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Intercultural processes in accented English

DAMIAN J. RIVERS

ABSTRACT: This study assessed the attitudinal responses of 48 Japanese university students towards
10 accented English speech samples across nine evaluative criteria. Of the 10 samples, one was a Japanese-
English speech sample (the intracultural familiar), seven were non-native-English samples originating
from a variety of Asian countries (intercultural others), and two were native-English samples originating
from America and England (preferred intercultural others). Framed within socio-psychological intergroup
theories of identity, and current debates concerning English as a Foreign Language (EFL), the results indicate
that although the students favoured the native-English speech samples, they were generally unsuccessfully
in identifying where the speaker of each speech sample originated. This paper contends that the native
English speech samples were afforded a kind of quasi-ingroup status among the Japanese students, while
the non-native Asian speech samples were positioned firmly within a distant outgroup category. The results
are discussed in relation to the development of positive intercultural relationships, the domestic presence
of the foreigner and the implications for the future of ELT within Japan.

INTRODUCTION

Language represents one of the most palpable social distinguishers as attitudes towards
language usage can impact upon the process of social interaction and identification (Cargile
and Giles 1997), acts which are fundamental in shaping our evaluations and appraisals
of others. As Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004: 14) illustrate, “individuals use linguistic
resources to index their identities and to evaluate the use of linguistic resources by others”,
meaning that the general study of language attitudes represents an important area of
research exploration. A significant volume of research undertaken in the field of language
and identity (e.g. Giles and Byrne 1982; Agnihotri et al. 1998) has drawn heavily on
Tajfel’s (1974; 1978; 1981) theory of social identity to explain language contact outcomes
through dimensions of group membership and affiliation. Within the original theory, Tajfel
(1974: 69) proposes that social identity represents “that part of an individual’s self-concept
which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups)
together with the emotional significance attached to that membership.” Further to this
contention, Edwards (1985) considers language attitudes to be a front for attitudes towards
their speakers, further confirming that ideologies of language rarely concern language
alone and are often reliant upon conceptualizations of self-identity. However, in order to
construct and maintain a distinct sense of social identity one must also possess, knowledge
concerning other social groups via which one is able to establish a positive social identity
by favourably comparing their own ingroup against an unfavourable outgroup (Operario
and Fiske 1999).
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ETHNOLINGUISTIC IDENTITY AND ACCENTED SPEECH ATTITUDES

Further to the foundations created by theories of social identity, from the specific
perspective of ethnolinguistic identity, Phinney (1992) argues that those who possess a
strong ethnic identity will feel more attached to their own ethnic group, and will therefore
be more likely to recognize a foreign accent as representing an outgroup than those who
have a weaker ethnic identity. While being cautious of promoting stereotypical views, it
can be argued that as a nation, the Japanese can be classified as a people with a particularly
strong sense of ethnic group attachment (see Rivers 2010a; 2011). Evidence for such a
viewpoint can also be found within domestic and international contexts where Japan has
long promoted a self-appraised view of ethnic and linguistic homogeneity. Historically,
such beliefs have functioned as an ideological counterpoise to the evident impact of
early foreign influences, namely those from China and Korea and the more modern day
influences of the West, namely American. Coulmas et al. (1999) further surmise that
Japanese self-perceptions of ethnolinguistic homogeneity act as an important source of
national power and social stability.

The role of ethnolinguistic identity and other intercultural processes in the appraisal
of accented English speech has been researched on numerous occasions (e.g. Rubin and
Smith 1990; Cote and Clement 1994; Chiba et al. 1995; Bayard et al. 2002; Bresnahan
et al. 2002; Timmis 2002; Scales et al. 2006; McKenzie 2008). Many of these studies
have confirmed that EFL students across different cultural and educational environments
demonstrate a tendency to favour native-speaker models of English as opposed to non-
native models.1 Of direct relevance to social identity theory, is that the expressed preference
for those centralized forms of English speech is often accompanied by an active rejection
or negative appraisal of those variants which do not confirm to the alledged and highly
problematic native-speaking model (see Houghton and Rivers, forthcoming), this being
despite the fact that such linguistic models often represent unrealistic targets for most
language learners. In a study by Scales et al. (2006), the authors report that 62 per cent
of the participating students stated that one of their main language learning goals, in
terms of speech production, was to sound like a native speaker, with only 38 per cent of
the students stating that the issue of intelligibility was important. Within the same study,
and of particular relevance to this paper, the authors highlight a misconception between
reality and perceptual judgment through the finding that the students were not consistent
in correctly identifying the native and non-native English speech samples. The authors
attribute this outcome to a possible reflection of students’ idealized conceptions of what
native-English speech actually sounds like. In addition, there also exist a small number of
studies with non-native English speakers which have shown a rejection of the ingroup and
the embracing of the outgroup in situations where the ingroup accent is conceptualized
from a negative point of view. Similarly, in a recent study by Li (2009) which focused on
two groups of university students in Hong Kong, and a group of working Chinese adults,
it was discovered that 84 per cent of the participants reported a preference for speaking
English with a native sounding accent, while the remaining 16 per cent reported conflicts
between issues of intelligibility and identity surrounding their situated local accents. With
strong connections to this paper, in a study with a large number of Japanese participants,
McKenzie (2008) found that although the students appraised native-speaker accents from
the US and the UK positively in terms of status, they also gave positive appraisals towards
heavily-accented Japanese English speech in terms of social attractiveness. Alternately,
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Trifonovitch (1981) claims that many competent non-native English speakers prefer to
positively identify themselves with native-English speakers while at the same time adopting
a rather strict and derogatory attitude towards fellow non-native English speakers with a
lower degree of competency.

LANGUAGE CONTACT AND NATIVE-SPEAKER DEPENDENCE

Perhaps more so than other nations within the context of modern Japan, language is
viewed as an essential component in definitions of the self, culture and nationhood. Miller
(1982: 4–5) asserts that “language is a way of life, and the enormous amount of speculation,
writing, and talking about it that goes on at every level of Japanese life constitutes an entirely
distinctive and marvelously self-contained way of looking at life.” From a broad language
contact perspective concerning the psycholinguistic dynamics of language interactions
between people of different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, Miller (1977: 69) suggests
that a non-Japanese person (perhaps defined by appearance), speaking fluent Japanese to
a Japanese can be said to represent an “invasion of sociolinguistic territorial control,” one
in which a Japanese language response from the Japanese person would signal a defeat in
this psychological battle. Miller later elaborates on this original notion through the ‘Law
of Inverse Returns’:

In most cultures, a foreigner who makes the attempt to learn the language of the society in question is
thought, by the members of that society and by the native speakers of that language, to be providing
a significant indication of the high esteem in which he or she holds both the society and the language
. . .Thus, it always comes as a particularly rude awakening when the foreigner who is resident in Japan
for any length of time finally realizes that Japanese society behaves in a fashion that is directly contrary
to this general rule. Japanese society usually distrusts and dislikes any attempt by a foreigner to learn
and use the Japanese language. The distrust and dislike grow stronger and show themselves more and
more stridently, the more a foreigner gains fluency in understanding and the using the language (Miller
1982: 154).

One of the most curious aspects concerning this psycholinguistic defence mechanism
is that the same rules do not seem to apply when a Japanese person speaks English
to a native-English speaker. Instead, such linguistic exchanges are viewed as positive
expansions of one’s own Japaneseness, that is, the Japanese language being a prominent
marker of race, culture, and nationality is not threatened by foreign corruption and thus,
the act of a Japanese person speaking English to a native-English speaker acts as a positive
enforcer in the construction of a desirable Japanese self, one which is able to communicate
interculturally through the medium of English while at the same time retaining a pure and
untainted cultural and linguistic Japanese core.

Looking at the parameters of EFL tuition within Japan, it would be difficult to make a
conclusive argument that the above psycholinguistic systems described by Miller were not,
to some extent, having an affect on policy direction and institutional practices. Since the
early Meiji period, Japan has demonstrated a dependence upon the presence of the native-
English speaker. Aso and Amano (1978: 14) stress that in 1868 the Meiji government
“was very eager to invite foreign teachers to Japan as a means of promoting the policy
of introducing Western culture.” The first wave of oyatoi gaikokujin (hired foreigners)
included British and American instructors who taught English, Western technology and
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culture all through the medium of English. This practice continued until around 1889 when
English began to lose its special prestige status. Seki (2004) claims that there were three
primary reasons for this decline. First, many believed that Japan had successfully absorbed
the fundamental elements of Western culture, and was therefore in a position to progress
unassisted. Second, and reinforcing Japan’s new found cultural confidence, military victo-
ries against China (1894) and later against Russia (1904), gave the Japanese a huge morale
boost serving as an announcement of their entry into the league of international powers
and third, employing foreign teachers was too expensive, so the Meiji government replaced
them with Japanese teachers in order to reduce its budget. However, the practices created
in the Meiji period were not entirely discarded. Over a century later, the Japan Exchange
Teaching (JET) Program was created as a solution to an ongoing trade surplus dispute
between Japan and the United States. It was deemed to be an ideal humanistic solution
focusing on grassroots internationalization between the two countries. On the one hand,
Japan was given an opportunity to demonstrate to the world that its people were not only
“economic animals who gobble up real estate” (Nose Kuniyuki 1986 cited in McConnell
2000: 35). The United States, on the other hand, was given a boost in the economic fight
for maintaining and further advancing native-English linguistic and cultural norms with a
non-native context: a practice that allows countries such as Britain and the United States to
sell English language teachers and teaching materials relatively unchallenged to countries
such as Japan. Phillipson (2003: 150) cites a 1987–88 British Council report that confirms
the significance of the economic interests vested in maintaining native speaking norms:
“Britain’s real black gold is not the north sea oil but the English language . . . the challenge
facing us is to exploit it to the full.”

Within the Japanese context, native-English speaker models have traditionally been
held aloft as prestigious targets for non-native English speakers to aspire to and repli-
cate. This process has also centralized the power-base and ownership of English as
a pluralistic language creating a top-down system of linguistic inheritance or inequal-
ity, as well as a division between the elite (the native-speakers), and the non-elite
(the non-native speakers). With a focus on the consequences of such perceptual judg-
ments, Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004: 15) contend that “speakers of official lan-
guages or standard varieties may be regarded as having greater moral and intellectual
worth than speakers of unofficial languages or non-standard varieties.” Chiba et al.
(1995: 77) also assert “in many places [within Japan] non-native English is not always
perceived positively by the Japanese.”

Indeed, one only needs to browse through the hundreds of employment advertisements
posted on popular recruitment websites to see that the native-English speaker is very much
the preferred linguistic other. Such employment advertisements can be said to be conform-
ing to the notion of linguicism, meaning “ideologies, structures and practices which are
used to legitimate, effectuate, regulate and reproduce an unequal division of power and
resources between groups which are defined on the basis of language” (Skutnabb-Kangas
1988: 13). However, perceptions of English language nativity within Japan often rely upon
a narrow band of non-linguistic factors such as aspects concerning physical appearance. As
Watson-Todd and Punjaporn (2009: 23) recognize, “there is a broad social and commercial
preference for native speaker teachers which may also involve racial issues.” Focusing
on the English conversation school industry, McVeigh (2002: 167) claims that “the ad-
vertising tactics of many commercial English schools rely on superficialities to attract
customers (images of ‘foreign’ blue-eyed and blonde women smiling, well dressed, and
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handsome men),” thus promoting the belief that English language interaction requires an
interlocutor who fits a set of pre-defined racially based criteria. This lingua-racial profil-
ing, despite being very apparent is somewhat illusive in that most educational institutions
are unable or unwilling to define the parameters of the native-speaker label despite making
it a central criterion for employment. As such, creating an agenda for positive change and
reform becomes almost impossible, as one is left attempting to overcome practices and
policies which officially do not exist and therefore cannot be held accountable for ridicule
(Rivers and Houghton 2010).

THE CURRENT STUDY

In consideration of the literature presented above and framed within socio-psychological
intergroup theories of identity and current debates concerning EFL teaching and learn-
ing, this study seeks to assess the attitudinal responses of a group of Japanese university
freshmen towards 10 accented English speech samples across nine evaluative criteria.
This is undertaken with a view to better understanding the intercultural processes of ac-
cented English speech appraisal among Japanese English language learners in addition
to drawing attention to the potential implications of such appraisals for intercultural re-
lations with English language speakers from within the immediate Asian context. Of
the 10 samples, one represents a Japanese-English speech sample (the intracultural fa-
miliar), seven represent non-native-English samples originating from a variety of Asian
countries (intercultural others) and two represent native-English samples originating from
America and England (preferred intercultural others). Moreover, based upon the underly-
ing concepts of social and ethnolinguistic identity, the historic path of Japan’s turbulent
relationship with the English language, its problematic relations with other Asian na-
tions and its continued dependence upon the native-English speaker it is hypothesized
that:

H1: the participants in this study will be able to correctly identify the origin of the
Japanese-English speech sample as it represents a familiar ingroup accent.

H2: the participants will not be able to correctly identify the seven non-native accented
English speech samples originating from various other parts of Asia due to the fact that
they represent an unfamiliar outgroup.

H3: the two native-English speech samples originating from America and England will be
correctly identified based on issues concerning familiarity (e.g. Pihko 1997; Tauroza and
Luk 1997), as they represent the widely idealized native-English speaking model found
throughout Japanese foreign language education and society. It is further believed that
these native-English speech samples will represent a kind of semi-internalized ingroup
due to their positive status.

H4: the Japanese-English speech sample will be perceived less favourably than the two
native-English speaking samples, but more favourably than the seven non-native English
speech samples originating from other parts of Asia. This is based upon Japan’s sub-
servience to the native-English speaker and Japan’s historic alignment and favouring of
Western powers at the expense of developing positive relationships with, and attitudes
towards, other Asian nations.
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METHODOLOGY

Participants

The participants were 48 university freshmen studying English through a program of
international communication at a private liberal arts university on the outskirts of Tokyo.
These students volunteered to participate in the project after a general call for partici-
pants was circulated to a number of freshmen classes. The project was promoted as a
teacher-centred materials design activity in which student feedback on a number of is-
sues concerning English speech samples would be helpful. The students at the research
university are typically taught following an English-only classroom language policy by
native-English speaking instructors for approximately 45 per cent of their weekly classes.
All 48 of the students possessed Japanese nationality and had been studying English as a
compulsory subject since the first grade of secondary school. Their English proficiency
levels ranged from approximately 400–850 on the Test of English for International Com-
munication (TOEIC) and all participants were aged between 19–23 years old with 35
(72 per cent) being female and 13 (28 per cent) being male.

Procedure

After the participants gathered in the test classroom on an assigned date (a process
staged across two different days with approximately 24 students attended each session),
participants were first presented with a paper-based questionnaire which featured stan-
dardized Japanese language instructions. The instructions introduced two activities which
were to be completed within the 40-minute session. At this time the participants were en-
couraged to ask questions and seek clarification on any issues that were not clear. In short,
participants were instructed to listen to 10 short speech samples (accessible in any order),
after which they were required to evaluate each sample across nine evaluative criteria.
Participants were also required to select, from a list of 10 possible nationalities where they
believed each speaker to be from (see McKenzie 2008 for the use of a similar procedure).
The actual questionnaire used in this study was a semantic differential questionnaire based
on Chiba et al. (1995). The questionnaire featured a list of nine evaluative criteria arrayed
on a seven point bi-polar rating scale (seven being the most positive and one being the
most negative). The specific criteria used on the questionnaire are shown in Table 1.

During the administration periods, the participants listened to the 10 speech samples
in MP3 format through individual computers with headphones, this permitted them to
listen to each speech sample as many times as they wished within the 40-minute period.

Table 1. An example format of the semantic differential questionnaire used in this study

fluent 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 not fluent
intelligent 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 unintelligent
good speed 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 bad speed
educated 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 uneducated
desirable 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 undesirable
sounds good 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 sounds bad
good teaching voice 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 bad teaching voice
careful 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 not careful
clear 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 unclear
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Table 2. Basic demographic information of each recorded speaker

Speech rate
Nationality Age Gender Occupation Proficiency level (syllables per second)

English 62 male university teacher Competent 3.34
Vietnamese 26 male school teacher Competent 3.34
Taiwanese 23 female student Intermediate 1.83
Indonesian 30 female civil servant Upper-Intermediate 2.65
Chinese 37 female university teacher Competent 2.85
Indian 40 male school teacher Competent 3.08
Thai 22 male student Lower- Intermediate 3.50
Japanese 24 male student Lower- Intermediate 3.34
Korean 43 female school teacher Competent 3.20
American 46 female university teacher Competent 3.85

Note: Proficiency level was a self-assessment made on a scale of beginner, lower-intermediate, intermediate, upper-
intermediate, competent.

The speech samples were gathered from 10 different speakers who were recruited as
volunteers and recorded by the author during a number of domestic and international
language conferences throughout Asia in 2008 and 2009. The 10 different speakers were
required to read a short standardized passage modified from an intermediate level English
textbook. The passage contained six sentences with a total of 77 syllables, featuring the
majority of the sounds of English based on generally accepted general American phonetic
norms. It is important to note that although gender has been identified as an important
variable within speech appraisal studies, the current study did not focus on the impact
of gender, or control for gender during participant recruitment. The basic demographic
information of the 10 volunteer speakers is shown in Table 2.

The widely used matched guise technique (Lambert et al. 1960), was not implemented
in this study, as there was a strong desire to represent the kind of social realism found
through the use of individual speakers originating from different locations. In addition, the
technique has been predominately used to investigate attitudes towards regional or social
varieties or foreign accents, rather than linguistic differences between and across national
boundaries. Although this essentially meant that in the current study each speaker listed
in Table 2 was being used to represent the linguistic norms of their country of origin, the
matched guise technique sacrifices authentic speech stimuli as a single multilingual speaker
reads a number of scripts, each time simulating a foreign accent. The decision to include
a measure of speech rate was based on the work of Derwing and Munro (2001: 324) who
draw attention to the impact which speech rate has on non-native English listeners’ com-
prehension and intelligibility of various speech samples. A decision justified by the belief
that “a fast speech rate, for instance, is often cited as the cause of listeners’ difficulties.”

RESULTS

The first process of data analysis undertaken was to perform a zero-order corre-
lation between speech rate (syllables per second) and the responses given across the
nine evaluative criteria. The outcome of this analysis is shown in Table 3 and illustrates
that across all nine evaluative criteria speech rate was positively correlated at the p < 0.01
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Table 3. A zero-order correlation between speech rate and the nine evaluative criteria

Speech rate (syllables per second)

Evaluative criteria Pearson correlation
Fluency 0.676
Intelligence 0.632
Speed 0.625
Education 0.613
Desirability 0.586
Sound 0.534
Teaching Voice 0.533
Care 0.459
Clarity 0.378

Note: All correlations are significant at the p < 0.01 level (2-tailed) [N = 48].
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Figure 1. The reported discrepancies between the AOES and the POES

level of significance. The correlations were most prominent on the fluency, intelligence
and speed criteria, indicating that speech rate is a factor which plays a significant role the
perception of accented English language speech.

The quantitative data produced through the semantic differentiation questionnaire was
analyzed from two distinct perspectives. The first approach was based upon the ‘actual
origin of each speaker’ (AOES) across each of the 10 speech samples, while the second
approach was based upon the ‘perceived origin of each speaker’ (POES) as indicated by the
single largest majority rating of the 48 participants. The discrepancies observed between
the AOES and the POES are shown in Figure 1, and the descriptive statistics based upon
the AOES and POES in relation to the nine evaluative criteria are shown in Table 4.

As shown in Figure 1, the majority of participants were not able to correctly identify the
Japanese-English speech sample (rejecting Hypothesis 1), despite the fact that previous
research has suggested that students are better equipped to identify accents which are
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Table 4. Mean values and standard deviations across the nine evaluative criteria based on the AOES and
the POES

ENG VIE TAI INO CHI IND THA JAP KOR AME
IND VIE CHI VIET JAP INO ENG AME KOR ENG

AOES M M M M M M M M M M
POES (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD)

Fluency 4.96 1.96 2.75 4.21 5.12 4.08 6.17 6.33 3.58 6.71
(1.41) (0.84) (1.28) (1.27) (1.02) (1.16) (0.69) (0.75) (1.08) (0.54)

Intelligence 4.75 2.46 3.29 3.88 5.08 4.25 5.96 6.12 3.92 6.42
(1.21) (1.12) (1.25) (1.17) (0.82) (0.78) (0.79) (0.93) (1.08) (0.87)

Speed 5.04 3.08 2.96 4.38 5.12 4.29 5.96 6.12 4.00 6.50
(1.18) (1.54) (1.58) (1.16) (1.17) (1.03) (0.74) (0.78) (1.05) (0.65)

Education 5.13 2.29 3.46 4.00 5.25 4.54 5.96 6.21 4.33 6.46
(1.31) (1.11) (1.65) (1.39) (0.93) (1.20) (0.79) (0.92) (0.99) (0.82)

Desirability 3.96 2.37 3.08 3.21 4.96 3.83 5.87 5.92 3.79 6.25
(1.28) (1.26) (1.45) (1.12) (1.03) (0.90) (0.89) (1.04) (1.05) (1.31)

Sound 3.92 2.37 3.71 3.67 5.12 4.04 5.79 6.29 3.92 6.46
(1.36) (1.12) (1.22) (1.32) (0.93) (1.07) (0.82) (0.68) (1.16) (1.09)

Teaching voice 3.88 2.42 3.21 3.62 4.75 3.79 5.62 5.92 3.54 6.17
(1.14) (1.23) (1.48) (1.33) (1.28) (1.12) (0.91) (1.00) (1.20) (1.26)

Care 5.21 3.33 4.25 4.17 4.71 4.50 5.67 6.08 4.25 6.12
(1.12) (1.53) (1.46) (1.19) (1.07) (0.87) (0.95) (1.08) (1.24) (1.21)

Clarity 3.83 2.96 4.58 4.17 5.12 3.96 5.17 6.21 4.25 6.54
(1.41) (1.14) (1.08) (1.03) (0.89) (1.22) (1.38) (0.92) (0.93) (0.65)

Total 40.6 23.2 31.2 35.3 45.2 37.2 52.1 55.2 35.5 57.6
(11.4) (10.8) (12.4) (10.9) (9.1) (9.3) (7.9) (8.1) (9.7) (8.4)

Note: AOES = actual origin of each speaker; POES = perceived origin of each speaker; AME = American; CHI = Chinese;
ENG = English; IND = Indian; INO = Indonesian; JAP = Japanese; KOR = Korean; TAI = Taiwanese; THAI = Thai; VIE =
Vietnamese.

similar to their own, and are thus, more familiar than accents originating from other
nationalities or regions (e.g. Brown 1968; Wilcox 1978; Smith and Bisazza 1982). On this
occasion, only 8.3 per cent of the participants correctly identified the Japanese-English
speech sample. More significantly, 50 per cent of the participants believed the Japanese-
English speech sample to be that of the native American-English speaker and a further
20 per cent of the participants misidentified the Japanese-English speech sample as being
the native English-English speaker. With reference to other non-native speech samples,
the participants were able to correctly identify the Vietnamese (25 per cent) and Korean
(29.1 per cent) English speech samples (partial rejection of Hypothesis 2). Reasons for
this correct identification can only be speculative. For example, Koreans represent the
largest non-Japanese resident community within Japan and Korean popular culture has
been enjoying a boom period of late, both factors may have contributed to an increase in
familiarity with the Korean accent. Likewise, the fact that Vietnamese is a rather distinct,
unfamiliar language to many Japanese due to its absence from mainstream Japanese culture,
television and music may have led participants to label it as the default odd one out.

Although the Japanese-English speech sample was not correctly identified by the ma-
jority of participants, it was still highly appraised across all nine of the evaluative criteria.
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The results shown in Table 4 illustrate that the nine mean values for the actual Japanese-
English speech sample are second only to the actual native American-English speech
sample (partial acceptance of Hypothesis 4). This would suggest that factors of famil-
iarity and similarity do play an important role in the process of identifying accents, but
for some social psychological reason participants did not associate the positive appraisals
given with their own Japanese accented English. This outcome could be explained in terms
of McVeigh (2002: 148) who, citing Befu (1983), illustrates how the widely acknowl-
edged Japanese inferiority complex in learning English impacts upon, and is reinforced
through, actual classroom practices: “it is as if ineptitude of foreign language instruction
and learning is maintained (though, needless to say, unconsciously) for the very purpose
of convincing millions of Japanese of their separateness from foreigners.” When looking
at the various speech samples from a perceptual basis, 41.6 per cent of the participants
believed the Chinese-English speech sample to be the Japanese-English speech sample.
As such, the mean values across the nine evaluative criteria were significantly lower than
those given for a number of the other speech samples suggesting a dislike of, or aversion
to, the participants’ own Japanese accented English speech sample.

With regard to the identification of the two native-English speech samples, the partici-
pants were only partially successful. The actual native American-English speech sample,
although highly appraised, and consistent with Japanese preferences for native-English
models, was believed to be the native English-English speech sample by 45.8 per cent of
the participants, although, 41.6 per cent did correctly identify it as being American-English.
The preference for the native American-English speaker is further illustrated through the
finding that the actual native English-English speech sample was perceived to be of In-
dian origin with 29.1 per cent of the participants making this error (partial acceptance of
Hypothesis 3). While speculations and phonological links to Britain’s colonial past can be
made, it appears more practical in terms of the current research to point out that both the
actual native English-English speech sample and the actual Indian speech sample (which
was perceived to be Indonesian by 29.1 per cent of the participants), were only given
average ratings across the nine evaluative criteria. In addition, the actual Thai-English
speech sample was also perceived to be the native English-English speech sample by
25 per cent of the participants, subsequently being rated third overall out of the 10 English
speech samples. Such inconsistencies and examples of misidentification further add to the
developing conflict between actual speaker origin and perceived speaker origin, they also
suggest that the quality of the ratings given to the speech sample based on participants
perceptions of the speaker’s origin are influenced by non-linguistic factors connected to
issues of language use and language status within Japan.

In response to this developing conflict the decision was taken to compact the data
presented thus far into six groups. The new groups were labeled as:

1. Actual native-English speakers (ANESs) which contained the two speech samples
from the native American-English and English-English speakers.

2. Actual Japanese-English speaker (AJES) which contained the single Japanese-
English speech sample.

3. Actual non-native-English speakers (ANNESs) which contained the remaining
seven English speech samples from the various other parts of Asia.

4. Perceived native-English speakers (PNESs) which contained the three English
speech samples from the Thai, Japanese and American speakers.
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5. Perceived Japanese-English speaker (PJES) which contained the single Chinese-
English speech sample.

6. Perceived non-native-English speakers (PNNESs) which contained the remaining
six English samples perceived to be from various other parts of Asia.

The descriptive statistics for these newly formed six groups are shown below in Tables 5
and 6. The data in Table 5 shows that when addressing the accented speech samples from
the perspective of actual origin, the Japanese-English speech sample is rated as preferable
across all nine of the evaluative criteria. However, as shown in Table 6 when addressing
the speech sample from the perspective of perceived origin, the native-English speakers
are dominant across all nine of the evaluative criteria, followed by the perceived Japanese -
English speech sample. The participants also demonstrated a consistent ranking of the other
non-native-English speech samples as the least preferable, more so when their responses
were based on perception rather than actuality.

A possible explanation for the misidentification identified above lies within the com-
mon ingroup identity model (CIIM) (Gaertner et al. 1996). This model argues that contact
between two or more groups serves to improve group relations because it transforms an
individual’s representation of the aggregate from two separate groups (us and them), into
one inclusive superordinate group (we), that is, by breaking down subgroup boundaries,
former outgroups and outgroup members are able to be afforded the same kind of positive
evaluations and benefits as ingroup members. While this may indeed be the case, it seems
too simplistic in terms of the Japanese context as conceptualizations of Japanese ingroup-
ness are almost impenetrable to non-Japanese as defined by a trinity of innate features such
as bloodline, ethnicity and language. On the other hand is the mutual intergroup differenti-
ation model (MIDM) (Hewstone 1996). Hewstone and Brown (1986: 24) acknowledge that

Table 5. Mean values and standard deviations based on all nine evaluative criteria across the three actual
origin of each speaker groups

Actual origin of each speaker (AOES)

ANESs AJES ANNESs
N = 96 N = 48 N = 336
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Fluency 5.83 (1.38) 6.33 (0.75) 3.98 (1.68)
Intelligence 5.58 (1.34) 6.13 (0.93) 4.12 (1.46)
Speed 5.77 (1.20) 6.13 (0.78) 4.26 (1.55)
Education 5.79 (1.28) 6.21 (0.92) 4.26 (1.61)
Desirability 5.10 (1.73) 5.92 (1.04) 3.88 (1.56)
Sound 5.19 (1.77) 6.29 (0.68) 4.09 (1.49)
Teaching voice 5.02 (1.66) 5.92 (1.00) 3.85 (1.56)
Care 5.67 (1.25) 6.08 (1.08) 4.41 (1.36)
Clarity 5.19 (1.74) 6.21 (0.92) 4.32 (1.30)
Total 49.14 (13.37) 55.22 (8.14) 37.17 (13.62)

Note: ANESs = actual native-English speakers (includes the two speech samples from the native American-English and
English-English speakers); AJES = actual Japanese-English speaker (includes the speech sample from the Japanese-
English speaker); ANNESs = actual non-native-English speakers (includes the remaining seven English speech samples
from the various other parts of Asia).
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Table 6. Mean values and standard deviations based on all nine evaluative criteria across the three
perceived origin of each speaker groups

Perceived origin of each speaker (POES)

PNESs PJES PNNESs
N = 144 N = 48 N = 288
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Fluency 6.40 (0.70) 5.13 (1.02) 3.59 (1.54)
Intelligence 6.17 (0.88) 5.08 (0.82) 3.76 (1.32)
Speed 6.19 (0.76) 5.13 (1.17) 3.96 (1.46)
Education 6.21 (0.86) 5.25 (0.93) 3.96 (1.57)
Desirability 6.01 (1.10) 4.96 (1.03) 3.38 (1.30)
Sound 6.18 (0.92) 5.13 (0.93) 3.60 (1.33)
Teaching voice 5.90 (1.08) 4.75 (1.28) 3.41 (1.34)
Care 5.96 (1.10) 4.71 (1.07) 4.28 (1.36)
Clarity 5.97 (1.18) 5.13 (0.89) 3.96 (1.24)
Total 54.99 (8.61) 45.27 (9.16) 33.90 (12.49)

Note: PNESs = perceived native-English speakers (includes the three English speech samples from the Thai, Japanese and
American speakers); PJES = perceived Japanese-English speaker (includes the single Chinese-English speech sample);
PNNESs = perceived non-native-English speakers (include the remaining six English samples perceived to be from
various other parts of Asia).

such a leap of inclusivity would have the effect of threatening the original distinctiveness
of the ingroup resulting in a process of “increased intergroup differentiation or dislike, as
the groups seek to reassert their distinctiveness.” This process could be used to account
for the pendulum of Japan’s love-hate relationship with the English language. In terms
of the current findings, it could be argued that due to the English language being a long
standing feature of Japanese society, participant familiarity with, and dependence on those
native forms of English has led to a positive appraisal of the native-English speaker. As
such, it seems likely that the native-English speech samples in the current study have been
afforded a semi-internalized ingroup status (the preferred intercultural other), which is still
categorically different, although symbolically more prestigious, than the socio-linguistic
identities created by the core Japanese ingroup. Thus, the case is not simply (we), nor is
it (us and them), but it more accurately fits a dichotomy of (us and the preferred other).
Taking all six groups into consideration, the positioning of the accented English speech
samples and the participants preferences are shown in Table 7.

With regard to the three groups focusing on the AOES, an ANOVA with a between
subjects factor was conducted to identify whether significant differences existed between
the three groups across the nine individual evaluative criteria. A second such ANOVA
was undertaken to assess whether significant differences existed between the three groups
focusing on the POES across the nine individual evaluative criteria. The results of the two
ANOVAs are shown in Table 8 and Table 9.

The ANOVA suggested that there were significant differences between the three groups
concerned with AOES across all nine of the evaluative criteria. Post hoc tests indicated
that on four of the evaluative criteria – clarity, sound, desirability and teaching voice –
the ANNESs speech samples were perceived significantly less favourably than the ANESs
speech samples, which in turn were perceived significantly less favourably than the AJES
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Table 7. The positioning of the accented English speech samples and the preferences shown by the
participants in the current study

Speech sample
Rank Intergroup positioning preference M (SD)

1 The intracultural familiar AJES 55.22 (8.14)
2 Preferred intercultural others PNESs 54.99 (8.61)
3 Preferred intercultural others ANESs 49.14 (13.37)
4 The intracultural familiar PJES 45.27 (9.16)
5 Intercultural others ANNESs 37.17 (13.62)
6 Intercultural others PNNESs 33.90 (12.49)

Table 8. ANOVA data showing significant differences between the three groups focusing on the AOES
across the nine individual evaluative criteria

Actual origin of each speaker (AOES)

Dependent variable Mean square F Sig. Eta squared

Fluency 209.216 86.188 0.000 0.265
Intelligence 141.052 71.896 0.000 0.232
Speed 136.398 66.512 0.000 0.218
Education 143.111 63.876 0.000 0.211
Desirability 123.962 51.090 0.000 0.176
Sound 127.864 56.902 0.000 0.193
Teaching voice 121.491 51.367 0.000 0.177
Care 100.835 57.927 0.000 0.195
Clarity 90.745 47.930 0.000 0.167

Table 9. ANOVA data showing significant differences between the three groups focusing on the POES
across the nine individual evaluative criteria

Perceived origin of each speaker (POES)

Dependent variable Mean square F Sig. Eta squared

Fluency 387.392 230.538 0.000 0.492
Intelligence 284.636 209.313 0.000 0.467
Speed 243.843 152.381 0.000 0.390
Education 249.337 138.901 0.000 0.368
Desirability 344.956 230.006 0.000 0.491
Sound 328.081 233.076 0.000 0.494
Teaching voice 303.938 189.938 0.000 0.443
Care 134.836 84.370 0.000 0.261
Clarity 199.976 139.327 0.000 0.369

speech sample. On the remaining five criteria – speed, fluency, education, intelligence and
care – there were no significant differences found between the ANESs speech samples
and the AJES speech sample, however, there were significant differences found between
the ANESs speech samples and the AJES speech sample when compared to the ANNESs
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speech samples. Likewise, with reference to the three POES groups, the ANOVA indicated
that there were significant differences between the three groups across all nine of the
evaluative criteria. Again, post hoc comparisons indicated that on eight of the evaluator
criterion – clarity, speed, fluency, education, intelligence, sound, desirability and teaching
voice – the PNESs speech samples were perceived significantly more favourably than the
PJES speech sample, which in turn was perceived significantly more favourably than the
PNNESs. On the remaining care criteria, no significant differences were found between
the PJES speech sample and the PNNESs speech samples.

CONCLUSION

As discussed, the English language, as represented by the native-English speaker, con-
tinues to play an influential role in the shaping of an idealized linguistic model within
Japan. The data presented in this paper has reaffirmed the quasi-ingroup position afforded
to the native-English speaker and, in terms of English accent appraisal, positions them
as the preferred intercultural other. Similarly, the participants in this project have also
reaffirmed the belief that other Asian nationalities, in terms of English accent appraisal,
are viewed in a less positive manner. It can only be speculated upon whether such attitudes
are also reflected in other social contexts such as intercultural contact experiences within
the international university classroom, or whether they are solely restricted to the realm
of English accent appraisal. Based on the literature in this paper suggesting that Japan’s
native-English speaker dependency is built upon a combination of both linguistic and racial
indicators, and the view of Edwards (1985), it can be argued that this lingua-racial pro-
filing also applies to other ethnocultural and ethnolinguistic groups. Although empirical
research is needed, if true, this would represent a serious obstacle in the development of
intercultural friendships, intercultural communicative competencies, and in the creation of
intercultural identities. Indeed, within Japan’s education system “multiple identities – as a
member of the family, school, community, nation – are accepted and promoted, but once it
comes to the sphere beyond the nation, the only identity that is permitted and encouraged
. . . is identity ‘as a Japanese person’” (Parmenter 2006: 163). In this regard, the study of
English language accent appraisals represents an exciting area which involves linguistic
and social psychological processes.

In terms of ELT practices in Japan, a continued reliance upon the native-English speaker
will do little to further the creation of an intercultural identity beyond the national bound-
ary. Instead, reliance upon the native-English speaker model will maintain Japan’s infe-
riority complex (McVeigh 2002), driven by a failure to match up to an unrealistic, and
wholly unsuitable standard. Furthermore, English speakers from other cultural domains,
especially within Asia, will continue to be treated in an inferior way as the Japanese
have historically chosen to identify themselves with, and compare themselves to, Western
superpowers such as America. In doing so, they have neglected the similarities between
themselves and other countries and people within the Asian region while at the same time
adopting a Western-driven inferior view of other Asian nationalities. Only through prac-
tices which reflect the true diversity of English as a language spoken by multicultural and
multinational speakers, will any sort of positive change become a realistic goal. Differ-
ences found in this study between appraisals based on perception, and appraisals based on
reality suggest that a focus on the altering of perceptions concerning the status values as-
signed to a variety of intercultural others may be productive in terms of creating more adept
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intercultural learners and communicators. At present though, educational systems and gov-
ernment policy-makers are continuing to support and promote native-speakerist practices
under the false guise of being required for an international or authentic language learning
education (Rivers 2010b), meaning that, the position afforded to the native-English speaker
clearly places them in a position of linguistic and cultural dominance, a trend which is
likely to continue regardless of whether those who call for a more internationally framed
world Englishes type approach are in agreement or not.

Finally, before ending the paper a number of limitations should be acknowledged. The
sample size of 48 participants cannot be reliably used to make widespread generalizations
concerning the phenomena under investigation within this paper, therefore it is hoped that
this study may provide impetus for other researchers to pursue more extensive investigations
with larger and more demographically diverse participant samples. Similarly, the data
analysis methods undertaken in this paper are entirely quantitative in their focus which
limits the potential to fully understand why participants responded in the manner which
they did. On this occasion, this limitation was unavoidable due to practical considerations
within the current research environment. Ideally, future research efforts should utilize a
mixed-methods approach to data collection and analysis. Due to these inherent weaknesses
within the current study, I would recommend that the findings be approached with a degree
of caution. However, it is hoped that the results documented within this paper will stimulate
further research which conceptualizes issues of accent appraisals within a framework of
social psychological interactions and intercultural group dynamics.

NOTE

1. A number of researchers have drawn attention to the problematic task of attempting to define linguistic nativity
(Kachru 1982, 1986; Paikeday 1985; Rampton 1990; Davies 1991; Cook 1999). For example, Yano (2001) highlights
that many fluent English speakers of English variants such as Singaporean, Philippine and Nigerian Englishes often
believe themselves to be native-English speakers, albeit not molded within the Inner Circle of the Western English
speaking world. As such, more integrative perspectives have promoted ‘English as an International Language’ (EIL)
(e.g. Graddol 1996; McKay 2002; Bolton 2004), which assigns an equal status to all Englishes regardless of which
circle they originate, while others have focused on ‘English as a Global Language’ (Gnutzmann 1999; Crystal 2003),
‘English as a World Language’ (Mair 2003), ‘World English’ (Brutt-Griffler 2002), and ‘English as a medium of
Intercultural Communication’ (Meierkord 1996). Perhaps the most significant development during the past decade
has been the attention given to ‘English as Lingua Franca’ (ELF) (e.g. Seidlhofer 2004; Jenkins 2006; 2007), proposed
as a means of referring to communication in English between speakers “who share neither a common native tongue
nor a common (national) culture, and for whom English is the chosen foreign language of communication” (Firth
1996: 240).
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