
ABSTRACT

While it is well-established that listeners judge accents different from their own, and that this 
listener bias has pervasive consequences to the speakers, we have only offered a cursory attention 
to understand the nature of this accent bias. This paper explores listeners’ judgments, ratings, 
and qualitative comments associated with psychosocial, personality and behavioral attributes 
of seven accents. Fifty-five respondents evaluated six different attributes of seven regional 
and foreign accents on a Likert scale. Means, Standard Deviations, and statistical significance 
of the difference in the respondent ratings from the Midwestern standard were computed, as 
well as qualitative analyses of the judgments were conducted. Results showed that perceptual 
biases for many attributes of the regional and foreign accents were significant at the 95% level. 
Results also showed that the accent recognition was consistent across a group of people from the 
same region, and the identification of the region of the accent was largely accurate. Qualitative 
analyses revealed that the underlying bases of listener judgments are typically borne out of the 
influence of media, TV, and movies. Besides character traits, the listeners also frequently inferred 
occupations/professions from the accents. Accent judgments are not reserved for foreign accents 
alone; regional accents are also subject to judgments and stereotypes. Findings provide important 
insights for clinicians and teachers working in the area of accent interventions, specifically in 
improving understanding about how listeners judge accents and how those messages need to be 
addressed in developing awareness and empowerment for clients in accent interventions. Other 
implications in the field of speech language pathology, education, social science, communication 
and business are also discussed.

INTRODUCTION
Speakers with different first language (L1s) speaking En-
glish, or those from different geographical regions have 
discernible foreign or regional accents that determine their 
regional, geographical, linguistic, and/or ethnic identity. De-
pending on their own language and regional background, lis-
teners have been found infer speakers’ traits based on their 
preconceived judgments and opinions of those accents, for 
example judging the speakers on attributes of intelligence, 
competence, attractiveness, trustworthiness and so on (see 
comprehensive review in Giles & Coupland, 1991); The im-
pact of these listener biases and judgments are significant and 
pervasive to speakers’ vocational, social, economic, academ-
ic, emotional status. For example, individuals experience 
discrimination in obtaining housing, employment, or other 
basic needs; experience poor job performance evaluations 
and competence, poor customer service experience, patient 
safety and patient experience concerns with difficulty under-
standing the accents and communication of their physicans 
and other care providers, linguistic profiling and judgments 
of criminality in law based on accents, difficulty learning as 
students in classes with instructors with strong accents, to 
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list a few reported issues (Baugh 2000; Segrest Purkiss et al. 
2006; Deshields et al., 1996; Hill and Tombs, 2011; Jirwe 
et al., 2010; Kalin, 1982; Divi et al., 2007; Wyld, 2007; Dix-
on & Mahoney, 2004). The implications and applications of 
listener bias have been studied and published on in many 
disciplines. There is a theoretical interest, such as in fields of 
sociology, psychology, linguistics. There is also an applied 
interest, such as applied fields dealing with communication 
related to customer service, sales, advertising and marketing, 
law and order, medical care provision, teaching and learning 
and so on (e.g., Baugh 2000; Segrest Purkiss et al. 2006; 
Deshields et al., 1996; Hills and Tombs, 2011; Lee, 1997). 
However, fields dealing with service providers helping peo-
ple with their accents, e.g., SLP or ESL have not attempt-
ed to address or discuss the phenomenon of listener bias in 
the training and service provided to the people with accents. 
The available literature focuses mainly on helping the 
speakers improve their speech patterns (e.g., Shah, 2010 
a; Shah, 2010 b; Shah, 2012 a; Behrman, 2014, 2017; 
Ojakangas 2013; Lam & Tjaden, 2013), but there is not 
much information on helping speakers become aware 
of these biases (Burda, 2006; Ovalle & Chakraborty, 
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2013) or train them to manage these biases as part of the 
service provision (Shah, 2012b; Chakraborty, R., 2017). 
The inherent subjectivity in accent bias makes it difficult to 
interpret in a reliable manner, especially given the degree 
of bias varying across the personal bias of the listener, their 
experiences, and the context.

Given how prevalent accent bias is, it is important to 
acknowledge and better understand the qualitative aspects 
of listeners’ interpretation of speakers’ accent. For instance, 
why do listeners believe some accents are more intelligent 
than others, more trustworthy than others, richer or poorer 
than others and so on. From a clinical or teaching standpoint, 
there is much value in being able to understand listener ex-
periences, what shapes them, and what are they challenged 
by as they listen to speakers with accents different from their 
own. The question also emerges whether the difficulty un-
derstanding the speakers is what causes negative biases in 
listeners, or whether the elements of the accents, or some 
other extrinsic, non-speaker related variables evoke the pos-
itive or negative biases. Understanding these nuances of the 
listener bias will help SLPs and ESL teachers become better 
equipped to teach, counsel, or coach their clients in accent 
interventions. Understanding the nuances of listener judg-
ments will also help other applied fields, such as customer 
service, marketing, public relations and so on.

In light of the above context, the focus of this paper is 
on studying listener bias to clearly isolate what listeners 
are judging and what that source of judgment may have 
been borne out of. By controlling for inter-speaker differ-
ences, we present samples to listeners that are representative 
of the accent, but do not have the confounding variable that 
affect the judgment of listeners. In other words, if listeners 
were judging different accents across different speakers, 
they may have been judging some based on variables of 
voice, tone, English fluency, pitch, or quality of voice, in-
stead of accent, per se. Hence we employed a matched guise 
technique of using the same speaker—an actor—and having 
her render all the accent recordings which were judged by 
native speakers as authentic samples and well-representative 
of each accent variety. Listeners thus received a sample that 
was thus better representative of the accent, and not other 
interfering factors. Additionally, we quantified and statisti-
cally tested the speaker attributes rated by the listeners, thus 
limiting the subjectivity in interpreting listener responses. 
Finally, we conducted meta-analysis of listeners’ qualitative 
comments in listening to each accent sample. Further analy-
sis of the comments helped identify patterns that decoded the 
underlying contributing sources of these biases. This paper 
demonstrates and discusses how both quantification and 
qualification of bias can help the service providers and 
service recipients.

METHODOLOGY

Participants

Listeners. 55 native English-speaking participants, ranging 
in age from 16 to 66 years served as Listeners. They were 
recruited through word-of-mouth advertising on campus 

and in the community. Participants were volunteers with 
general interest in the topic and received no compensation 
for participation. All of the participants were Caucasian. The 
participants were either Lorain County Community College 
(LCCC) or Lake Erie College (LEC) students, or LCCC in-
structors. Table 1 shows details of 44 respondents and 1848 
observations. Of the 44 respondents, 21 respondents were 
men (47%) and 23 respondents were women (53%). One re-
spondent did not report age. Because the mean age of the 
population is close to 34, two different age categories were 
constructed. Respondents above 34 were placed in one cat-
egory (44%), and the remaining respondents were placed in 
the other category where ages of respondents either equal or 
are below 34 (58%). The sample also varied by where re-
spondents were born. Seven respondents did not report their 
place of birth. The majority of the respondents (30 out of 
44) were born in Ohio, two were foreign-born (Germany and 
Vietnam) and the remaining were born in other parts of US. 
The Ohio-born majority is expected, as the respondents were 
volunteers from the local area where the study was conduct-
ed (Cleveland, Ohio). The divide between men and women 
with respect to age and place of birth are shown in Table 1. 
There were 17 females and 13 males out of 30 Ohio born 
respondents. There were similar number of men and women 
in the above 34 as well as 34 or under categories.

Recording Procedure
Seven accents were recorded and used as listening stimuli in 
this study: Brooklyn, Atlanta, London, Cleveland, Glasgow, 
Berlin, and Hispanic Tex-Mex, thus representing broad-
ly diverse regional and foreign accented groups, namely, 
New York, Southern, English, Midwest, Scottish, German, 
and Hispanic respectively. These 7 accents were recorded 
by a single speaker who was a trained actor, following the 
matched guise technique (Lambert et al., 1960), to control 
for indexical differences across speakers, and see how listen-

Table 1. Descriptive statistics
Type of Characteristic N
Number of Respondents 44
Men 21
Women 23
Young (Less than or Equal to 34) 25
Old (Above 34) 19
Ohio Born 30
Foreign Born 2
Female Below 34 13
Male Below 34 12
Female Above 34 10
Male Above 34 9
Ohio Born Male 13
Ohio Born Female 17
Foreign Born Male 1
Foreign Born Female 1
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ers judge the 7 varieties of accents itself. An authenticity test 
of the recordings was conducted using native speakers of the 
7 accents and a trained speech-language pathologist to en-
sure that the recordings well-represented the accents of the 
respective regions, despite use of an actor, and not an actual 
native speaker. These details of recording and authenticity 
testing are reported in greater detail in a separate publica-
tion that focuses on the need to control indexical variables in 
measuring accent bias (Shah & Chakraborty, 2019).

Listening Procedure
Participants (listeners) were presented the 7 recording samples 
and a survey form that asked them to include 1) demographic 
details such as their name (or use an alias), age, and where 
they were from; 2) rate the recording samples in terms of 6 at-
tributes, namely, intelligence, friendliness, honesty, arrogance, 
socio-economic status, and pleasantness on a scale of one (low) 
to five (high); and 3) circle any of the following traits which 
might apply to the speaker, including: friendly, intelligent, 
warm, honest, respected, shrewd, arrogant, wealthy, attractive, 
and rigid. The survey form also included a space where partic-
ipants could write a comment about the voice after each voice 
sample was heard. These qualitative comments were elicited to 
gain insights about listeners’ stereotypes and attitudes.

Data Analysis
In this study 55 respondents were asked to evaluate six differ-
ent attributes of seven accents. Ratings were done on a Likert-
type scale (1-5, where 1= low and 5=high for each attribute, 
e.g., low intelligence versus high intelligence). The accents 
considered are New York, Southern, English, Midwest, Scot-
tish, German and Hispanic. The attributes considered for 
each accent in this study are: Arrogance, Friendliness, Hon-
esty, Intelligence, Pleasantness, and Socio-Economic Status 
(SES). The rating score on attributes of different accents is 
the main variable of analysis in this study.

RESULTS

Results by Attributes
Overall Means and Standard Deviations of Evaluation 
Scores across Accents by Each Attribute are shown in 

Table 2. English, German and New York accents showed the 
highest mean ratings for the “arrogance” attribute. Midwest 
accent received the lowest rating in this category. Hispanic, 
Scottish, and Southern were also on the lower end of arro-
gance. For the attribute, “friendliness”, the Southern accent 
sounded the most friendly followed by Scottish and Mid-
west. English, German and New York accents did not ap-
pear friendly. The responder perceptions of the accents for 
the attribute “honesty” were similar to friendliness. South-
ern, Scottish and Midwest accents were perceived to be most 
honest and German to be least honest. With regard to the 
attribute, “intelligence”, English is perceived to be the most 
intelligent sounding accent and New York, Hispanic and 
Midwest are considered to be the least intelligent. Differ-
ences across accents for the attribute ‘Pleasantness’, mirrors 
the pattern of ‘Friendliness’. Southern, Scottish and Mid-
west are perceived to be friendly and pleasant, while Ger-
man, New York, English, and Hispanic appeared to be less 
friendly. With regard to SES, English, Southern and Ger-
man accents reflected the highest SES, while Hispanic and 
New York accents were perceived as having low SES.

Results of Overall Profile of each Accent by Attributes

When the averages of different accents are graphed in 
Figure 1, the responder perceptions of each accent across 
different attributes become visible. Thus, the resulting “ac-
cent profiles” reveal the various attributes for each accent. 
The vertical axis measures the average scores on each at-
tribute, while the horizontal axis measures the attributes. 
New York accent (demonstrated by a line connecting dia-
mond shaped points on the graph) ranks higher in arrogance, 
lower in friendliness, lower in honesty, pleasantness, and 
friendliness, and lowest in intelligence and SES. English 
accent (demonstrated by a line connecting triangle shaped 
points on the graph) and German accent (demonstrated by a 
line connecting circle shaped points on the graph) have very 
similar profiles across different attributes. They are high on 
arrogance, low on friendliness, high on intelligence, low on 
pleasantness, and high on socio economic status. Southern 
accent (demonstrated by a line connecting square shaped 
points on the graph) and Scottish accent (demonstrated by 
a line connecting star shaped points on the graph) have dra-
matically opposite patterns compared to English and Ger-

Table 2. Overall means and standard deviations of evaluation scores across dialects by each attribute (based on 44 
observations)
Dialect Arrogance Friendliness Honesty Intelligence Pleasantness SES

Mean sd Mean sd Mean sd Mean sd Mean sd Mean sd
NY 3.07 1.34 2.45 0.95 3.05 0.89 2.70 0.90 2.36 0.92 2.50 0.82
Southern 2.75 1.37 4.16 0.75 3.59 0.97 3.09 0.91 4.07 0.97 3.48 0.98
English 3.77 1.12 2.50 0.79 3.27 0.97 4.39 0.84 2.68 1.01 4.14 0.77
Midwest 2.43 0.95 3.25 0.89 3.32 0.83 2.91 0.96 3.07 1.11 2.75 0.61
Scottish 2.55 0.87 3.68 0.96 3.50 0.76 3.43 0.87 3.61 0.87 2.98 0.66
German 3.55 1.17 2.23 0.83 2.66 0.83 3.48 1.11 2.09 0.96 3.50 0.93
Hispanic 2.80 1.11 2.89 0.97 3.05 0.78 2.84 0.83 2.84 0.94 2.66 0.96
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man accents i.e. they are perceived to be low on arrogance, 
but high on Friendliness, Honesty and Pleasantness, medium 
on Intelligence and SES. Hispanic accent (demonstrated by 
a line connecting diamond bar points on the graph) displays 
low averages on each category, indicating that it is associated 
with lower intelligence, pleasantness, socioeconomic status, 
and medium in friendliness. Midwest accent (demonstrated 
by a line connecting cross shaped points on the graph) on 
every category lies somewhat in the middle of the other ac-
cents. This feature will be later exploited by computing the 
relative differences between the Midwest accent and com-
paring to the other accents for each attribute.

Results of the Statistical Significance of Accent 
Attributes

Unpaired t-tests were conducted to determine whether the 
difference between the average perception between different 
accents is statistically significant or not. Because a majority 
of respondents are born in Ohio and all of them are currently 
residing in Ohio, the Midwest accent was taken as the “norm” 
for the listeners, with which to compare the other accents. 
This may be why the Midwest accent has the middle-of-the-
road averages in positive attributes like Friendliness or Pleas-
antness or Honesty and lowest ratings for negative attributes 
like Arrogance. It also had low standard deviations in each 
attribute, suggesting there is much agreement on the nature 
of Midwest accent. Therefore, the average of Midwest accent 
for every attribute can be considered as a norm from which 
differences of other accents will be computed and tested for 
statistical significance. A statistically significant difference 
may form the basis of bias in perception. Additional details 
on this novel methodology to quantify listener bias using 
comparative norms can be found in Shah (2019).

Figure 2 presents the differences of average score of an 
accent in a specific attribute to the Midwestern average score 
for that attribute. The vertical axis shows the differences be-
tween the average of any accent and the Midwest accent, 
while the horizontal axis shows the different accents. For 
any attribute, the difference of the average score on Midwest 
accent to itself is 0 and would be indicated by a point on 
the horizontal line corresponding to 0 on the vertical axis. 
For the Arrogance attribute, all the other accents were rated 
above the average Midwest accent score. This is reflected 
through the vertical lines on all accents going upward from 
0. English accent and German accent are the most different 
from the Midwest accent in Arrogance. The corresponding 

unpaired t-tests show that the difference of the score of 
Arrogance for Midwest is statistically significantly different 
from New York, English, and German accents. The same 
graph for difference in Friendliness scores from the Midwest 
accent reveals that while New York, English, German, and 
Hispanic accents were considered less friendly than the Mid-
west accent, Southern and Scottish accents were considered 
friendlier. The t-test tables for Friendliness confirm that the 
differences of all (except Hispanic) accents from the Mid-
west accent score is statistically significant. For the Honesty 
attribute, the mean score on only German accent was sig-
nificantly different from the Midwestern accent. The mean 
scores on the remaining accents were not statistically differ-
ent from the score on the Midwest accent for Honesty. In the 
case of Intelligence, the mean scores of English, Scottish and 
German were found to be significantly higher than the score 
on Midwest. However, New York and Hispanic accent mean 
scores were lower than that of Midwest but the difference 
was found to be statistically insignificant. All but English 
and Hispanic accents were found to be statistically different 
from the Midwest accent on the attribute of Pleasantness. 
Finally, Southern, English, and German were statistically 
different from the Midwest accent on the attribute of SES.

Results of the Qualitative Analysis of Listener 
Comments
Listeners were asked to write descriptive comments about 
the speech, if they chose to, after each speech sample was 
heard. These qualitative comments provide direct insight 
into what parameters or reference points the listeners were 
evaluating the sample on basis of, and, in turn, reveal the 
underlying basis to their stereotypes and attitudes. This qual-
itative information also provides a validity cross-check for 
the quantitative data above, as well as providing novel infor-
mation that help understand the patterns across the quantita-
tive scores. The following is a summary of the findings by 
accent (See Appendix A for direct quotes and complete list 
of comments).
1. New York accent. Most listeners typically identified 

this accent to be a “Brooklyn”
 accent, and in particular, of the Brooklyn Italian type. 

A general dislike of New Yorkers was expressed in the 
comments as the accent was typically associated with 
references to Italian mafia and thugs. The accent was 
perceived to be rich (higher SES) because of the mafia 
association, as evident from the comments. Certain char-
acteristics associated with the accent included: street-
smart, pushy, rude, snotty, and unattractive. The com-
ments suggest that it was not the speech or voice quality, 
per se, that elicited these negative associations—given 
that it was the same speaker/voice across all the accent 
samples--but rather their preconceived stereotypes of 
what Brooklyn New Yorkers are like, either from their 
personal experiences, or driven by media-based images.

2. Southern accent. A bimodal pattern emerged in the 
perception of the Southern accent. One set of opin-
ions made a positive association where the accent ap-
peared “relaxed”, “calm”, “friendly” and “nice to listen 

Figure 1. Overall profile of each dialect by attributes
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Figure 2. Relative strength of dialect perception (compared to Midwest standard) by attribute and statistical significance
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to”. An opposing set of views identified the accent as 
“full of self”, “rich Southern Belle”, “liar,” “blonde 
fluffy”, “religious”, “not intelligent”, and “slow mental 
processing”.

3. British accent: The accent was typically associated with 
media references to BBC/NPR, thereby the higher SES 
Received Pronunciation rather than a working class vari-
ety. The more prevalent characteristics associated were: 
“sophisticated”, “high SES”, “uppity”, and “haughty”.

4. Midwestern accent: The prevalent response to this ac-
cent was “normal”, or “ordinary, “not unusual, regular.” 
Participants also typically conveyed a positive associ-
ation for the accent: “sounds like an average, down to 
earth friendly person”, and “very pleasant”. There were 
a few negative comments expressed: “bland”, “brittle”, 
“annoying”, and “nasal”

5. Scottish accent: Many of the Northeastern Ohio-born 
participants were confused as to whether the voice was 
Scottish or Irish. One person found the voice “annoy-
ing in intonation”, but most responses were favorable, 
including “enjoyable”, “averagely nice”, “cool voice”, 
“fantasticle” [sic], and expressed preferences for listen-
ing to it. Two responses provided additional attributes 
on the perceived nature of the speaker: “usually poor 
but nice, friendly, maybe a little stubborn”, and “Scot-
tish people are penny-pinchers”. Gender perceptions of 
the speaker were interestingly mixed, with one person 
responding with “nice Irish lady”, another with “sounds 
like my Grandmother”, one “Irish lad” and one “Scot-
tish laddie”, as well as references to “Pippin from Lord 
of the Rings” and “Willie the Groundskeeper” (a Scot-
tish character on The Simpsons).

6. German accent: There was some confusion regarding 
this accent’s origin. Some people perceived it as being 
“Russian”, “Slovak, Czech”, or possibly Austrian, with 
a reference to media personality, Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger (“my name is Arnold. I am here to pump you up.”) 
or Transylvanian (I vant to suck yr [sic] blood!”), how-
ever most seemed to perceive that it was German. The 
overwhelming response to this accent was negative. 
There were two positive responses: “good” and “Slo-
vak, Czech, friendly, thankful, maybe German”, two 
that seemed neutral, “sounds like a German lady” and 
“sounds rigid but is not necessarily so”, and many that 
were less than flattering: “not trustworthy,” “I don’t like 
this voice; it makes me feel uncomfortable,” “cold”, 
“feared”, “strong, harsh”, “sounds picky,” and “lispy”. 
Several male participants made associations with spy 
references (“Russian or German spy”, “kiniving [sic] 
German spy women [sic].

7. Hispanic accent: Some remarked on its origin: “Lati-
no”, “.sounded New Yorkish. I’m not keen on NY-
ers…”, “Puerto Ricaño”, “Mexican-- nice”, “Sounds In-
dian or Arabic, I don’t know”, “Latina from the hood,” 
“Sounds like a Latino woman,” and “¡Viva Puerto 
Rico!” Others remarked on its qualities: “wonderful”, 
“dull”, “indistinctively rigid?”. Still others remarked on 
the perceived qualities of the speaker: “sounds like she 
could mess you up”, “street smart, maybe slutty”, “kind 

of dumb sounding” and “rich wife”. One person equated 
the accent with the voice of “Speedy Gonzales”.

General Themes from the Qualitative Comments: What 
is Novel that Adds Scientific Value?
1) People can recognize/identify accents without being 

told; this accent recognition appears consistent across a 
group of people from the same region, and the identifi-
cation of the region of the accent is largely accurate

2) Misperceptions regarding the region of the accent 
showed that there were some confusions between NYC 
(Manhattan) versus Brooklyn accents, Scottish versus 
Irish, Spanish versus Arabic, and German versus several 
East European languages. Occasionally, gender confu-
sions were noted in the case of the Scottish accent where 
the speech sample could not be consistently identified as 
male or female.

3) Having controlled for inter-speaker differences of in-
dexical features by using the same speaker for all ac-
cents, it then appears that listeners are not reacting 
to specific vocal/indexical attributes (E.g., loudness, 
pitch, resonance, speaking rate, or quality of the voice 
samples), but rather have their preconceived references 
of characteristics associated with the region of origin 
of the accent. Thus, it appears that people are refer-
ence-oriented.

4) These underlying reference points are typically borne 
out of the influence of media, TV, and movies. Besides 
character traits, the listeners also frequently inferred oc-
cupations/professions from the accents, e.g., New York= 
mafia or thugs; British=Media personality or Professor; 
German= spy.

5) Accent judgments are not reserved for foreign accents 
alone; regional accents are also subject to judgments 
and stereotypes.

6) While anecdotally it is held that negative reactions to 
accents are typically borne out the reduced intelligibil-
ity/clarity of the accent, causing listeners to struggle 
to understand the speaker, this study demonstrates the 
opposite. Despite all the accent samples being intelli-
gible, all of them were subject to various positive or 
negative judgments, that varied by listeners’ own ac-
cent, gender, personal or social experiences, and mes-
sages received from mainstream media. This last point 
is especially crucial for speech clinicians and ESL 
teachers who provide accent modification to become 
aware of challenges related to accents, even when that 
accent is intelligible. Clinicians and teachers can de-
sign their communication instruction to address these 
psychosocial barriers and not just focus on intelligibil-
ity goals. Similarly, administrators, and policy makers 
can benefit from these findings by learning that a lack 
of intelligibility is not the only hindrance in the way of 
effective intercultural communication; this awareness 
can be of help as they plan training and programs for 
effective cross-cultural communication, cultural com-
petence training, and diversity education for profes-
sionals and employees.



134 ALLS 10(3):128-139

DISCUSSION

While previous literature has clearly shown that stereotypes 
and bias (both positive and negative) exists towards accents, 
the nuances of listeners’ judgments and the underlying bases 
of these judgments were not well-established in the previous 
literature. As reported in another paper detailing the quanti-
fication method (Shah, 2019), we assert that quantification 
allows a more objective and reliable interpretation of per-
ceptual bias which tends to be an inherently subjective, and 
thereby unreliable phenomenon. To quantify and understand 
the patterns of perceptual bias towards accents, the bias of 
perception is measured by the difference between the average 
scores of a non-standard accent on an attribute from that of 
the listeners’ own accents. Further, this difference is tested for 
statistical significance. Means for each attribute showed that 
English, German and New York accents received the highest 
mean ratings for the “arrogance” attribute. Midwest accent 
received the lowest rating in this category. Hispanic, Scot-
tish, and Southern were also on the lower end of arrogance. 
For the attribute, “friendliness”, the Southern accent was rat-
ed the highest, followed by Scottish and Midwest. English, 
German and New York accents were rated low on friendli-
ness, i.e., they did not appear friendly to the listeners. The 
attribute “honesty” was rated similar to friendliness in that 
the Southern, Scottish and Midwest accents were perceived 
to be most honest and German to be least honest. With regard 
to the attribute, “intelligence”, English was perceived to be 
the most intelligent sounding accent and New York, Hispan-
ic and Midwest were considered to be the least intelligent. 
Differences across accents for the attribute ‘Pleasantness’, 
mirrors the pattern of ‘Friendliness’. Southern, Scottish and 
Midwest are perceived to be friendly and pleasant, while 
German, New York, English, and Hispanic appeared to be 
less friendly. With regard to SES, English, Southern and Ger-
man accents reflected the highest SES, while Hispanic and 
New York accents were perceived as having low SES. These 
findings were largely statically significant: New York, En-
glish and German were significant on Arrogance; all but the 
Hispanic accent were statistically significant on Friendliness; 
only German accent was statistically significant for Honesty; 
English, Scottish, and German were significantly significant 
for Intelligence; all but the English and Hispanic accents 
were statistically significant for Pleasantness; and Southern, 
English, and German were statistically significant for SES. 
Taken together, the consistency of patterns across listeners 
and the statistical significance of these patterns suggest that 
the perceptual notions held for each of these seven accents 
are not subjective nor random. This finding adds to previous 
literature on stereotypes held for accents, and further con-
firms the strength of these notions through this quantifying 
approach. Furthermore, the stereotypes and beliefs about 
each accent can be seen as firmly rooted since they hold up 
even in simulated situations, such as the matched guise meth-
od used in this study.

In fact, the stereotypes hold up well enough to construct 
accent profiles for each accent, as reported in Shah (2019). 
For example, New York accent is perceived as being higher in 
Arrogance, lower in Friendliness, Honesty, and Pleasantness, 

and lowest in Intelligence and SES. The English and German 
accents have very similar profiles across different attributes. 
They are high on Arrogance, Intelligence, and SES; and low 
on Friendliness and Pleasantness. The Southern and Scottish 
accents have dramatically opposite patterns compared to En-
glish and German accents i.e. they are perceived to be low on 
Arrogance, but high on Friendliness, Honesty and Pleasant-
ness, and medium on Intelligence and SES. Hispanic accent 
displays low averages on each category, indicating that it is 
associated with lower Intelligence, Pleasantness, Socioeco-
nomic Status, and medium in Friendliness. Not surprisingly, 
the Midwest accent lies somewhat in the middle of the oth-
er accents in every category. Given that the listeners were 
mostly from the Midwest, their own accent appears to have 
served as a “norm” or “standard” variety against which other 
accents were compared.

After confirming that these stereotypes are consis-
tently upheld, the important question arises—which is 
the central question and focus of the present paper—as 
to what might be contributing sources of these stereo-
types—in other words, why do listeners believe what they 
do, and judge the way they do? The qualitative comments 
sought from the listeners provide useful information to these 
questions, and give an insight into what the listeners are 
thinking as they listen to these accents. It was clear that the 
listeners felt uncensored to comment given the detailed com-
ments they provided as well as their lack of attempting to 
be only positive or polite. Qualitative comments distinguish 
that the bases of these comments appear to be derived from 
media references: English accent associated with the expo-
sure to the BBC or NPR media experiences, and German 
accent to the associations with world war and spies. The per-
ceptions for the New York accent appear to be borne out of 
the reference associations being made with the interpretation 
that it is a Brooklyn, Italian, working-class accent (rather 
than a rich, well-educated, white-collar, Wall Street variety). 
Thereby the listeners appear to relate this accent variety to 
the personality stereotypes portrayed in media (e.g., mafia 
or action movies) such as the Godfather, Rocky, and so on). 
While Scottish was generally regarded favorably, the South-
ern accent instead drew out two opposing perceptions with 
some listeners enjoying listening to it and others disliking 
it. The negative connotations held for the Hispanic accent 
appear to rise from the fact that it is associated with a work-
ing-class, low-educated variety.

To our knowledge, this is also the only study to ask re-
sponders to provide qualitative responses (e.g., type of accent, 
in addition to the quantitative ratings on attributes of accents). 
The accent type was not revealed by the experimenter to the re-
sponders. These qualitative statements show if the responders 
correctly identify the accents presented to them. The qualita-
tive comments also help provide a validity check for the quan-
titative ratings, by observing how well the quantitative data on 
different accents is correlated to the responder comments.

Theoretical and Clinical Implications of the Findings
From a theoretical perspective, findings from this study indi-
cate that bias for and against accents appears to be more of a 
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preconceived notion on part of cultural group, established by 
influences and messages from the media and popular culture. 
This assessment by cultural groups reserved for each accent 
appears to be applied even to speakers who are actually not 
from that culture or region (e.g., the actor in this study), as 
long as they appear to have stereotypical features of that ac-
cent. This finding has clinical relevance as well implication 
for sociology theories. Clinically, findings from this study 
provide important and new information to Speech-language 
pathologists (SLPs) as they provide accent-modification ser-
vices. Typically, SLPs are trained to provide accent-modifi-
cation to clients for intelligibility challenges related to their 
unique speech patterns, accents, and communication diver-
sity (ASHA, 1998). However, findings of this study suggest 
that listeners’ preconceived biases may continue to emerge 
due to the entrenched, fixed stereotypes held for any given 
accent, regardless of how intelligible or fluent a speaker may 
eventually become. In that sense, listeners are not making 
their decisions based on the speaker, per se, as much as they 
are for their held assumptions and preconceived stereotypes 
for that accent in general, regardless of the speaker. The con-
sistency or patterns of bias across listeners and statistically 
significant strength of findings further make a compelling 
case to acknowledge that accent bias is a real and impact-
ful issue, worthy of considering in accent management and 
accent intervention (or what is popularly known as “accent 
modification”). Findings from the present paper can con-
tribute to such discussions by bringing useful awareness to 
SLPs about the nature of bias, the psychosocial environment 
and judgments that their diverse clients face due to their ac-
cents, and perhaps even become aware of their own biases 
(e.g., Perry, Murphy, & Dovidio, 2015). Indeed, as asserted 
by Chakraborty (2017), “the field of Speech Language Pa-
thology has offered a cursory attention to the issue of accent 
related biases”…and that “it is critical to engage in formal 
discussion on accent discrimination”.

Furthermore, speaking with an accent can often be con-
fused or confounded with being limited in speaking profi-
ciency of English. The literature review in this present pa-
per has demonstrated that both, accents as well as limited 
English proficiency have wide-ranging consequences in a 
variety of professions. By using the same proficient speaker 
of English across all the recorded samples, the present study 
was able to confirm that listeners held prejudice and prefer-
ences for differing varieties of accents, per se, even when 
they are free of language proficiency issues. This finding 
bears implications for clinicians working with accent modi-
fication as it shows that individuals are likely to experience 
communication barriers and buy-in from listeners even when 
their accent is completely intelligible. Thus, accent modifi-
cation will need to consider other goals and outcomes that 
go beyond establishing speech intelligibility as is currently 
done and advocated (ASHA, 1998).

Findings from this study have implications for theories 
of social identity and ethnocentricicm (e.g., Hogg, 2004; 
Tajfel, 1972). Listener judgments of accents and attributes 
in this study conformed with the predictions from a theo-
ry of ethnocentricism in the way listeners created in-group 

identification (rating fellow midwesteners more neutrally) 
and outgroup derogation and discrimination (e.g., rating 
poorly on attributes of intelligence, trustworthiness, and 
friendliness for accents that were markedly different from 
their own). However, existing theories of social identity and 
ethnocentricism do not explain the findings here of why some 
outgroups received negative ratings and others received pos-
itive ones; the influence of media and cultural buy-in to some 
of the propaganda is still unclear and worthy of further study.

In conclusion, the focus of this paper was on studying 
listener bias to clearly isolate what listeners are judging 
and what that source of judgment may have been borne 
out of. Previous literature has not attempted to help cli-
nicians and trainers become aware or their own biases or 
train them to manage these biases as part of the accent 
services and interventions. The results and findings of 
this paper—especially the detailed insights gained from 
analyzing listeners’ subjective—and yet consistent bias 
patterns—is a direct effort to help clinicians and train-
ers in the realm of accent interventions become aware of 
some of the internal dialog of listeners and thereby, seek 
to address and empower their accent clients. The study 
presented in this paper helped understand some of the 
patterns underlying preferences and biases as listeners 
rate and judge accents. Our next step in this research is to 
conduct acoustic analyses of the accent samples to under-
stand how they correlate to the accent perceptions to further 
our understanding of the underlying substrates of speech that 
drive perception in a continued effort towards improving ac-
cent interventions.
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Appendix A: Qualitative Comments by Responders

1) New York
Men Women
“Don’t like the voice” “Pretty average”
“Reminds me of Boston Rob from Survivor” “Sounded like she was from NY”
“Sounds like a New Yorker” “nasality noticeable”
“Yo! Adrian!” “NY, NY”
“NY. I hate New Yorkers” “Unattractive, pushy”
“Blah-ish” “rude NY Italian, maybe Brooklyn”
“NY” “snore.boring, dull, dull, deadly dull”
NY voice” “street smart”
“Snotty New Yorker” “Sounds like a subdued Andrew Dice Clay”
“They wouldn’t be a friend of mine” “NY voice”

“didn’t like to listen to it”
“sounds like my uncle”
“well-respected in their own circle, tough”
“could be in mafia; SES could be high due to illegal activity”
“Sounded like a New Yorker”
“New York thug-like”

2) Southern

Men Women
“Georgia?” “Southern Belle type”
“Southern” “unique?”
“very nice to listen to” “rich Southern Belle slut liar”
“Southerners bleh” “very nice to listen to, soothing”
“relaxed, calm” “I wouldn’t trust anything a Southern Belle said to me”
“full of self” “sounds like an average housewife”
“sounds like a rich southern girl” “Southern Belle”
“Southern” “Southern”
“hate Southern accents” “eek.blonde and fluffy with face paint”

“southerners make me flinch when are they going to say 
praise the lord”
Southern belle
Not intelligent
Slow mental processing
Sounds as though they are from the south
People from the south are friendlier
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3) English

Men Women
Reminds me of someone with a lot of money Snotty smart stuffy
Sounds snooty British I know good friends
Sounds british British/bbc voice
Sophisticated British quality all on its own
Snotty to the nth power NPR foreign correspondent
The bbc radio correspondent from npr Englishman

Uppity
Very hotty
Sounds like a history professor
James bond gone bad
Very proper
English like queen mother

4) Midwestern

Men Women
Normal Just an average young girl
Midwestern Eh
Annoying Nasally person annoying
Nasal Needs help
Callow Normal
Sounds like an average down to earth friendly person Normal
No emotional response Bland
Annoying Brittle
Sounds normal Ordinary not unusual regular
Very pleasant Familiar

5) Scottish

Men Women
Scottish people are penny pinchers Irish
Scottish - sounds like pippin from lord of the rings Fantastical
Scottish Enjoyable nice Irish lady
– averagely nice nothing bad or special Annoying and intonational
Scotland Cool voice I love Irish and Scottish 

sounding voices
Scottish I love that voice
Irish I love Scottish accents
Go fighting Irish Irish person

Irish lad
Ooh ooh say wanker say toilet
Scottish laddie
Willie the grounds keeper
Sounds like my grandmother 
Irish or Scottish usually poor but nice 
friendly may be a little stubborn
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6) German

Men Women
Not trustworthy Slovak Czech friendly thankful maybe German
I just do not like this voice it makes me feel uncomfortable Germans strong
Russian Sounds rigid but it is not necessarily so
Sounds like a German lady Sounds like the guy from Hoyne’s hero that fat evil 

nazi guy
Cold Ve meet again de jones
I want to suck your blood My annoying old English teacher
Conniving German spy woman! Ah! Sounds picky
German Lispy
Russian or German spy Good
Feud German Nazi type
My name is Arnold I am here to pump you up

7) Hispanic

Men Women
Street smart may be slutty Latino
Latinos from the hood Wonderful
Kind of dumb sounding Doll
Sounds like a Latino women Speedy Gonzales
Rich wife Sounds like she could mess you up
Viva Puerto Rico! I am afraid accent sounded New Yorkish I am not keen on New Yorkers

Puerto Ricano
Indistinctively rigid
Mexican- nice
Sounds Indian or Arabic


