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Abstract  

Research in the field of Language Attitudes and Social Perceptions has evidenced the associations between 
a speaker’s accent and a listener’s perceptions of various aspects of their identity – intelligence, socio-
economic background, race, region of origin, friendliness, etc. This process of ‘profiling’ results in 
discrimination and issues faced in various social institutions where verbal communication is of great 
importance, such as education environments, or even during employee recruitment. This study uses a 
mixed-methods approach, employing a sequential explanatory design to investigate the social evaluation 
process of native and non-native accents on status and solidarity parameters by students from a 
multicultural university located in Pune, India. The findings are consistent with research in the field of 
language attitudes, demonstrating preference for Indian and Western accents as compared to other Asian 
accents. Semi-structured interviews revealed factors such as education, colonial history, globalization and 
media consumption to be key in influencing these evaluations. The themes are explored in the context of 
the World Englishes framework, and the socio-economic history of the English language in India.  

Keywords: Accent, social evaluation, language attitudes, globalization, world Englishes, verbal 
communication. 

 

Introduction  

As of 2020, English is spoken by about a quarter of the world’s population. This includes speakers from 
each and every part of the world, and not just individuals who are native speakers of the language. English 
is described by theorists as having a Darwinian quality of adaptability, which has enabled it to spread the 
way it has, with the power it carries. The use of the English language cannot be understood without the 
context of cultural politics, and ideological forces. (Pennycook, 2017). It has been established that language 
and language forms are markers of social identity, which are often rooted in inequality of social and cultural 
capital. (Foucault, 1980; Bourdieu, 1979). Language comprises of a variety of features which enable this 
process of identity ‘profiling.’ When it comes to spoken forms of language, these extend to speed, volume, 
emphasis, and prosody, among others, which create variables such as lexical characteristics, fluency, 
coherence, comprehensibility, and accent.  

In Sociolinguistics, an accent is defined as a loose bundle of prosodic and segmental features distributed 
over geographic and/or social space (Lippi-Green 1997). Accents therefore encompass different forms of 
a language spoken by sub-groups, which can be differentiated from one another based on features that are 
phonological in nature, including prosody, rhythm, pitch, etc (Holmes 1992). Based on the origin of an 
accent, it can be classified as native or non-native, with reference to the speaker’s first language. Accents 
can be further categorized based on region, social class or ethnicity, given a deviation from other spoken 
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forms. Most importantly, an accent serves as a metonym for a larger cultural group, and the characteristics 
associated with it. This means that attitudes towards particular groups, whether positive or negative, 
inclusive or discriminatory, can be activated by the response to an accent. 

With globalization and strengthened mobility, there has been an increase in the frequency of contact 
between people from different social categories based on geography, social and economic backgrounds, in 
the context of business, academic and leisure settings (Cheng 1999). With increased access to diverse 
patterns of language and speech variation, it is expected that attitudes and perceptions will subsequently 
(and continuously) change with increased cross-cultural communication. 

This research paper seeks to delve further into the processes of language attitude and accent perception 
formation, to better understand the various socio-cultural factors that influence ways in which English is 
perceived in different contexts around the world. While studies of this nature have been carried out 
extensively over the last four decades, this question will continue to remain relevant as the English language 
spreads and adapts to cultures across borders beyond anglophone regions. The paper seeks to bridge gaps 
between qualitative and quantitative methods of study, so as to obtain data-based conclusions, along with 
cultural and contextual information, thus exploring the various factors that contribute to accent formation, 
accommodation and perception. These factors hold relevance across a wide range of social spaces, 
particularly those that promote diversity and inclusive practices. 

Review of Literature 

Studies of accents and how they are perceived have given rise to a range of terminologies and theoretical 
paradigms. One of the most relevant types of study in this domain is that of Language Attitudes. Language 
attitudes refer to individuals’ evaluations and beliefs about the status of a language or its speakers. Attitudes 
towards one’s own and other languages differ, the field of research seeking to describe the magnitude and 
implications of this difference. Social Identity Theory, as proposed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner 
explains inter-group behaviour as dependent on one’s own group identity. Tajfel and Turner proposed 
three stages of mental processing of individuals as in-group / out-group members, where people evaluate 
others as ‘us’ or ‘them.’ These stages are: 

• Categorization – A classification of environmental elements for the purpose of understanding 
and identification, defining appropriate behaviour in respective situations and group contexts. 

• Social identification – that part of individuals’ self-concept which emanates from knowledge 
of membership of a social group together with values and emotional significance attached to 
membership is established. 

• Social comparison – To maintain self-esteem, the group needs to compare favourably with 
other groups. 

An accent is a linguistic indicator of group membership, and an individual’s response to an accent is 
therefore representative of concpetions towards both their own linguistic group and the speaker’s group. 
The Language Subordination Model conceptualized by Lippi-Green traces the outcomes of positive or 
negative evaluations of a speaker, suggesting that groups with greater power and dominance are able to 
influence lower status groups to cooperate with their ideas of standard language ideologies. This is 
accomplished through the process of forced assimilation of non-standard into standard forms – in schools 
where students are taught to ‘speak properly,/ or in corporate environments where client-facing employees 
are trained to speak the same way (Lippi-Green 1997). 
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Elements included in the social evaluation of an individual include prestige, status and power, which 
are based on group membership. These were accessed through the findings of the experiments discussed 
earlier, in practical situations, which led to the design of laboratory experiments, where variables could be 
rethought and altered. These experiments sought to evaluate Standard and Non-Standard varieties of 
accents based on different traits that could be attributed to the speakers. The two broad categories that 
researchers followed were Solidarity (Social attractiveness) and Status (Competence), each of which then 
included further variables. Numerous language attitude studies have been conducted in Australia, Britain, 
Canada and the USA, to investigate native and non-native listeners’ attitudes toward standard and non-
standard speakers of English in relation to the different traits mentioned (Ahmed, Abdullah and Heng 
2013) Generally, the results from these show that listeners evaluate standard accents more favourably than 
non-standard accents on status-related traits, whereas non-standard accents are rated more favourably than 
the standard accents with regard to solidarity traits (Hiraga 2005; Giles 1984; Cargile et al, 1994). These 
findings persisted even with informants who spoke with non-standard accents (Ryan et al, 1984).  

Language as a phenomenon is highly context dependent. A given context will activate an enhanced 
awareness of specific aspects of social identity. In professional settings, interpersonal interaction, where 
evaluations are involved, happens at multiple levels, from employment interviews to relations between 
hierarchically differing employees. Studies that investigate the role of accents in job interviews conclude 
that the more similar an individual’s accent is to the standard variety, the higher become their chances of 
selection for a prestigious job, as opposed to non-standard speakers, who are often favoured for jobs which 
are less desirable (Cargile 2000). Within academic institutions, it is possible to observe accent-related 
behaviours and perceptions. Schoalrship has found that students with greater exposure to multicultural 
groups are more liberal in their judgements. Within the specific context of English language learners in 
non-anglophone countries, studies have shown that students of the language prefer teachers with a ‘native’ 
accent – generally British or American. Given the status of these countries and the model of ‘ideal English’ 
taught, students tend to adopt these accents as the most preferred model of pronunciation for their 
learning. The desire to speak a western form of the language is associated with the ability to participate in 
a global conversation, and to access greater economic opportunity (Butler 2003). Rivers suggests that these 
findings demonstrate a quasi-ingroup status being assigned to the native English speakers, positioning 
non-native speakers within a distant outgroup.  

In laboratory experiments conducted in the United States, Lippi-Green noted that negative reactions 
tended to be elicited not in response to all foreign accents, but specifically to those associated with ‘non-
whiteness’ or third-world origins (Lippi-Green 1997). She considers factors such as immigration patterns 
that influence group identity and prejudice in multicultural geographies. The speech of non-stigmatized 
groups was rated as more ‘correct’ than that of stigmatized groups, even when both were definitely foreign. 
The stigmatized groups included Mexican, Japanese, Chinese and Indian speakers, whereas non-
stigmatized classifications referred to speakers from European nations such as France and Germany. These 
Western European nations have had positive relationships with the United States (Lippi-Green 1997). 
Lindemann looked into the nature of stigmatized groups in the US and was able to identify these as 
separate from Asian countries, Eastern Europe or the Middle East. An American citizen’s exposure to 
members of these groups result from immigration, but more importantly from political context, where 
citizens from these countries experience unfavourable relationships with the United States throughout life 
(Lindemann 2003). However, a study conducted at BYU with students as respondents in 2007 that sought 
to evaluate same accents did not conclusively show the same results. Despite the political climate of 2007 
with the war in the Middle East and legislation on illegal immigrants from Latin America, strong evidence 
of prejudice was not found. The researchers suggest that with greater exposure to foreigners through 
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interaction and media as a result of globalization, it is possible that negative stereotypes are beginning to 
dissolve amongst the youth of the United States, which though requires much work still (Anderson et al, 
2007). 

Research 

Sample Studied 

In India specifically, English has a rich cultural history. As per the 2001 census, it is spoken by 
approximately 100 million people in the country (European Commission 2013). First used for leverage 
by the British colonial empire, it rapidly became a language of political discourse and administration, as 
well as of nationalism and revolution, by the 19th century (Hohenthal 2004). Since then, it has expanded 
to become the language of science, technology and development. The major drivers for this have been 
transformations within the educations systems, increased access to education, and socio-economic 
conditions that favour English speaking-individuals, from employment to geographical and social mobility 
(Graddol 2010). In this context, it offers a wealth of insights for work in the disciplies of Accent Perception 
and Language Attitudes. 

Methodology 

It is impossible to study accent perception without analysing the social status and history of both the 
speaker and the listener, as well as the groups they come from. The paradigms used in Social Psychology 
involve experimentation, and do not address the root causes or surrounding beliefs in situations where 
evaluations of speakers are to be made. (Lindemann, 2003). Some researchers have begun to employ 
mixed-methods research techniques, but while they do present a more well-rounded picture of 
respondents’ attitudes, they fail to include factors beyond those that immediately affect a respondent in 
the way that, perhaps, an anthropologist or sociolinguist would. Ethnographic research used in Language 
Ideology studies provides insight into beliefs and formation of language attitudes, but as it is highly 
qualitative in nature, it does not easily allow comparisons with quantitative approaches. Lindemann 
proposes that the only way to bridge this gap would be through the construction of a verbal guise study 
that also addresses listeners’ beliefs about which groups the speakers belong to, which is discussed ahead as 
a way for the approaches of ethnography and experimental methods to inform each other. 

This study seeks to understand listeners’ attitudes and perceptions of speakers with different speech 
accents, as well as to gain insight into the cultural context and factors that inform perceptions of these 
factors. Having evaluated the validity of existing methods in the cultural context of this study, this research 
project proposes the use of mixed methods – to enable analysis of both ethnographic and experimental 
data. The design is that of sequential explanation – with both a quantitative and qualitative methods.  

The chosen subjects for this study were ten undergraduate students between the ages of 18 and 22, 
enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at an international private university in Pune city. Each 
participant speaks English with native or bilingual proficiency, having completed at least their secondary 
education in English. Each participant is at least a second-generation English speaker, as well as a second-
generation college student. The speech samples were collected from men and women 20-28 years of age 
with comparable educational backgrounds (at least second-generation college students and second/third-
generation English speakers), based in the concerned regions – North India (Delhi, Lucknow), South India 
(Coimbatore, Chennai), the United States (New York, San Francisco), England (London, Bournemouth) 
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and South East Asia (Singapore). Speakers from big cities were chosen as they are most likely to speak with 
the standard accents of the language in that area, (Lippi-Green, 1991) to be associated with greater prestige, 
with which the researcher wanted to maintain consistency. These regions were chosen as they were 
representative of either ‘foreign’ or ‘regional’ accents which residents of India are likely to have already 
interacted with, or will interact with at some point in their lives, given the social, economic and political 
relevance of the regions. Each accent sample contained both formal and informal speech, delivered 
(alternatingly) by both male and female speakers to account for variations in responses based on gender of 
the speaker as well as the content of the speech. 

In the experiment, two tasks were involved – an identification task, in which listeners were asked to 
identify a speaker’s place of origin from their speech, and a rating task in which listeners were to rate the 
speech of each speaker over the two dimensions of status and solidarity through Likert scaling. The voice 
recordings made of five accented speeches (10 speakers, two from each accent) were judged by 10 listeners. 
Participants were then given the rating questionnaire, which included the identification of the 
country/region of origin question as well as ratings on the following parameters: ‘Educated,’ ‘Intelligent,’ 
‘Successful’ (Status variables), ‘Friendly,’ ‘Kind’ and ‘Responsible’ (solidarity variables). This is 
accomplished through responses on a 5-point scale (e.g. 1- unsuccessful, 3-moderately successful, 5- 
extremely successful). Once all five samples were played and responded to, the researcher interviewed the 
participant about their answers, touching upon the themes educational background, past experience with 
particular accents, exposure through media and travel, and so forth, to understand motives for the ratings 
given. They were also asked to describe their own accent and to identify the accent sample which they 
perceive to be most similar to theirs. After the experiment was conducted, the data was be analysed both 
qualitatively and quantitatively. For qualitative data, theming, chunking and coding of the interview 
transcriptions was be undertaken. The quantitative data, obtained through the rating scales, was analysed 
using IBM’s Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS), to run descriptive statistics on the values. 
Measures of frequencies, mean, range, etc. are used to describe the responses, as well as relationships 
between particular variables. 

Results 

In accordance with the sequential explanatory format of mixed methods research, the findings from the 
questionnaire, the quantitative part of the study, are described first, followed by a description of the 
corresponding themes which emerged from the semi-structured interviews, the subsequently employed 
qualitative measure. 

Quantitative findings 

Comparison between accents: Frequency tables for scores on both parameters 
 

Accent-Wise Status Ratings 

 North Indian British Singaporean American South Indian 

N 
Valid 30 30 30 30 30 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 

Mean 3.70 3.53 3.37 3.37 3.43 

Variance .355 .464 .378 .378 .530 

Minimum 3 2 2 2 2 
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Maximum 5 5 4 5 5 

Table 1: Accent-Wise Status Ratings 

 
Accent-Wise Solidarity Ratings 

 North Indian British Singaporean American South Indian 

N 
Valid 30 30 30 30 30 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 

Mean 3.33 3.50 3.53 3.20 3.17 

Variance .506 .466 .533 .372 .420 

Minimum 2 2 2 2 2 

Maximum 5 5 5 4 5 

Table 2: Accent-Wise Solidarity Ratings 

 
 

 

Figure 1: Comparison of score ranges: 

As evidenced in the data presented in the tables and graphs, Indian and British accents were rated 
highest on status (intelligence, education and success), followed by American and Singaporean accents. 
However, for solidarity variables (friendliness, kindness, responsibility), the Singaporean accent had the 
highest ratings, followed by the remaining accents, which did not have markedly different ratings. 

 

 



30 

 

Distance Rankings 

After the ratings task, respondents were asked to rank the accents in terms of ‘closeness’ to the language 
style they themselves spoke. While individual variations were present, each respondent ranked the accent 
samples in the following general categorical order: 

Rank 1: Indian accent 
Rank 2: Indian accent 
Rank 3: Western accent 
Rank 4: Western accent 
Rank 5: South East Asian accent 

These results effectively present that after accents from their own country, listeners related most to prosodic 
features of Western speakers than other English speakers. 

Accent Identification Task 

Indian Accents: All respondents were able to place both of the Indian accents as originating from within 
India. Very few respondents specified particular cities or regions within the country, and the three 
respondents that did specify this, listed names of major metropolitan cities in India that did not match the 
actual sources. 
Western Accents: Each respondent labelled the Western accents as American or European, with a 75% 
success rate on specific location. 
South-East Asian Accent: Of the ten respondents, six stated that they were unable to identify the origin. 
Two respondents answered wrongly, with the answers provided as “African country” or “United 
Kingdom.” One respondent correctly identified the accent location as “South East Asian” but could not 
pinpoint a country or region. The last respondent answered “Thailand,” which is regionally correct, but 
locally wrong, given that the speakers were from Singapore. 

Qualitative findings 

Once the quantitative results were obtained, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the intention 
of exploring the various reasons and qualitative factors that influenced the respondents’ ratings provided 
in the first part of the experiment. The interviews were transcribed, and then chunked and coded, enabling 
the researcher to categorize the responses under the following themes: 

i. Thought process during the rating task – self-reflection 
ii. Process of identification - Familiarity with different accents 
iii. Role of Media 
iv. Cultural Factors 
v. Personal education history 
vi. Own-accent identification 

Though Process and Self-reflection 

Each participant, when prompted to answer how they went about rating different speakers on the given 
parameters, took a few minutes to consolidate their thoughts. After reflecting on their answers, many of 
them explained that they had no real grounds for rating any of the speakers in the way that they did – as 
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the speech content was the same for all five samples, and the interviewees did not believe they knew the 
speakers well enough to comment on these variables, based on speech alone. When asked how they chose 
to go about it, most of them expressed that they made decisions based on ‘tone’ and ‘confidence’ of the 
speakers, or generally ‘how they sounded.’ Some respondents hypothesized that their rankings could be 
predicated on factors such as speed or volume of the speech, but were unable to quantify these, or compare 
two accents against each other on these parameters. The quantitative results are in line with this, as they 
do not provide any clear majority, no single accent has scored significantly higher or lower than the average 
response. 

Accent Identification Process 

When the respondents read out their answers, and informed about what the correct answers were for the 
accent identification task, their reactions were observed. All the respondents who had incorrectly identified 
the Singaporean accent were surprised by the answer, but also admitted that they would not have been 
able to guess the correct region of origin, as they had not heard adequate levels of speech in this accent 
prior to this point. Following from this, when asked why some accents were easier to identify than others, 
all of the respondents cited familiarity as the primary reason. For all respondents, the Indian accents were 
the easiest to identify, even if they could not pinpoint a city or state. When told later, however, that the 
accents were sourced from North and South India, many of the respondents expressed surprise, saying that 
they did not think the accents “sounded like the stereotypes” associated with the regions they were from. 
When asked about the Western accents, all of the ten respondents stated that they felt that these accents 
sounded ‘familiar’ and were similar to their own, and therefore easy to understand and identify. About 
half of the respondents said that they had travelled to western countries before, or had friends or relatives 
located in these places, which is how they were familiar with the accent. All of the respondents said that 
they regularly consumed media produced in the west, which was a strong factor in this familiarity they 
described. 

Role of Media 

All respondents reported consuming Indian-origin media through Bollywood, television, online content, 
music, advertisements, radio and various streaming services, in the mediums of English, Hindi and regional 
languages. The international media consumed was in the form of film, television shows and music, 
primarily through Internet-based streaming services such as Netflix, Amazon Prime, Spotify, etc. All ten 
respondents said that within the category of international media, western content was consumed the most. 
While two of the respondents mentioned that they engaged with Northeeast Asian media, the rest all said 
that they did not consume any Asian media that was not Indian, or South Asian (including Pakistan, 
Nepal, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka).  

Cultural factors 

Each participant described themselves as especially fluent and proficient in English, with eight of the ten 
respondents calling it their first language, and the language they were most comfortable using. The other 
two respondents stated that their proficiency in English and their mother tongue ere about the same, and 
that they were comfortable using either of the two. All of the respondents reported being fluent in at least 
two languages, with a few respondents speaking up to three languages fluently. The respondents all 
described, through the use of varying vocabulary, that there was, in fact, a “correct” way to speak English, 
which was a factor in how they rated the speakers. 
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Personal Education History 

The ideation of the ‘correct’ English was primarily based on their school experiences. Of the ten 
respondents, five reported having attended ‘International’ schools – educational institutes that design 
curriculums and classroom environments based on internationally accepted teaching methods. These 
environments, as described by the respondents, also allow for greater exposure to diversity, which students 
and faculty from both within and outside the country attended or in which they were employed 
respectively. All of the respondents who had attended these schools were able to correctly identify at least 
four out of the five accents played. However, they did not differentiate between the Indian accents, simply 
categorizing them both as “Indian.” The other five respondents reported having attended either traditional 
or ‘convent’ schools, both of which were described as ‘conservative,’ with an emphasis on discipline. These 
respondents generally had trouble identifying more than three of the five accents played and were unable 
to distinguish between accents from the Western Accents category – British and American. However, they 
were able to guess locations for the Indian accents, even if the answers were wrong. They all located the 
speakers within metropolitan, multicultural cities, including Mumbai, Pune and Delhi. All of these 
respondents were themselves also from metropolitan cities, or they had completed their education in such 
places.  

Own-accent identification 

Each respondent confidently described their own speech accent as “Indian.” When prompted to be more 
specific, all said that they were uncertain about labelling the accent specific to any region, stating that they 
did not think they fit into any “stereotypical” categories that would be obvious to identify. One respondent 
specifically described this accent as “from Mumbai,” whereas another respondent described their accent as 
“vaguely South Indian.” A third respondent explained that they had lived in different parts of the country, 
and therefore their accent could be identified as “from any big city.” All of the respondents strongly felt 
that their voices did not match the accent stereotypically associated with the region from which they came, 
even if they could not clearly describe or demonstrate what exactly that stereotype sounded like, or how it 
could be characterized. 

Discussion 

Both the quantitative and qualitative results indicate a preference among the respondents for two categories 
of accents – those of native English speakers, and thos non-native speakers specific to India. This can be 
explained by Tajfel and Turner’s Social Identity Theory, as respondents prefer members of their own in-
group (own-accent bias) and are likely to negatively evaluate out-groups. As the interview results clearly 
suggest, the in-group here includes other Indian-origin speakers, and extends to speakers of English from 
the anglophone world. The inclusion of Western Countries into the in-group comes from familiarity built 
up through exposure to these accents through the media, and an understanding of the agency that these 
accents have globally – leading to a level of esteem granted to them, similar to River’s description of the 
‘quasi-in-group’ in the minds of Japanese students. These accents were rated positively on status 
dimensions accordingly. The Singaporean accent, although difficult for nearly all of the respondents to 
identify, received the highest ratings on the solidarity parameters. While this initially seems surprising, it 
corresponds with other studies conducted using unfamiliar non-native accents. All studies on accent 
perception have shown that non-standard accents tend to be seen as more friendly (i.e. higher on solidarity 
parameters) and ‘common’ as they do not match the high-status accent features. In the Indian context, 
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other Asian accents are categorized as non-standard. Much like Lindemann’s study with South Korean 
accents in the United states, this accent could not be associated with any of the stereotypes generally typical 
of Asians as hardworking or intelligent, as respondents were unable to identify it as belonging to that 
category at all (Lindemann 2003). 

The experience of an accent is highly subjective. Firstly, an individual may not perceive someone from 
their in-group as ‘accented’ at all, something which was expressed in the part of the interview where 
respondents were asked to identify their own accent. Secondly, when asked to explain their rating 
responses, the respondents seemed unsure, and gave a wide range of vague answers to explain their 
responses. This was especially prominent in their justifications for the solidarity variable ratings, where 
each respondent drew from personal experience, attraction and background, and used words such as ‘tone,’ 
‘volume,’ ‘how they said something,’ ‘just how they sounded,’ etc.. These responses suggest that beliefs 
and ideologies cannot be measured quantitatively, especially given the innate heterogeneity of any sample, 
regardless of control.  

It is interesting to note that while each respondent did have different rationales for their ratings, the 
responses were the same as previous studies have demonstrated – with in-group and high prestige accents 
scoring high on status and out-group non-standard accents scoring high on status. It seems that the social 
conditioning that leads to these outcomes is overarching, and therefore the respondents themselves may 
evaluate the speakers and assign ratings unconsciously and use their own creativity to come up with 
justifications afterwards, once prompted to do so. To address this question, then, it makes more sense to 
study those answers which provide insight into the socio-cultural structures which create these implicit 
biases and opinions, rather than directly ask “why” certain choices were made. Following from this 
conclusion, three specific areas should be investigated – Colonial History, Globalization, Education and 
the Role of the Media – as they are interrelated and adequately encompass the factors that lead up to an 
individual’s perceptions of an accent, within the context of this study. 

India was under colonial rule for nearly two centuries, during which the English language was imposed, 
as it was used as a language of administration and political discourse. In the 1830s, Macaulay and Bentinck 
officially introduced standardized English education across the country. Interestingly, English grew to 
become the only lingua franca of the nation by the 20th century, because of the multiple culturally and 
linguistically diverse regional divisions that existed. These differences acted as a barrier to a unified 
resistance against the colonial rule, which could then be overcome, ironically, through the adoption of 
English, which people incorporated into their regular language use, overlapping and coexisting with 
regional languages, building up the dialect of ‘Indian English’ (Shridhar 1986). English continued to play 
an important role in Indian socio-cultural spaces even after Independence, and therefore the manner in 
which Indian society views it as a sociolinguistic phenomenon has also evolved. The respondents live in a 
time where the aftereffects of colonialism are juxtaposed with the present situation of rapid development 
and globalization. 

Aside from the benefits of speaking it within anglophone regions, studies have shown that English 
language proficiency has direct economic advantages globally. In India, it was found that hourly wages are 
on average 34 per cent higher for men who speak fluent English and 13 per cent higher for men who speak 
a little English, relative to men who do not speak English (British Council 2009: 2013). This is fuelled by 
governments’ desires to increase inward investment by multinational organizations and reduce 
unemployment, which leads to an association of English skills with the idea of development. (Euromonitor 
International 2010).  
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The demand for English, and the quality of life associated with it is clearly mirrored in government 
education systems, as well as private education systems which receive government support. The 
respondents in this study mentioned both the ‘Convent’ school and the ‘International’ school, while very 
different in terms of culture and ideology, the emphasis placed on the English language is the same. Both 
the Language Subordination Theory and the Language Prestige Theory are applicable in these social 
phenomena, as is the circle model from Kachru’s World Englishes framework. The Convent school is a 
relic of colonialism (Outer Circle), which remains popular for the enabling students to speak a standard 
language form and to gain prestige, despite a growing push for ethnolinguistic vitality and home-grown 
education systems and languages. Alternately, the International School is more prevalent in Expanding 
Circle countries, where there is high instrumental motivation to adopt a globally accepted language, in its 
most powerful form. At present, this is the American English, which explains why the respondents in this 
study who have studied in such institutions fared better on the identification task, and also expressed a 
preference for the American accents over the British one. 

The growth of English, and the emergence of the internet as a global communication channel, are 
mutually reinforcing trends (British Council 2013). When the respondents of this study describe 
familiarity with Western accents due to media exposure, they are primarily referring to media spread over 
the internet, through streaming services and social media, and not through traditional means such as print 
media, radio, television or local cinema. While English has historically played a dominant role in Indian 
media, the internet, with its far-reaching influence, adopts languages and dialects beyond Indian English, 
for wide usage, and accessible tools for learning – essentially, language forms with attractive attributes 
(British Council 3013).  

The ‘connectedness’ afforded by English as a lingua franca is prioritized by the youth generation of 
the present day, from which the sample for this study was drawn. This generation actively creates and 
consumes content and ideas in commerce, politics, entertainment and other cultural spaces, and therefore 
actively drives the processes of globalization and glocalization. There is a clear bias towards Western 
entertainment media, despite the rising popularity of Nnortheeast Asian drama and music. There are no 
explicit economic benefits to exposure or fluency in other Asian languages for a resident of India, for one, 
nor is there easy access to content from these regions. A quick run through of the offerings on television 
channels or even streaming services is enough to understand that despite the rich amount of media 
produced in say, the Philippines, Malaysia or even Thailand, none of it reaches the general Indian public.  

We know from studies in the field that familiarity and increased exposure leads to more favourable 
rankings of languages and accents (Cargile 2001; Yamamoto 1995), but if there are barriers to access, even 
geographically close regions are not given the opportunity to be familiar in the absence of physical contact. 
Research in social psychology shows that exposure to out-groups makes dealing with them easier and 
reduces prejudice. It is therefore the job of regulatory bodies to facilitate this access if reduction of 
discrimination is to be achieved. These bodies include the education system, political powers, and the 
media. 

Limitations 

The primary, and most important limitation of this study is its lack of context. Language does not exist 
within isolation and involves the engagement and interaction with socio-cultural spaces (Lindemann 
2003). While the integration of methods of social psychology and anthropology seeks to bridge this gap, 
the findings are specific to the given sample and context and cannot be generalized. A listener’s response 
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to an audio clip will differ greatly from their response to persons speaking to them in real time, with or 
without visual cues. Impressions and perceptions are dynamic in nature, and can change with the 
progression of a conversation, and therefore a one-sided speech reaction will not adequately encompass an 
individual’s complete perceptions and though processes.  

Additionally, the experiment relies on self-reported opinions, rather than context where real-time 
reaction behaviours can be observed. The Hawthorne Effect (Landsberger 1932) as well as the Observer’s 
Paradox (Labov 1962) will operate, where individuals filter their responses or do not express an ‘authentic’ 
reaction if they are aware that they are being watched and studied. This arises from a fear of negative 
responses to the expression of unconventional or potentially unfavourable and discriminatory ideas. 

Another area where this study is lacking is in the choice of accents used. Two from each general region 
– Western Anglophone and India – were selected, except for South East Asia, from which only one was 
selected. The rationale for this selection was to contrast factors such as geographical and cultural proximity 
against those of power and global prestige. However, there are many other accents that could have been 
represented to gain a deeper understanding of the possible different responses, such as Eastern European, 
Middle-Eastern or Chinese. If this study had included a greater number of accents, differences between 
treatment of unfamiliar accents could have also been studied. Within the accents selected, there was no 
standardization of degree of accented-ness – the researcher sought to informally address this by using 
speakers from the same socio-economic class and education level. In doing so, this study excluded variables 
of class (and in India, caste) and fluency in English. A difference in the latter variable would perhaps have 
led to any of the accents being rated more negatively, as ‘broken’ language is perceived as low-status.  

The sample chosen was extremely narrow, in that it was too small (n=10) to draw statistical 
conclusions, and only included college students from a particular socio-economic background and 
education level. This in particular leads to certain status and solidarity implications, given the role of 
English in the Indian context, as previously elucidated. For a non-English speaker, even ‘broken’ English 
is likely to be evaluated positively owing to its economic consequences, whereas for a fluent speaker, we 
know that ‘broken’ language is a non-standard and stigmatized variant. However, studying this hierarchy 
would require much deeper and detailed research, which is both ethnographic and experimental in nature.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study has served as an exploration into factors that impact accent and language perceptions for 
upper-middle class Indian youth. The findings do not lend themselves to any conclusions or answers, but 
the use of the selected methodology helps to identify general factors and areas that are relevant to an 
impactful degree. As pointed out in the limitations, language exists within specific contexts, and therefore 
even within the same sample demographic, there is immense scope for this study to focus on specific 
contexts. The rudimentary findings presented in this paper have potential implications in a variety of 
domains, including linguistic representation in entertainment media, the role of education systems and 
standardized curriculums, further study of discrimination for specific accents and populations, and the 
potential for construction of cognitive models to predict language attitudes. 
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