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Project description (Number of characters, including spaces: 2.000 - 3.000): 

 
According to psychological constructivism (Lindquist, 2013), emotions are constructed 
from the dynamic interaction of physiological states, situation-specific information, and 
conceptual knowledge. Within this perspective, an emotional reaction can be modulated 
by contextual factors such as using a native (L1) vs a second (L2) language. Recently, the 
phenomenon has been explored by using diverse techniques, from introspective 
approaches to psychophysiological and electrophysiological methods (Pavlenko, 2012). 
Findings from this body of work reveal a Foreign Language Effect (FLE) on affective 
processing, that is, increased automaticity of affective processing in the L1, and decreased 
automaticity of affective processing in the L2. Multiple factors have been advocated to 
account for these differences: 
a) L2 vs. L1 Age of acquisition (AoA)/maturation effects; b) L2 vs. L1 levels of proficiency or 
language dominance; c) L2 vs. L1 emotional contexts of learning. Despite the growing 
amount of studies, a mechanistic explanation for the reduced emotional resonance 
associated with L2 processing is currently lacking. 
In this project, we aim to shed light on potential moderators of the FLE on affective 
processing by using naturalistic viewing paradigms (i.e., short movie clips). Naturalistic 
viewing paradigms have been used to induce emotional states in various experimental 
settings, including fMRI. As of yet, no study has used emotionally-loaded clips to 
investigate the psychophysiological and cerebral basis of FLE on affective processing. 
This project is part of an ongoing research plan developed at the Centre for 
Neurolinguistics and Psycholinguistics at the UniSR that aims to shed light how emotions 
are processed while using a second language. The difference between this project and 
previous ones is that it employs naturalistic paradigms, instead, for instances, single 
word production or comprehension paradigms.   
Participants. Native Italian speakers of English as L2 with variable L2 AoA, L2 proficiency, 
and L2 exposure will be recruited. Measures assessing the socio-demographic, cognitive, 
personality and linguistic profiles of participants will be collected. A self-assessed 
questionnaire will be used to test participants’ mood before testing. 
An a-priori sample size estimation (G*power) will be used to determine the number of to-
be-recruited participants for each study (Study 1 and 2). 
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Stimulus material. Short movie clips will be selected from Uhrig et al. (2016). Further clips 
may be drawn from other sources based on other datasets. 
Study 1. A psychophysiological study in which we will administer through visual-auditory 
presentation, both in L1 (ENG clips dubbed into ITA) and L2 (ENG), short movie clips to 
young adult bilinguals who speak Italian as L1 and English as L2. Tonic and phasic 
fluctuations in electrodermal activity (Galvanic Skin Response (GSR)/skin conductance) 
will be measured to detect changes in psychophysiological arousal associated with 
emotionally-loaded clips in ITA and ENG. The contribution of L2 AoA, L2 proficiency, and L2 
exposure as potential moderator variables on FLE will also be tested. Based on the 
average sample size of the recent psychophysiological literature on the topic, 100 
participants will be recruited and tested. 
Study 2. An fMRI study in which we will administer through visual-auditory presentation, 
both in L1 and L2, short movie clips to young adult bilinguals. BOLD signal will be measured 
to test for language-emotion interactions on brain response to emotionally-loaded clips. 
The contribution of L2 AoA, L2 proficiency, and L2 exposure as potential moderator 
variables on FLE will also be tested. Based on the average sample size of the recent 
neuroimaging literature on the topic, 50 participants will be recruited and tested.   

 

Skills to be acquired by the student: 

• Acquisition and analysis of behavioral and psychophysiological data 
 

• Acquisition and analysis of fMRI data 
 

• Scientific writing 
 

• Autonomy and integrity in scientific research (i.e. responsible data 
collection, handling, sharing, communication and reporting; 
fundraising and management; open science policies) 
 

Time scale for the three years of the PhD project: 
The first year will be dedicated to a thorough literature review and possibly a 
metanalysis on the topic (to be published during year 2). The student will also 
develop the experimental design and paradigm of the experiments. In addition, a 
behavioral study in order to validate the videoclips will be run in parallel. The 
student will become, during the first year, acquainted with behavioral, 
psychophysiological and fMRI data analysis. The second year will be fully 
dedicated to psychophysiological and fMRI data acquisition and analysis, and of 
course interpretation of results. In the last year, the student has to focus on 
drafting of at least three distinct manuscripts and to present the results of this 
project at international conferences.  
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