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A B S T R A C T   

We present a study where we explored whether the Foreign Language effect, where one tends to 
make less selfish and more utilitarian decisions in a second than in a first language, can be used as 
a strategy to nudge people towards more environment-friendly decisions in a tourism context, 
where proven strategies normally fail. Participants completed a tourism-specific decision-making 
task where they chose between a less environment-friendly (selfish) and a more environment- 
friendly (utilitarian) alternative. Participants chose the selfish alternative significantly more 
often when answering in their first language, and the utilitarian alternative significantly more 
often when answering in their second language. This suggests that the Foreign Language effect 
could be used as a strategy to increase environment-friendly decisions in tourism.   

Introduction 

Environmental issues have and will continue concerning us all, especially in a globalised world. Although international and na-
tional pro-environmental legislations are central for positive changes, they often take time to implement and slowly lead to change 
(Knežević Cvelbar et al., 2016). Yet, a positive impact can arise from the accumulated pro-environmental deeds of private people 
(Ackerman, 1997; Thøgersen, 1999; Vining & Ebreo, 1990). Furthermore, without the individual contribution of individuals, global 
environmental outcomes will not have the same span (Amel et al., 2017; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). It is therefore crucial to un-
derstand which strategies lead to environment-friendlier decisions in individuals. An area where this is particularly important is 
tourism, partly because many are unaware of their personal environmental impact as tourists (Miller et al., 2010), but also because 
even those who are still choose to travel (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014). 

In general, arguments appealing to individuals’ moral and social values yield larger pro-environmental choices than economic or 
selfish arguments (Bolderdijk et al., 2013; Goldstein et al., 2008; Khan & Dhar, 2006; Sachdeva et al., 2009). Furthermore, while selfish 
arguments can increase pro-environmental behaviours, utilitarian arguments foster additional consecutive, yet unrelated, pro- 
environmental behaviours to an extent that selfish arguments won’t (Evans et al., 2013). However, these principles do not apply 
equally well when applied to tourism (Dolnicar & Grün, 2009), where they are not as efficient or fail altogether (Dolnicar et al., 2017). 

In tourism, other methods such as accountability (e.g., tourists wearing signs communicating their commitment to environment- 
friendly behaviours: Baca-Motes et al., 2013) and making defaults environment-friendly (e.g., reducing plate sizes to reduce food 
waste: Kallbekken & Sælen, 2013, or making room cleaning an opt-in rather than an opt-out option: Knezevic Cvelbar et al., 2019) 
significantly increases pro-environmental behaviour. Even economic strategies, which normally are less efficient in non-hedonic 
settings, work better in tourism (e.g., rewarding guests behaving environment-friendlier during their stay: Dolnicar et al., 2019). 
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This suggests that tourism-specific strategies are necessary to nudge people towards environment-friendly decisions (see Dolnicar, 
2020, for an overview of possible approaches). 

Interestingly, moral decisions taken in a first language tend to be more selfish based on deontological motives, but simultaneously 
less utilitarian than moral decisions taken in a second language, an effect known as the Foreign Language effect (Costa et al., 2017). For 
instance, in the Footbridge dilemma, where one can save the life of five people by sacrificing the life of one, most people choose not to 
sacrifice one life when answering in their first language (Costa et al., 2017). However, a significantly larger proportion of participants 
choose the utilitarian alternative when answering in their second language (Costa et al., 2017). 

Since decisions regarding environment-friendly behaviours in tourism tend to be more selfish, and because the Foreign Language 
effect shows that decisions taken in a second language will shift towards being utilitarian, we hypothesised that using a second lan-
guage could be a tourism-specific strategy to nudge people towards more utilitarian (thus environment-friendlier) choices. To test this, 
we used a tourism-related decision-making scenario in a first and second language, with one selfish and one utilitarian option in terms 
of environment-friendliness. If a Foreign Language effect can be found, this strategy could be used as a simple tourism-specific tool to 
nudge people towards more environment-friendly choices. 

Material and methods 

Participants 

One-hundred-eighty-two individuals (17–68 years, M = 36.46, SD = 10.25, 90% females) with Swedish as first language (profi-
ciency: M = 9.81, SD = 0.34) and English as second language (proficiency: M = 7.68, SD = 1.58) participated. Proficiency was 
measured through the participants’ self-report on five items (general proficiency, reading, oral understanding, writing, speech) on a 
scale from 1 to 10 and compiled by calculating the mean of the five items for each language (low scores indicate low proficiency). A 
paired sample t-test confirmed that the mean difference (2.13) between the participants’ proficiency for each language was significant, 
t (181) = 18.87, p < .001 (two-tailed), η2 = 0.66, 95% CI [1.9, 2.35]. The mode for highest completed level of education (1 =
elementary school or lower, 2 = high school, 3 = professional education, 4 = Bachelor’s, 5 = Master’s, 6 = PhD) was 4 (n = 65). 
Participation was anonymous and completed online. 

Measures 

New Ecological Paradigm scale 
The New Ecological Paradigm scale (Dunlap et al., 2000) was used to measure the participants’ general attitude towards the 

environment. The scale is a validated tool with 15 items covering people’s endorsement of an ecological worldview. Participants 
answer on a five-steps scale (from 1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree) how much they agree with various statements. The score 
consists of the sum of the answers for all items (range: 15–75, low scores indicate high pro-environmentalism). Here, the original scale 
in English was translated to Swedish and back-translated to English by licensed translators. Otherwise, the original scale was used 
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Fig. 1. Choices made by participants (in %).  

M.-F. Champoux-Larsson and L. Knežević Cvelbar                                                                                                                                                             



Annals of Tourism Research xxx (xxxx) xxx

3

entirely in its original form (i.e., all 15 items presented in the original order and all five answer alternatives worded as in the original). 

Design 

After filling out the informed consent, participants read the following scenario (presented randomly across participants in their first 
[n = 90] or second language [n = 92]), with two alternatives (presented randomly across participants): 

“You are planning a vacation and are about to purchase your plane ticket. You have thoroughly investigated the different al-
ternatives and narrowed it down to two options. Both alternatives cost exactly the same amount of money, but they differ in 
terms of total flying time and in terms of the size of the CO2 footprint that they will leave. 
If you choose alternative A, the total flying time will be considerably longer, but your trip will leave a minimal CO2 footprint. 
If you choose alternative B, the total flying time will be considerably shorter, but your trip will leave an enormous CO2 footprint. 
Which one would you choose?” 

After choosing an alternative, participants reported whether they understood the text, and whether they knew what a CO2 footprint 
was. Thereafter, they filled out the New Ecological Paradigm scale, reported their language profile (list of all firsts and second lan-
guages, self-reported proficiency in each language) and demographics (age, gender, education). 

Results 

All participants reported understanding the text and knowing what a CO2 footprint was. A Chi-square test for independence (with 
Yates Continuity Correction) indicated a significant association between the language of the scenario and the chosen alternative, Х2 (1, 
n = 182) = 5.01, p = .025, ɸ = 0.18. Namely, while 62.2% chose the selfish alternative when the scenario was in Swedish, only 44.6% 
chose that alternative when the scenario was in English (see Fig. 1). 

To control whether the effect was driven by the participants’ environmental attitude, a t-test for independent samples was con-
ducted on the New Ecological Paradigm scores. The mean difference (0.994) between the Swedish (M = 31.74, SD = 6.31) and English 
group (M = 30.74, SD = 6.91) did not differ significantly, t (174) = 0.996, p = .321 (two-tailed), η2 = 0.001, 95% CI [− 0.98, 2.97]. To 
control that participants in the English group did not answer differently based on proficiency differences, a t-test for independent 
samples was conducted with English proficiency as dependant variable. The mean difference (0.27) did not differ significantly between 
participants who chose the selfish (n = 41, M = 7.75, SD = 1.85) and those who chose the utilitarian (n = 51, M = 7.48, SD = 1.35) 
alternative, t (90) = 0.816, p = .417 (two-tailed), η2 = 0.002, 95% CI [− 0.39, 0.93]. 

Conclusions 

We explored whether the Foreign Language effect can be used to nudge people towards more environment-friendly decisions in 
tourism. Indeed, proven methodologies increasing the probability that people will behave in an environment-friendly manner in non- 
hedonic settings fall short in tourism (e.g., Dolnicar et al., 2017). Namely, people tend to make utilitarian/environment-friendly 
decisions in their daily life, but selfish ones on vacation, showing the need for tourism-specific strategies. We used a decision- 
making scenario oriented towards tourism to determine whether it would lead to more utilitarian decisions when presented in a 
second language. Our participants were more likely to choose a utilitarian alternative when answering in a second compared to a first 
language. Therefore, our results suggest that a subtle manipulation such as the language that is used for decision-making could in-
fluence the type of environment-related decisions that people make. This could have practical and immediate impacts on the 
environment. 

However, the repercussions of the effect in real-life should be interpreted carefully. The effect, albeit significant, was relatively 
small (ɸ = 0.18). Also, our scenario implied that all other variables (e.g., price), are constant across the alternatives. In reality, this may 
rarely occur. Additionally, the differences in trip duration and CO2 footprint size were relative (considerably longer/shorter, enormous/ 
minimal footprint). What feels considerable, enormous or minimal varies naturally across people. Therefore, there are likely breakoff 
values where the gain or loss is too large or small for an effect to occur. Finally, our sample was mainly female and we cannot rule out 
that males may have answered differently. 

Yet, our study suggests that a simple and low-cost intervention such as changing the language into which a decision is made can tip 
the scale towards more environment-friendly decisions in tourism. Future research should explore to what extent the Foreign Language 
effect can be used as a tourism-specific strategy to nudge towards environment-friendly decisions. 
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