1037/xap0000044
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01636-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01636-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01068015
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728920000619
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728920000619
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797611432178
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.114.3.395


Purpuri et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1376076

Frontiers in Psychology 08 frontiersin.org

Mykhailyuk, O., and Pohlod, H. (2015). The languages we speak affect our perceptions 
of the world. J. Vasyl Stefanyk Precarpat. Nat. Univ. 2, 36–41. doi: 10.15330/
jpnu.2.2-3.36-41

Nguyen, A.-M., and Benet-Martinez, V. (2010). “Multicultural identity: what is it and 
why it matters?” in The psychology of social and cultural diversity. ed. R. Crisp (West 
Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell), 87–114.

Nilsson, R. (2020). The cross-linguistic semantics of intentionality: causation event 
descriptions of native Castilian Spanish and British English speakers (Dissertation). 
Retrieved from https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:kau:diva-83300.

Pavlenko, A. (2005). Emotions and multilingualism. Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press.

Pavlenko, A. (2006). Bilingual selves. Biling. Educ. Bilingual. 56:1. doi: 
10.21832/9781853598746-003

Pavlenko, A. (2012). Affective processing in bilingual speakers: Disembodied 
cognition? Int. J. Psychol. 47, 405–428.

Phinney, J. S. (1990). Ethnic identity in adolescents and adults: A review of research. 
Psychol. Bull. 108, 499–514.

Phinney, J. S., and Devich-Navarro, M. (1997). Variations in bicultural identification 
among African American and Mexican American adolescents. J. Res. Adolesc. 7, 3–32. 
doi: 10.1207/s15327795jra0701_2

Pountain, C. J. (2003). Pragmatic and structural reflections on the expression of the 
second person notion in romance, with special reference to Spanish and Portuguese. 
Bull. Span. Stud. 80, 145–160. doi: 10.1080/14753820302029

Purpuri, S., Vasta, N., Filippi, R., Wei, L., and Mulatti, C. (2023). The foreign 
language effect on tolerance of ambiguity. Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 
1–9.

Purpuri, S., Vasta, N., Filippi, R., Wei, L., and Mulatti, C. (2024). Does language shape 
the way we think? A review of the foreign language effect across domains. Int. J. Biling. 
doi: 10.1177/13670069231225374

Ringberg, T. V., Luna, D., Reihlen, M., and Peracchio, L. A. (2010). Bicultural-
bilinguals: The effect of cultural frame switching on translation equivalence. Int. J. Cross 
Cult. Manag. 10, 77–92.

Rosenberg, M. (1965). Rosenberg self-esteem scale. J. Relig. Health, 61: 18.

Ross, M., Xun, W. E., and Wilson, A. E. (2002). Language and the bicultural self. 
Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 28, 1040–1050. doi: 10.1177/01461672022811003

Rumbaut, R. G. (1994). The crucible within: ethnic identity, self-esteem, and 
segmented assimilation among children of immigrants. Int. Migr. Rev 28, 748–794. doi: 
10.2307/2547157

Sapir, E. (1961). Culture, Language and Personality. Selected Essays.  ed. D. G. 
Mandelbaum (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press).

Shepard, C., Giles, H., and Le Poire, B. (2001). “Communication accommodation 
theory” in The new handbook of language and social psychology. eds. W. P. Robinson and 
H. Giles (New York, NY: John Wiley), 33–56.

Strauss, L., and Cross, W. E. (2005). “Transacting black identity: a two-week daily-
diary study” in Navigating the future: Social identity, coping, and life tasks. eds. G. 
Downey, J. Eccles and C. Chatman. (New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation), 67–95.

Ting-Toomey, S. (2005). “Identity negotiation theory: crossing cultural boundaries” 
in Theorizing about intercultural communication. ed. W. B. Gudykunst (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage), 211–233.

Treccani, B., and Mulatti, C. (2015). No matter who, no matter how… and no matter 
whether the white matter matters. Why theories of bilingual advantage in executive 
functioning are so difficult to falsify. Cortex, 73, 349–351. doi: 10.1016/j.
cortex.2015.07.015

Wei, L. (2020). The bilingualism reader. Oxfordshire, England, UK: Routledge.

Whorf, B. L. (1956). Language, thought, and reality: selected writings of…. ed. J. B. 
Carroll (Technology Press of MIT).

Winskel, H., and Bhatt, D. (2020). The role of culture and language in moral decision-
making. Cult. Brain 8, 207–225. doi: 10.1007/s40167-019-00085-y

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1376076
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.15330/jpnu.2.2-3.36-41
https://doi.org/10.15330/jpnu.2.2-3.36-41
https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:kau:diva-83300
https://doi.org/10.21832/9781853598746-003
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327795jra0701_2
https://doi.org/10.1080/14753820302029
https://doi.org/10.1177/13670069231225374
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672022811003
https://doi.org/10.2307/2547157
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cortex.2015.07.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cortex.2015.07.015
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40167-019-00085-y

	Inside the kaleidoscope: unravelling the “feeling different” experience of bicultural bilinguals
	Introduction
	Biculturalism
	Bilingualism
	Two languages, two cultures: bicultural bilinguals

	The fluid nature of cultural identity
	The duality of belonging. The complexity of dual cultural identity

	Navigating language
	Language affects the way people think
	More possible variables and specific insights

	Discussion
	Data availability statement
	Author contributions

	References

