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Abstract

While much research has focused on the linguistic expression of emotion, especially 
in the advertising industry, little attention has been paid to the linguistic evocation of 
emotion. This study attempts to redress this issue by employing methods of empirical 
social research to measure the evocation of emotionality and rationality in recipients. 
The data was collected online through representative samples (n = 3,030) across four 
countries (US, UK, Germany, Switzerland) using comparative text modules embed-
ded in tourism brochures promoting sustainable hotel stays. On the one hand the 
results show that theories of the linguistic evocation of emotionality are not borne out 
in practice. On the other, our findings suggest that linguistic evocation of emotional-
ity and rationality varies across cultures even if the language in which the evocation 
is triggered is shared (i.e. UK and US).
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Introduction
The current state of research suggests that the majority of today’s linguists shy 
away from analysing emotionality in language or leave it to other fields to 
investigate (Schnoebelen, 2012: 7–8). Schnoebelen points out that earlier lin-
guistic theories included emotive or expressive language quite prominently 
while modern linguistics focuses primarily on referential meaning (2012: 
18–19). In addition to a referential function of language, Bühler (1939; see also 
Schnoebelen, 2012) for example distinguishes between an expressive function 
(i.e. expressing emotion, identity, etc.) and a conative function (i.e. influencing 
its recipient). Schnoebelen (2012:18) claims that even though this division has 
its merits, meaning ‘is achieved collaboratively over the course of an interac-
tion’ and thus the distinction is not always a clear-cut one. It is surprising then 
that, over the years, the majority of research has been dedicated almost exclu-
sively to analysing and describing the expression of emotions (Fries, 2000; 
Hascher, 1994; Jäger, 1988; Ochs and Schieffelin, 1989 and others) and not 
the actual evocation of emotions. Our study picks up the promising conative 
strand of research and sheds light on what goes on at the receiving end of com-
munication. To do so, however, means that linguists need to apply an interdis-
ciplinary approach, as effects need to be measured by methods developed in 
disciplines such as empirical social research.
 In addition to studies of emotional language from a sociolinguistic or 
anthropological perspective, most recent research on emotion and language 
stems from computational linguistics (Schnoebelen, 2012) and corpus linguis-
tics. The latter focuses mainly on affect detection in vast amounts of language, 
drawing conclusions from patterns of occurrence as well as frequency of the 
language feature analysed (for example Acerbi, Lampos, Garnett and Bent-
ley, 2013; Hu, Downie and Ehmann, 2009; Strapparava and Valitutti, 2004). 
For this paper, we conducted an empirical study of text modules specifically 
designed to quantify the evocation of emotion.

Aim of this paper
In this paper we will follow up the findings of Demarmels, Schwarz, Schaffner 
and Wehrli (2014) by investigating the actual impact of conative language in dif-
ferent cultural contexts and across different speech communities. We empiri-
cally measured the impact of the language features described above in US-UK 
contexts and compared these results to what Demarmels et al. (2014) observed 
for German-language environments. Overall, they found that the suppositions 
derived from theory are not all applicable in a German-language context. Fur-
thermore, the effects of emotionality in text modules in theory were not assessed 
as such by the respondents in practice. On the contrary, these modules were 
conceived as producing a more pronounced rationality impact. The theoreti-
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cally rational text modules, on the other hand, actually resulted in higher results 
for rational impacts. In conducting our research, we are aware of the fact that the 
majority of the theoretical suppositions described are taken from German lin-
guistic discourse and may not transfer across languages. However, as features of 
emotionality have been listed and discussed across languages (for example Ochs 
and Schieffelin, 1989), we chose a similar approach in expanding the field from 
a German-speaking context to include the US and the UK.

Research questions
The main focus of our test, therefore, was to identify differences in the way 
specific language features trigger reactions in their recipients depending on 
their language and culture-specific background. In doing so, we simulated an 
actual international marketing campaign. In intercultural marketing, different 
advertising styles have been described for the US and the UK. How respon-
dents from different cultural backgrounds perceive marketing input, however, 
has received little attention in linguistic research.
 Thus, this lack of current research has led us to investigate the question of the 
linguistic evocation of emotionality. The emotionalizing strategies as described 
in theoretical literature have not been empirically shown in an US-UK context 
to date. Our first hypothesis, based on Demarmels et al. (2014), is:

Hypothesis 1: Text modules supposed to have a pronounced emotional 
effect in German will also display a strong rational effect in English-
speaking countries.

When it comes to language and emotions, we expect cultural context to play an 
important role since cultures differ in their rules of emotional displays and emo-
tional social functions (Matsumoto, Yoo and Le Roux, 2007: 89; Matsumoto and 
Hwang, 2012). We thus put forward a second hypothesis, namely that:

Hypothesis 2: Emotionality is specific to a cultural context. If so, the lingua 
franca approach of translation results in different emotional impacts in US 
and UK contexts.

Thus, the language of emotionality has to be adapted either to an American or 
a British cultural context. In the following sections, we will examine the corre-
sponding language features contingent on these hypotheses before moving on 
to discuss our empirical approach.

Literature review
The linguistic evocation of emotions
Language that evokes emotions in its recipient has not received as much lin-
guistic attention as language expressing the speaker’s emotional state; where 
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such attention exists, it has only been discussed theoretically and not looked 
at empirically (for a detailed study of literature on linguistic means to evoke 
emotions cf. Demarmels, 2009).
 The majority of research on evocative language has been conducted for the 
language of advertising, as emotions generate higher attention and therefore 
strengthen recollection (Stöckl, 1998: 97–98). In addition to increasing a read-
er’s propensity to buy (Henning and Ladineo, 2001: 196), advertising styles that 
aim at evoking certain emotions also play important roles in a company’s over-
all branding strategy and are therefore omnipresent today (Kellerhals, 2008: 20). 
However, the actual impact of advertising is influenced by a high number of 
factors and its effects differ from individual to individual (Kellerhals, 2008: 13; 
Schierl, 2001: 103; Brunner, 2001: 225). This is not surprising: Naturally, there 
is of course a difference in the actual need for a product or a service. But using 
a product is also presented as letting the consumer take part in a certain kind 
of lifestyle (Kellerhals, 2008: 21). As Dyer (1982: 185) states ‘[w]e come to think 
that consuming commodities will give us our identities’. This notion becomes 
most evident in advertising that plays on its recipients’ emotions, even though it 
is also present in advertising styles that are perceived as more factual.

Recipient response to emotionality and rationality
Advertising strategies vary greatly, however, as their modern proliferation 
constantly vies for consumers’ attention. Thus, while advertising may increas-
ingly try to trigger emotional responses, those which employ reason continue 
to persist. Simpson (2001) describes these varying styles on a continuum 
between ‘reason- and tickle-advertising’, a term coined by the advertising 
expert Bernstein in the 1970s (Kellerhals, 2008: 24).
 Demarmels et al. (2014) have identified linguistic means to effect emotions 
as well as linguistic means that are supposed to convey a sense of rationality. 
In doing so, they draw on suppositions regarding grammar, semantics as well 
as pragmatics discussed in German linguistics.
 For grammatical aspects, structures that demand a higher cognitive effort 
are perceived as being more rational. The most prominent among these struc-
tures are nominalizations and the passive voice. In semantics, Demarmels et al. 
(2014) list certain trigger words taken from comprehensive studies in the lin-
guistic research of advertising (e.g. Janich, 2003: 103). These have emotional 
connotations which complement their general meaning of factual denotation 
(e.g. Kastens and Lux, 2014: 34) and are often connected to positive or nega-
tive emotions (Hielscher, 2003: 677; Jahr, 2000: 89). In the discourse of sustain-
ability, words such as ‘ecological’, however, are prone to be overused and thus 
lose impact (Wullenweber, 2006: 336–337). Similarly, adjectives often also have 
an emotional component: They offer an insight into the emotional state of the 
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sender, which may influence the reactions of the recipient (Schwarz-Friesel, 
2007: 183). In pragmatics, assertives appear to be more factual, whereas expres-
sives, directives and commissives tend to transport or effect emotions. In addi-
tion, directly addressing a recipient and the use of inclusive ‘we’ (Burkhardt and 
Pape, 2003: 406; Mautner, 1998: 177) also create a sense of belonging and often 
also aim at effecting a readiness to cooperate (Radden, 2005: 148), which can be 
taken as an emotional rather than a rational impact.

Emotional language in different cultural contexts
For our purpose, it is interesting to note that cross-cultural researchers have 
been especially prone to analyse the use of rational versus emotional appeals, or 
‘hard sell’ versus ‘soft sell’ around the world (Okazaki, Mueller and Taylor, 2010). 
But while many of these studies have compared approaches employed in cultur-
ally distant countries (e.g. Japan, China or Korea and the United States, Britain 
and France, etc.), little consideration has been given to countries which share 
the same language and/or an important part of their cultural heritage (Bradley, 
Hitchon and Thorson, 1994; Caillat and Mueller, 1996; Dahl 2004). The cross-
cultural research comparing advertising appeals in the United States and Great 
Britain is scant and dated. However, its findings are of particular interest for our 
study, as they highlight a clear discrepancy between the advertising styles used 
in the two countries. Referring back to a cultural dichotomy outlined by Lannon 
and Cooper in 1983, these cross-cultural studies overall agree that the Ameri-
can approach is more ‘hard sell’ and the British more ‘soft sell’ (Bradley, Hitchon 
and Thorson, 1994; Lannon, 1986; Nevett, 1992; Weinberger and Spotts, 1989). 
Although the definition of soft sell/hard sell has not been clearly conceptual-
ized, ‘hard sell’, in these studies is generally related to cognitive processing and 
‘soft sell’ to affect (Okazaki, Mueller and Taylor, 2010). According to this differ-
entiation, the approach of each country can be characterized as follows (Bradley, 
Hitchon and Thorson, 1994; Weinberger and Spotts, 1989):

‘hard sell’ (typical for the US): more rational persuasion, more information, more 
text/facts, product centrality, direct speech and address (lectures), less humour.

‘soft sell’ (typical for the UK): less rational persuasion, less information, understate-
ment (message subtly getting across), more images, indirect speech, mood and ambi-
guity, indirect address (dramas), more humour.

There is, however, a significant disagreement on the understanding and use 
of the central notion of ‘emotion’ in both countries. Even though defined as a 
typical feature of the soft sell approach, emotion is no less important in Amer-
ican than in British advertising. The studies of Bradley, Hitchon and Thorson 
(1994) and Caillat and Müller (1996), for example, did not find ‘greater use of 
emotion overall in British advertising’ and demonstrated that their sample of 



58     Measuring Meaning

American ads ‘would more frequently use emotional […] appeals’ than the 
British sample. In line with Aaker, Stayman and Hagerty (1986), American 
emotionality is defined as rather ‘sentimental’ or ‘warm’ familial demonstra-
tion of affection (Bradley, Hitchon and Thorson, 1994). This style, according 
to the authors, might be ‘despised’ by the British. In recent research, some evi-
dence that, in American culture, expressions of what is generally perceived 
as affective language can be found more frequently than in a British context 
(Acerbi et al., 2013; Gallup, 2014). This can be linked to the high individual-
ism values of the country (Matsumoto, Yoo, Fontaine, Anguas-Wong, Arriola 
and Ataca et al., 2008).
 These findings not only point out the contradiction inherent to the hard 
sell/soft sell approach and its fuzzy definitions mentioned above, it also raises 
the problem of terminology. ‘Emotion’ is a highly complex notion covering a 
wide range of affective phenomena and has not been defined in a comprehen-
sive and satisfactory manner to date. As Matsumoto and Hwang (2012: 92) 
state: ‘It is difficult to arrive at a consensual definition of emotion that encom-
passes all possible types of emotion and distinguishes it from other affective 
phenomena’. In a cross-cultural context, the problem is even strengthened by 
the fact that there is no universal understanding of emotion. As suggested by 
Mesquita (2003), Shweder, Haidt, Horton and Joseph (2008) as well as Mat-
sumoto and Hwang (2012), cultural models are necessary to understand and 
predict the variation of emotional experiences, as their meaning and impact 
can only be analysed within a cultural context.

Methodology
The results presented in this article are part of a larger study on effective com-
munication of sustainable tourism products (Wehrli, Egli, Lutzenberger, Pfis-
ter and Stettler, 2013). They focus on how communication achieves optimal 
effects on product choice by conducting two experiments. The pre-test experi-
ment, on which the results of this study are based, was administered in order 
to analyse the perceived emotionality and rationality of the different text mod-
ules presented in Table 1.
 The pre-test experiment was administered online in four countries: Swit-
zerland (n = 757), Germany (n = 751), UK (n = 756) and USA (n = 766). The 
samples are representative of the population of each country and only people 
were allowed to participate who had travelled during the last 12 months. One 
half of the text modules as presented in Table 1 were shown to half of the 
respondents and the other half to the others. In the pre-test of the pre-test-
experiment, participants’ cognitive load was too high when shown all mod-
ules simultaneously.
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 Respondents had to rate each text module according to its perceived emo-
tionality and rationality using a 1 to 7 Likert scale. Emotionality was tested 
using the items ‘inspiring’ and ‘appealing’ as proposed by Bagozzi, Gopi-
nath and Nyer (1999), Mehrabian and Russell (1974) and Rosselli, Skelly and 
Mackie (1995). Additionally, respondents rated the text modules according to 
the extent to which they evoked positive or negative emotions. Rationality was 
tested using the items ‘informative’ and ‘objective’, also derived from literature 
(Holbrook and Batra, 1987).

Development of text modules
In order to test the suppositions discussed above, Demarmels et al. (2014) 
developed 12 text modules which incorporate one or more aspects of emo-
tionality and rationality. These text modules each describe features of a sus-
tainable beach holiday chosen based on their prominence according to Wehrli, 
Egli, Lutzenberger, Pfister and Stettler (2012). Each feature in Table 1 below 
is described in three different ways – i.e. by three different text modules, pre-
suming different emotionalizing and rationalizing effects while still express-
ing the same content:

Table 1: Text modules based on language features

Rational effect Emotional effect Strong emotional effect

Grammar passive

‘Regional products are 
served.’

[t_11]

active

‘We serve regional 
products.’

[t_09]

active + positive 
connoted adjective
‘We serve you only the 
highest quality regional 
products.’
[t_10]

Semantics key- / buzzword with 
explanation
‘Room cleaning with 
ecological products, 
which can be naturally 
decomposed in a short 
time.’
[t_02]

key- / buzzword without 
explanation
‘Room cleaning with 
ecological products.’

[t_01]

key- / buzzword with 
positive connotation 
‘Room cleaning with 
especially ecological and 
environmentally-friendly 
products.’

[t_03]
Pragmatics assertive

‘The entire stay is 
CO2-neutral, for example, 
thanks to energy and hot 
water from our own solar 
panels.’

[t_12]

expressive with explicit 
mentioning of the sender
‘We offer you a 
CO2-neutral stay, for 
example thanks to 
energy and hot water 
from our own solar 
panels.’

[t_14]

expressive with direct 
address and/or directives
‘Would you like to enjoy 
your holiday without a 
guilty conscience? We 
offer you a CO2-neutral 
stay thanks to energy 
and hot water from our 
own solar panels.’
[t_13]
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Grammar and 
pragmatics

passive
‘The handcrafted 
souvenirs in the hotel 
shop are produced 
exclusively by local 
artisans.’
[t_06]

active
‘The souvenir shop sells 
handicrafts sourced 
solely from local artisans.’

[t_05]

direct personal request 
‘Support the local 
artisans by buying 
handmade products in 
our souvenir shop.’

[t_04]

 In order to observe a realistic effect in the respondents, the text modules need 
to resemble actual marketing brochure texts. So language feature combinations 
were excluded if they were barely comprehensible and also when they evoked 
negative emotions. Even though rhetorical figures and idiomatic phrases have a 
high emotional impact (Othmers, 1996: 10–11; Stöckl, 2004:191), such language 
features were not considered for the development of the text modules as these 
needed to be kept concise and consistent, reflecting the theoretical suppositions 
and avoiding culturally sensitive idiomatic expressions.

Translation of the test material
In order to conduct a corresponding survey in English language contexts, the 
testing material required a neutral translation from its original German to 
English, in the sense that the English text was neither specifically American 
nor British. The translations for the experiment were conducted by two Eng-
lish linguists, one with an American and the other a bilingual Swiss-British 
background. To preserve the real-life nature of the testing material, we chose 
an applied approach for translation and aimed at a variety of English that is 
best described as an international lingua franca, neither specifically Ameri-
can nor British in its features. Even though some linguists suggest that such 
an international variety of English may be a means of global communication 
without giving one cultural context more power than another (Crystal, 1997; 
see also Davies, 2012: 368), other voices are more sceptical regarding its actual 
effects. Translation is seen by the majority of researchers as serving an inter-
mediary function between two cultures more than a mere mechanical activity 
transporting one language to another (Davies, 2012: 367).

Measurement of linguistic impact
But do these linguistic features actually have the effects suggested above? Our 
initial research question has been empirically investigated by Demarmels 
et al. (2014) by measuring the effects of text modules against strategies put 
forward by linguistic theory in a German language context. In order to val-
idate such theoretical suppositions, linguists need to turn to other fields that 
provide methods to analyse the recipients’ side of the linguistic transaction. 
Thus, it is not surprising that there is very little linguistic research empirically 
investigating the impact of language on recipients (cf. also Demarmels et al., 
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2014), though we find an increasing interest in studying the effects of language 
(Demarmels and Schaffner, 2013; Kellerhals, 2008; Janoschka and Demarm-
els, 2013). These validate whether the theoretical suppositions described 
above can be confirmed by empirical findings in a German language con-
text (Germany and German-speaking Switzerland). Their results clearly show 
that overall no empirical proof for the strategies put forward in theory exist. 
Especially text modules that should have been perceived as emotional showed 
a pronounced rational effect, while their emotionalizing effect could not be 
observed in a statistically significant manner. Text modules supposed to have 
rational effects, on the other hand, tended to score higher than the other text 
modules of their group in this respect. This corroborates our first hypothesis 
based on Demarmels’ that draws the same conclusion.

Findings
Text modules and their emotional impact
Table 2 shows the aggregated index for emotionality for American and British 
respondents separately. Each group of text modules describing the same fea-
ture in different ways is framed by a thicker line. An asterisk after the mean 
value indicates that the Friedman test results in a significant difference in 
emotionality for this value. Throughout this paper, a significance level of 0.05 
is applied. In Table 2, the only results without significantly different values for 
their emotionality are those for the text modules describing room cleaning 
(t_01, t_02, t_03) in the USA. 

Table 2: Aggregated index for emotionality of the text modules

Text 
module

Country Effect acc. to 
suppositions

full text

 UK USA

t_01 4.08* 4.38 emotional ‘Room cleaning with ecological 
products.’

t_02 4.18* 4.43 rational ‘Room cleaning with ecological 
products, which can be naturally 
decomposed in a short time.’

t_03 4.28* 4.52 strongly emotional ‘Room cleaning with 
especially ecological and 
environmentally-friendly products.’

t_04 4.26* 4.58* strongly emotional ‘Support the local artisans by buying 
handmade products in our souvenir 
shop.’

t_05 4.50* 4.82* emotional ‘The souvenir shop sells handicrafts 
sourced solely from local artisans.’

t_06 4.49* 4.83* rational ‘The handcrafted souvenirs in the 
hotel shop are produced exclusively 
by local artisans.’
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t_09 3.95* 3.94* emotional ‘We serve regional products.’
t_10 4.56* 4.56* strongly emotional ‘We serve you only the highest quality 

regional products.’
t_11 3.55* 3.59* rational ‘Regional products are served.’
t_12 4.48* 4.63* rational ‘The entire stay is CO2-neutral, for 

example, thanks to energy and hot 
water from our own solar panels.’

t_13 4.42* 4.59* strongly emotional ‘Would you like to enjoy your holiday 
without a guilty conscience? We offer 
you a CO2-neutral stay thanks to 
energy and hot water from our own 
solar panels.’

t_14 4.33* 4.36* emotional ‘We offer you a CO2-neutral stay, for 
example thanks to energy and hot 
water from our own solar panels.’

 By looking at the mean values of the aggregated index for emotionality in 
Table 2, we observe that the pattern as proposed in Table 1 cannot be con-
firmed empirically. For example, t_06 should be the least emotional module of 
its group. However, it is perceived as more emotional than t_04 and almost as 
emotional as t_05. Likewise, t_12 should be the least emotional of its group, yet 
it is perceived as the most emotional, even more so than t_13, which should be 
the most emotional according to theory. Therefore, the postulated effects for 
the language features of our test are only empirically validated for the group of 
text modules dealing with local products (t_09, t_10 and t_11).

Text modules and their rational impact
Table 3 shows the mean values of the aggregated index for rationality.

Table 3: Aggregated index for rationality of the text modules

text module Country effect acc. to suppositions

 UK USA

t_01 4.64* 4.83* emotional

t_02 4.77* 4.91* rational

t_03 4.62* 4.81* strongly emotional

t_04 4.51* 4.75* strongly emotional

t_05 4.80* 5.09* emotional

t_06 4.84* 5.18* rational

t_09 4.20* 4.29* emotional

t_10 4.56* 4.53* strongly emotional

t_11 3.88* 3.95* rational

t_12 4.89* 4.90* rational

t_13 4.71* 4.87* strongly emotional

t_14 4.58* 4.67* emotional
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 The postulated pattern as shown in Table 1 can be confirmed for the mod-
ules describing room cleaning (t_01, t_02 and t_03) as well as for those regard-
ing local handicrafts (t_04, t_05 and t_06), but not for the other two groups 
(local products and CO2-neutral stay). By comparing the aggregated indexes 
for emotionality and for rationality, we also find that the text modules that 
should result in a pronounced emotional effect according to theoretical prop-
ositions are almost all perceived as being more rational (except t_10). In a 
paired sample t-test conducted on an aggregated level separately for all coun-
tries, the same as applied in Demarmels et al. (2014), they are found to differ 
significantly from what has been stipulated in the theoretical assumptions. The 
findings confirm the suppositions put forward as triggers for rational effect. 
Therefore, we conclude that Hypothesis 1 can be confirmed: Emotionalizing 
strategies as proposed in theoretical literature cannot be empirically proven 
in an US-UK context either. We find similarly strong rational effects in the 
emotional and strongly emotional text modules which, according to theory, 
should have a pronounced emotional impact.

Comparison of effects by country
The values in Table 4 show the significance level of the Kruskal Wallis test test-
ing for differences between countries, as well as the results of the post hoc test 
for differences between two countries. The values of the second test are only 
shaded if significant. We find significant results for almost all text modules.

Table 4: Differences between countries: Emotionality of text modules

text module EMOTIONALITY
significant differences shaded

 Sign. CH - Ger CH - UK CH - USA Ger - UK Ger - USA UK - USA

t_01 0.000     0.000 0.036

t_02 0.017  0.022     

t_03 0.010     0.006  

t_04 0.000 0.010  0.000 0.000 0.000 0.023

t_05 0.000 0.002    0.000 0.034

t_06 0.000 0.001  0.001 0.000 0.000 0.012

t_09 0.000  0.003 0.002 0.008 0.005  

t_10 0.168       

t_11 0.008  0.018 0.034    

t_12 0.000   0.008 0.001 0.000  

t_13 0.001   0.040  0.001  

t_14 0.008    0.035 0.010  

 The text module group displaying the most significant differences in the 
paired comparison by country is the one describing local handicrafts (t_04, 
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t_05 and t_06). In this group, we also find that the two language commu-
nities (i.e. German-speaking and US-UK) differ in their perception pat-
terns. While t_04 is rated as the least emotional module of this group in all 
countries, t_05 is perceived as more emotional than t_06 in the German-
speaking countries. t_05 and t_06, on the other hand, show almost the same 
level of emotionality in the US-UK countries (see Figure 1). t_10 showed no 
significance at all. 

Figure 1: Emotionality of the text modules describing local handicrafts by country.

 We do not think that the above difference in the perception of emotion-
ality is caused by translation, as an effect potentially caused by translation 
would be indicated by the following three findings: no significant differences 
between Switzerland and Germany, no significant difference between the UK 
and the USA, and significant differences in all possible combinations between 
German-speaking countries and US-UK countries. This pattern can only be 
observed for one text module (t_09).
 In addition to different reactions depending on language community, we 
also find differences between Europe (Germany, Switzerland, and the UK) 
and America. Interestingly, an instance of conative language (i.e. direct 
personal request) has a different effect depending on cultural context: The 
direct request of t_04 (‘Support the local artisans by buying handmade 
products in our souvenir shop.’) triggers the different reactions illustrated 
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: t_04 ‘Support the local artisans…’: Negative and positive emotions.

 Figure 2 shows that more negative emotional reactions are provoked in 
Germany and Switzerland than in the US-UK (i.e. the text module more 
often receives a value of 1–3 on the seven-point Likert scale). Within the 
English-speaking countries, however, we see that more British respon-
dents rate this statement negatively than the Americans do. This personal 
request clearly triggers different reactions in European and in American 
participants.
 It has to be noted that a general systematic difference in the US rating 
of the text modules as more emotional or rational could not be found; only 
four significant differences for emotionality and two for rationality could 
be. This validates the above mentioned findings as they are not caused by an 
inherent country-specific difference regarding the interpretation of the scale 
levels.

Rational impacts by country and by cultural context
There are also some significant differences between countries when looking 
at the aggregated index for rationality in Table 5. Generally, there are clearly 
fewer significant differences between countries regarding the perception of 
rationality compared to the measured emotional effects (as shown in Table 2). 
There are even instances for which no significant differences can be observed 
(t_02, t_09, t_10 and t_14):



66     Measuring Meaning

Table 5: Differences between countries: Rationality of text modules

text module RATIONALITY
significant differences shaded

 Sign. CH - Ger CH - UK CH - USA Ger - UK Ger - USA UK - USA

t_01 0.011     0.006  

t_02 0.080       

t_03 0.001     0.001  

t_04 0.000 0.000  0.016 0.000 0.000  

t_05 0.000 0.000   0.029 0.000 0.043

t_06 0.000 0.000  0.007 0.000 0.000 0.003

t_09 0.176       

t_10 0.235       

t_11 0.023  0.036     

t_12 0.009     0.024  

t_13 0.004     0.003  

t_14 0.155       

Discussion of findings
As mentioned previously, the theoretical suppositions in this paper are 
based on a linguistic rationale devised for the German language context 
by Demarmels et al. (2014). We have applied the same theoretical supposi-
tions to English by measuring the linguistic impact of the corresponding 
translations of the German text modules. The shortcomings of the theoret-
ical suppositions that Demarmels et al. (2014) found for German-speaking 
countries can be observed in the US-UK as well, as has been shown in 
Tables 2 and 3 in the Findings. Hypothesis 1 can be confirmed: More than 
half of the text modules do not show the emotionalizing effects attributed 
to them in literature.
 Language communities differ in their perception of emotionality and ratio-
nality. In comparing the two German countries (Germany/Switzerland) with 
the two Anglo-Saxon countries (Britain/US), we generally see that the linguis-
tic features trigger emotions differently in the two language communities (cf. 
Table 4 and Figure 1). The results also show that these differences are not an 
effect of the translation.
 The cultural variation in what triggers emotionality is illustrated by the sta-
tistically significant differences in the reactions to the neutrally translated text 
modules between the US and the European countries (Table 4). The difference 
in what evokes positive emotions becomes most evident in those instances that 
contain direct personal requests. t_04, the text module containing this direct 
personal request (‘Support the local artisans by…’), is rated as the least emo-
tional module of its group in all nations included in our test (see Tables 6 and 
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7 in the appendix). Interestingly though, we find cultural differences when we 
analyse our results further and inquire into the kind of emotionality that this 
text module evokes (Figure 2): Strikingly, while many Americans rate their 
emotions as positive, Europeans react differently (Figure 2). The majority of 
these respondents describe their emotions evoked by the direct request as less 
positive or even negative. This difference shows that – rather than belonging 
to a certain language community (i.e. English or German) – the respondents 
display different reactions according to their cultural (i.e. British, American, 
German, or Swiss) background. Considering the fact that direct appeals and 
requests are generally described as being characteristic for ‘hard sell’ strate-
gies in cross-cultural marketing, it seems that this approach – even if rated as 
primarily a rational strategy in all countries – causes positive emotional reac-
tions in the US, while it does not have this effect in other cultural contexts (i.e. 
Europe).
 Though we did not investigate the different kinds of emotionality or ratio-
nality for reasons stated above, our results suggest that the evocation of emo-
tionality not only varies in language communities, but also according to 
specific cultural contexts (cf. Table 4 and Figure 1). This finding of culture-
specific reactions confirms Hypothesis 2 as it implies that linguistic emotion-
alizing strategies have to take culture-specific aspects into consideration. For 
example, we find 16 instances of differences in the effects of the text modules 
between the US and Germany, while UK and Swiss respondents display strik-
ingly few varying reactions with only four significant differences. The distinc-
tion of cultural context over language bears closer attention.

Conclusions
This study has focused on the actual effect of a general understanding of the 
linguistic evocation of emotionality and rationality. It empirically analysed 
respondents' reactions to text modules embedded in a simulated tourism bro-
chure campaign in order to evaluate their response.
 While previous research has focused on the expression of emotionality and 
disparate cultural contexts, ours takes a decidedly empirical approach to the 
evocation of emotionality in a comparison across similar cultures within lan-
guage groups. 
 In agreement with Demarmels et al. (2014) for German, we found that the 
suppositions derived from theory are not all applicable in an English-language 
context (Hypothesis 1). Interestingly, we also found that the effects of emotion-
ality in text modules in theory were not assessed as such by the respondents in 
practice. On the contrary, these modules displayed a more pronounced ratio-
nality impact. 
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 Our research also clearly shows that theoretical suppositions about the lin-
guistic evocation of emotionality need to be culture-specific. When such lin-
guistic means are employed for marketing reasons, they have to be fine-tuned 
to their specific target market. Marketing (or advertising) language needs not 
only to be translated into another language but transferred into another cul-
ture, thus confirming Hypothesis 2. 
 In addition, identifying cultural patterns and variations in communicative 
impacts would certainly lend credibility to the generalizability of our research. 
It would, for example, be rewarding to further investigate the seemingly sim-
ilar triggers of emotional reactions in the UK and Switzerland. Such research 
would not only enforce our claim for the need of adaptation but also identify 
where such fine-tuning is necessary and where one can rely on similar reac-
tions within the recipients across cultural boundaries.
 Although this study successfully identified interesting differences in the 
emotional or rational effect of text modules, it also has its limitations. The 
method chosen (online survey) is prone to self-selection biases in regard to 
answering questions about travel behaviour (Dolnicar, Laesser and Matus, 
2009). Additionally, the pre-test experiment presented employed a very com-
plex questionnaire. Conducting personal interviews would likely have been a 
better approach. Nevertheless, an online approach was taken due to its lower 
costs on our limited budget. 
 Exploring the receiving end of communication in a cross-cultural environ-
ment and empirically measuring the actual effects requires an interdisciplin-
ary approach. We feel that – especially in the field of applied linguistics – such 
research designs will become increasingly important in the future, as there is 
a general lack of empirical validation. 
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Appendix

Table 6: Aggregated index for emotionality of the text modules in all countries

text module EMOTIONALITY
mean values 

effect acc. to suppositions

 UK USA CH Ger

t_01 4.08* 4.38 4.17* 3.93* emotional

t_02 4.18* 4.43 4.52* 4.30* rational

t_03 4.28* 4.52 4.37* 4.15* strongly emotional

t_04 4.26* 4.58* 4.03* 3.65* strongly emotional

t_05 4.50* 4.82* 4.63* 4.21* emotional

t_06 4.49* 4.83* 4.44* 4.00* rational

t_09 3.95* 3.94* 4.35* 4.30* emotional

t_10 4.56* 4.56* 4.62* 4.36* strongly emotional

t_11 3.55* 3.59* 3.86* 3.71* rational

t_12 4.48* 4.63* 4.27 4.04* rational

t_13 4.42* 4.59* 4.29 4.17* strongly emotional

t_14 4.33* 4.36* 4.27 4.03* emotional

Table 7: Aggregated index for rationality of the text modules in all countries

text module RATIONALITY 
mean values 

effect acc. to suppositions

 UK USA CH Germany

t_01 4.64* 4.83* 4.69* 4.51* emotional

t_02 4.77* 4.91* 4.95* 4.73* rational

t_03 4.62* 4.81* 4.60* 4.41* strongly emotional

t_04 4.51* 4.75* 4.46* 4.00* strongly emotional

t_05 4.80* 5.09* 4.93* 4.49* emotional

t_06 4.84* 5.18* 4.88* 4.39* rational

t_09 4.20* 4.29* 4.43* 4.39* emotional

t_10 4.56* 4.53* 4.60* 4.40* strongly emotional

t_11 3.88* 3.95* 4.17* 4.03* rational

t_12 4.89* 4.90* 4.72* 4.64* rational

t_13 4.71* 4.87* 4.63* 4.55* strongly emotional

t_14 4.58* 4.67* 4.56* 4.47* emotional
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