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Abstract 

Commercial advertisements in Arabic-speaking regions tend to alternate between dialectal 

Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic, but it is not yet clear whether language variety has any 

impact on listener’s lexical recall. Insight into this issue should help enterprises design their 

commercial advertisements in a linguistically intelligent manner. This study addresses two 

questions: 1) How does language variety (dialectal vs. standard) affect listener’s lexical recall in 

commercial advertisements? 2) Do listeners recall words that have appeared in dialectal 

advertisements better than those that did not appear in advertisements using the same variety? 

Fifteen Saudi participants responded to a forced-choice memory test with 24 yes-no questions (3 

per advertisement) asking participants to report whether they heard a specific key word in eight 

advertisements that utilized different language varieties. The findings show that Arabic speakers 

tend to perceive both Modern Standard Arabic and dialectal Arabic in commercial 

advertisements similarly, but tend to recall the presence of a key word in an advertisement better 

than its absence. Future research may increase the sample size and examine more Arabic 

varieties.  
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Introduction 

     Many enterprises use commercial advertising with the aim of selling certain products or 

persuading consumers to use particular services in a competitive and dynamic market (e.g., 

Erickson 1985; Korgaonkar, Karson, & Akaah 1997; Yang, Ahn, & Han, 2013). Differences in 

the language varieties and speech characteristics used in such advertisements are expected to 

have an influence on cognitive processes and memory recall. Voices in advertisements are 

usually human, and humans have different vocal tracts that shape their production. Yet, people 

are capable of perceiving and comprehending speech produced by different speakers through a 

process of speech normalization (Johnson, 2005), which filters speech to allow listeners access to 

a representation in the mental lexicon (see e.g., Krulee, Tondo, & Wightman 1983; Johnson, 

2005; Johnson & Sjerps, 2021). Researchers continue to study the impact of additional factors 

such as speech rate (e.g., Rodero, 2019), gender (e.g., Rodero, Larrea, & Vázquez, 2013), pitch 

(e.g., Rodero, Potter, & Prieto, 2017), and accent/language variety (e.g., Birch & McPhail, 1997; 

Lalwani, Lwin, & Li, 2005) on cognitive processing in general, and cognitive processing of 

commercial advertising in particular. Cognitive processes are tied to an individual’s capacity to 

store, comprehend, and recall information. An essential component of cognitive processing is 

memory recall, for example, lexical recall. Episodic theory suggests that perceptual details are 

kept in memory and are fundamental to later speech recognition (see e.g., Goldinger, 1998).  

 

     The impact of language variety on lexical recall in commercial advertisements has been 

examined in other languages such as English and Chinese, but to the best of our knowledge there 

is no empirical study (other than our conference presentation, Algernas & Aldholmi, 2021, May) 

that has compared the impact of the use of dialectal Arabic (DA) (specifically, Najdi Arabic) vs. 

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) on listener’s lexical recall in commercial advertisements. Put 

differently, there is a lack of guidance from the Arabic linguistic literature on the importance of 

language variety selection in commercial advertisements. Considering the diglossic status of 

Arabic in Saudi Arabia where people are exposed to DA more than MSA in daily conversations, 

we would expect that MSA advertisements should have a different impact than DA 

advertisements on an audience’s recall of content presented to them, and that the (un)availability 

of a key word in the advertisement should be different in the two varieties. This potential impact 

is critical for enterprises designing a product advertisement, because if a variety is more likely to 

result in better recall of brand name and information, then we would expect designers to make 

choices to prefer such a variety. Hence, the outcome of this study (as well as future studies) 

should aid businesses in determining the variety of language they should utilize in their 

commercial advertisements. 

 

We pose two research questions with related hypotheses, as stated below.  

     Research question 1: How does language variety (DA vs. MSA) affect listener’s lexical recall 

of commercial advertisements?  

 

     Hypothesis 1: listeners will remember words from advertisements that use DA better than 

words from advertisements that use MSA since studies have shown that listeners have better 

recall of a familiar accent over time (Bottriell & Johnson, 1985).  

 

     Research question 2: Does the (un)availability of a key DA vs. MSA word in the advertisement 

have any impact on a listener’s lexical recall? 
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     Hypothesis 2: listeners will recall words that have appeared in the DA advertisements better 

than those that did not appear in advertisements using the same variety, since previous studies 

have shown that standard varieties have a negative impact on memory recall (Morales et al., 

2012). 

 

Literature review 

     Research has identified several factors that influence memory recall of product name and 

other relevant information in advertisements. One factor that may be predicted to affect the recall 

process is speaker gender. Leung and Kee (1999) examined the impact of male voiceover on the 

recall of brand names and found that using male “celebrity voiceover in TV commercials is 

effective for facilitating recall and comprehension on information associated with the 

advertisement” (p. 89). Two important facets of their findings must be noted here. First, this 

facilitatory effect on recall is only effective within a short lag; that is, the impact of male 

celebrity voiceover in advertisements on recall emerges only when it is measured right after the 

participants have been exposed to the advertisements. Second, they found no significant 

difference between males and female participants’ ability to recall brand names. Rodero et al. 

(2013) also explored how the gender of voices can contribute to the effectiveness and recall of 

the messages from radio advertisements in Spain. Due to some gender-related assumptions that 

favor male voices in Spain, a male voice was expected to be more persuasive and to attract 

attention more than a female voice in a commercial advertisement. However, their findings did 

not support the effectiveness of a male voice for level of recall of an advertised product. 

 

     Another factor that is related to the gender of a voice is pitch. Rodero et al. (2017) compared 

the number of correct words recalled across four intonation patterns and found that commercial 

messages with pitch variations, compared to those with a homogenous pitch, have a positive 

impact on recall and memory. A third factor that has been researched in detail as having an effect 

on a listener’s memory of advertisements is speech rate. Rodero (2019) explored the effect of 

using three different speech rates (160, 180, and 200 words per minute) in advertisements on 

short-term memory. He concluded that using a moderate speech rate results in the highest level 

of correct lexical recall, while fast and low speech rates have low levels of lexical recall. Some 

other studies have attempted to test these two factors simultaneously. For instance, 

Chattopadhyay, Dahl, Ritchie, and Shahin (2003) examined whether pitch or/and speech rate 

(among other characteristics) enhance or reduce a listener’s response to advertisements. 

Specifically, among other dependent variables, the participants had to recall information about 

the brand mentioned in the advertisements. The results show that a low-pitched voice is preferred 

when the announcer is male, that accelerated speech rate could be an important element for 

advertising effectiveness, and that the two factors in question exhibit interaction effects. 

 

     Especially in international contexts, another important component of speech in commercial 

advertising is language variety or accent (e.g., Domzal, Hunt, & Kernan, 1995; Hornikx & van 

Meurs, 2020). This factor has been well studied in English (e.g., Birch & McPhail, 1997; 

Lalwani et al., 2005; Reinares-Lara, Martín-Santana & Muela-Molina, 2016). For instance, 

Lalwani et al. (2005) examined the effect of Standard English vs. Singaporean English on 

consumers’ attitudes towards advertisements. The authors distinguished between products of 

domestic origin and products of foreign origin and the results of their study confirmed the impact 

of language variety (as well as product origin) on the audience’s attitudes towards 
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advertisements. A later study (Morales, Scott, & Yorkston, 2012) examined the impact of 

accented English (American) vs. Standard English (British) on both consumers’ recall for 

products and services as well as their evaluations of them. Interestingly, the results show that 

Standard English did not positively impact the listeners’ memory but rather lowered brand recall. 

Domzal (1995) found that nonnative words “have the capability of enabling advertisements to be 

noticed more, processed deeper, and remembered more readily than equivalent advertisements 

using no foreign words” (p. 100).  

 

    Although this type of research has covered a variety of languages such as Swahili (Mutonya, 

2008), Mandarin (Liu, Wen, Wei, & Zhao, 2013), and German (Hendriks, van Meurs, & Behnke, 

2019), much of the literature is devoted to different varieties of English in particular, including 

British, American, Australian, Singaporean, Indian, and Asian Englishes, particularly in terms of 

Standard vs. Nonstandard (accented, foreign, or colloquial) English. Nevertheless, the 

differences between some of these varieties (such as American vs. British or British vs. 

Australian) are not as substantial as the differences between MSA and DA. Only a few studies 

have tested the impact of Arabic varieties (e.g., Gully, 1996) or English vs. Arabic vs. 

Arabinglish (e.g., Nickerson & Camiciottoli, 2013; Sobh, Singh, Chun, & Benmamoun, 2018) on 

listeners’ perception of, reactions towards, and recall of advertisements or the messages they 

deliver. However, most of the existing studies on Arabic either focus on written/print 

advertisements, examine foreign vs. native language, use theoretical discourse-based approaches, 

and/or took a non-linguistic perspective. 

 

Methods 

Stimuli  

The stimuli used in the present study consisted of eight carefully selected auditory MSA and 

DA commercial advertisements. The number of advertisements is less than that used in previous 

studies such as Rodero et al. (2017) and Rodero (2019) which used 16 and 12, respectively. 

However, the number of advertisements per condition is the same as in these studies. The present 

study compares only two conditions, MSA vs. DA, with four advertisements per condition, while 

Rodero et al. (2017) have four conditions (four intonation levels, four advertisements per 

condition), and Rodero (2019) has three conditions (three speech rates, four advertisements per 

condition). Stimuli selection was based on a strict criterion that included only the advertisements 

that differed in language variety but were similar with respect to advertisement length, narrator 

gender, number of narrators, speech rate, pitch, product familiarity, and presentation modality.  

 

All advertisements were similar in length (MSA M=58.25, SD= 2.2, DA M= 54.5, SD= 4.0, 

MSA & DA M= 56.37, SD= 3.66), and any advertisement that did not fill in that range was 

excluded from the stimuli. This length is almost double the length reported in Rodero et al. 

(2017), but as the task is less challenging in the current study (lexical recall in which the 

participants were only asked to judge if they heard a lexical item or not) than the one in their 

study (word recall, in which the participants were asked to type as many recalled words as 

possible). Second, all of the advertisements in both varieties were produced in a male voice for 

the sake of consistency and to avoid gender effects. Third, only one talker appeared in each 

advertisement; none involved multiple talkers. Fourth, speech rate was controlled with all 

advertisements having almost the same range of words (MSA M=99.25, SD= 7.9, DA M= 105, 

SD= 13.0, MSA & DA M= 102.375, SD= 10.82) and hence similar speech rate (MSA M=1.7, 



Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 12. Number 4.  December 2021                                  

Effects of Language Variety and Word Availability in Commercial Advertisements       Algernas & Aldholmi 

 

  

  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 

ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  
171 

 

 

SD= 3.5, DA M= 1.9, SD= 3.2, MSA & DA M= 1.81, SD= 3.0 words per second). Fifth, pitch is 

also taken into consideration in the present study. At the discretion of the experimenters, pitch 

featured high and low variations in all advertisements. Sixth, all advertisements were for 

products and services that our participants would have been rarely exposed to as an attempt to 

prevent any prior familiarity effects. The participants were asked to report if they had previously 

heard any of the advertisements, and all responses were negative (i.e., no participant had heard 

any of the advertisements). Note that the advertisements were originally in visual form, but were 

converted and presented to participants in auditory form in order to avoid any confounding effect 

from the visuals and to allow participants to focus only on the speech presented to them. This 

also makes our design more similar to the studies reviewed above that examined various 

language aspects in audio commercials.  

 

Participants  

     A convenience sampling was used to recruit the participants. The researchers announced the 

study to graduate students in the Department of Linguistics at King Saud University and called 

for participation in an online experiment. The recruitment script stated the target sample (native 

speakers of Najdi Arabic who have no hearing issues) and provided some basic information 

about the study. Fifteen participants (n=15) volunteered to participate in this study. All 

participants were native females who speak both MSA and the Najdi dialect of Arabic. It was 

necessary to use only one gender type to avoid any gender effect between the participants and the 

announcers/talkers in the advertisements. Participants were asked to report demographic 

information including their education, age, and speech- and hearing-related issues. All 

participants had a tertiary level of education, and participant age varies from 19 to 28 (M= 22.4). 

None of the participants reported any hearing impairments.  

 

Task, Procedures, and Instruments  

     A forced-choice memory test in the form of a yes-no question was implemented. Each 

participant was asked three questions per advertisement (making up a total of 24 questions) about 

whether she had heard a certain word in the presented advertisements or not. The three questions 

were of three types: one question was about a key word that did appear in the advertisement 

(available), another question was about a word that did not appear in the advertisement 

(unavailable), and one question was a distracter to reduce the likelihood that participants 

discover the goals of the study. The key words in the questions were varied in that they appeared 

in different positions (beginning, middle, and end) in the advertisements, and were semantically 

related to the theme of the advertisement. The advertisements were presented in audio format, 

not in their original visual form, as explained above. 

 

     Due to the global COVID-19 pandemic during which this study was undertaken, the 

experiment was conducted remotely over a period of three days. Each participant was asked to 

join a Zoom meeting individually and share her computer screen so that the experimenters could 

monitor the experiment’s execution. In each meeting, the task and its procedure were explained 

to the participant. The order of the advertisements within and across language varieties (MSA vs. 

DA) and of questions (available vs. unavailable vs. distractor) was completely counterbalanced, 

and different participants encountered different orders. Each advertisement was played only 

once, and participants were allowed 30 seconds to provide an answer for each question, 
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following Rodero et al. (2017). The average length for each meeting was approximately twenty 

minutes.  

 

Findings  

     Each participant answered 24 questions to provide a total of 360 responses. Note that a third 

of the trials (120) were distractors and hence their responses were excluded. This leaves a 

remainder of 240 responses for analysis. As shown in Figure 1, the accuracy rate (proportion of 

correct answers) was 83.33% (100 out of 120) and 82.5% (99 out of 120) for DA and MSA 

advertisements, respectively. A binomial repeated-measure logistic regression with language 

variety and word (un)availability as two predictor variables and responses as a predicted variable 

was performed. The logistic regression model revealed no statistically significant effect of 

language variety, [Wald χ2 (1) =.088, p = .767, 95% CI (-.536 -1.116)]. 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Accuracy rate broken down by language variety 

 

     As can be seen in Figure 2 below, the accuracy rate was higher for the available condition 

(86.67%, 104 out of 120) than for the unavailable condition (79.17%, 95 out of 120). The 

binomial repeated-measure logistic regression revealed that word availability was a statistically 

significant explanatory factor in the participants responses. [Wald χ2 (1) =.4.251, p = .039, 95% 

CI (-.979-.283)].   
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Figure 2. Accuracy rate broken down by word (un)availability 

Looking into details, the accuracy rate for the available condition was 85% in MSA and 88.33% 

in DA, whereas the accuracy rate for the unavailable condition was 80% in MSA and 78.33% in 

DA. However, the logistic regression model revealed no evidence for statistically significant 

interactions between the two variables, [Wald χ2 (1) =.598, p = .439, 95% CI (-1.381 -.599)]. 

  
Figure 3. Accuracy rate broken down by language variety and word (un)availability  

Discussion 

     Our first question asks whether Arabic speakers better recall advertisements that utilize either 

one of the two varieties under investigation, namely MSA and DA. The first set of the findings 
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shows that language variety, as indicated by the statistical test output, is not a factor affecting 

lexical recall; hence, our initial hypothesis that people usually remember words from DA 

advertisements better than they remember words from MSA advertisements is disconfirmed. 

Although the present work is similar to previous studies discussed above, there are notable 

theoretical and methodological differences that should be pointed out. 

 

     First, previous studies focused on the impact of foreign vs. native language (rather than 

standard vs. nonstandard variety) on recall and found that nonnative words result in better recall. 

For example, Domzal et al. (1995) showed that advertisements that use foreign words are more 

notable and memorable than those that do not use foreign words. Petrof (1990) also supports this 

claim, demonstrating that American participants better recalled messages in French 

advertisements than in English advertisements (as cited in Hornikx & van Meurs, 2020). Similar 

results were found when Korean consumers were presented with English advertisements (e.g., 

Ahn & Ferle, 2008). One would expect that a similar effect would appear for a standard variety 

presented to speakers of a dialectal variety, especially in a diglossic situation in which the 

differences between the standard variety and the dialectal variety are substantial, as is the case in 

Arabic. However, this did not emerge in the present findings, probably because the status of 

MSA is not comparable to the status of a foreign language (regardless of the position one takes 

with respect to whether MSA is a native language for DA speakers). Nevertheless, we should 

note that while some studies support the privilege of a foreign language in advertisements, other 

studies have found that “the complexity of a foreign language hinders recall because an utterance 

in a foreign language is less strongly linked to the underlying concepts in the mind” (Hornikx & 

van Meurs, 2020, p. 86). Neither of these two differences appeared in the findings on MSA vs. 

DA advertisements. Hence, an alternative explanation is considered below. 

 

     Studies that focus on standard vs. nonstandard varieties seem to be more relevant and 

comparable to the current work. Morales et al. (2012) hypothesized that although people 

perceive standard accent as being more correct and prestigious, people devote more attention to 

the accent itself rather than to the content of a message, consequently having a negative impact 

on recall. Our findings do not support a similar hypothesis. There is a notable methodological 

difference, specifically in the task used, between Morales’s et al. (2012) study and the present 

study. Several previous studies, including Morales et al. (2012), ask participants to recall the 

specific brand name or the copy body message that appeared in a presented advertisement (e.g., 

Dozmal et al., 1995; Luna & Peracchio, 2001). In the present work, the participants were asked 

to recall a key word that either appeared or did not appear in the advertisement. This task may 

have reduced the impact of language variety, because it is not easy to maintain the distinction 

between a MSA lexical item and a DA lexical item. 

 

      The second question asked whether the (un)availability of a key DA vs. MSA word in the 

advertisement may have any impact on a listener’s lexical recall. Our second hypothesis was 

partially confirmed. The participants were better able to recall the words that appeared in the 

advertisements than those that did not appear. However, our distinction between word 

(un)availability in MSA vs. DA was not borne out.  Recall of lexical items that were available in 

advertisements was better than that of lexical items that were unavailable in advertisements 

regardless of language variety. However, we believe that when a word that had been presented to 

the participants appeared again in the question posed to the participants, participants recognized 
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the items and hence were less confused than when they were not exposed to the items. This 

distinction between recall and recognition has been a topic of debate in the field of memory in 

general and in advertising studies more specifically (see e.g., Du Plessis, 1994, for an overview). 

However, that is not the focus of the current study. 

 

Conclusion 

     To conclude, this study has attempted to examine whether Arabic speakers better recall words 

from advertisements that utilize either one of two varieties, MSA vs. DA, and whether the 

(un)availability of a key DA vs. MSA word in the advertisement may have any impact on a 

listener’s lexical recall. The findings show that Arabic speakers tend to perceive both MSA and 

DA in commercial advertisements similarly and that the variety used in advertisements does not 

seem to have any impact on their recall of the advertisement content. Moreover, the results show 

that Arabic speakers recall the availability of a key word in an advertisement better than its 

absence, regardless of whether the word is MSA or DA. This study provides preliminary 

findings, despite some limitations. First, the data collected in this study was limited to only eight 

advertisements and sixteen trials per participant. Potentially, with more advertisements, a 

difference between MSA and DA with respect to lexical recall may emerge. Second, the sample 

size was limited and constrained by the global COVID-19 pandemic during which recruiting 

participants was an especially hard task. These two limitations could have affected our statistical 

analysis and findings and therefore conducting this study at a larger scale is highly 

recommended. 
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