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Lamented Vito Corleone in the opening
scene of The Godfather. After being
asked to murder for money by his
Italian undertaker acquaintance.

BOUNA SERA,
BOUNA SERA

Don Corleone emotionally replies to his
petitioner in Italian, signifying his deep
disappointment.

THIS DIALOGUE DETAIL FROM THE GODFATHER HIGHLIGHTS THE ROLE OF ONE’S NATIVE TONGUE.

E.G. people see the world primarily
through the values lens of their first language and they instinctively react in their
native tongues when mining the depths
of emotion.

New insights suggest that director Francis
Ford Coppola’s intuition on the use of
Italian dialogue here is backed by social
psychiatry and the notion of unconscious
vs. conscious brain processes. Brands
would be wise to understand why.
Many studies, conducted by others
including me, have long highlighted that
Hispanics, Chinese and other
Non-native English speakers who are
proficient in English have more of an
emotional reaction to being spoken to in
their native tongue.
The notion that in-language marketing
communication

“HITS THE HEART, NOT THE BRAIN”
WITH ETHNIC CONSUMERS MAY NOT BE NEWS, BUT EXPLORING LINGUISTIC THEORY
MIGHT HELP EXPLAIN WHY, AND JUST HOW IMPORTANT IT IS:

YOU THINK AS
YOU SPEAK
Like Coppola, BRANDS HAVE TRIED MIGHTILY FOR GENERATIONS TO

USE THE “RIGHT” LANGUAGE WHEN REACHING THEIR TARGET
CONSUMERS. Whether the word is “boss” or “cool” or “lit”, it makes a differ-

ence. This is done, of course, to signify empathy, relevance, connection, or in
the best examples, cultural leadership.

IN SOME INSTANCES, BRANDS MAKE UP WORDS TO CREATE OR
EXPRESS NEW MEANING OR EQUITIES.
“Fahrvergnügen” (Volkswagen), “Dependability”
(Dodge) and “Drinkability” (Bud Lite) are just a
few examples of appropriated or made up
words by marketers.

A legion of
copywriters buy into
what several linguist
academicians have
put forward

LANGUAGE
HELPS
SHAPE
REALITY!

Of the 7,000 known languages of the world, several have (or do
not have) words and phrases that embody concepts such as
time, spatial relationships, and gender which in many ways
deﬁne what these realities become.
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ONE HYPOTHESIS OF LINGUISTIC RELATIVISM
IS THE SAPIR–WHORF HYPOTHESIS (SAPIR):
A hypothesis, first advanced by Edward Sapir in 1929 and
subsequently developed by Benjamin Whorf, that the structure
of a language determines a native speaker's perception and
categorization of experience.

Sapir and Whorf argue:
“The fact of the matter is that the 'real world' is to a
large extent unconsciously built upon the language
habits of the group.”

In Spanish, for example, social
classiﬁcations, gender, and
references to Catholicism pervade,
REINFORCING A NATURAL LAW
ORDERED WORLD.

While this theory may be too extreme,
MOST LINGUISTICS AGREE WITH THE
IDEA THAT PERCEPTION OF REALITY AND
SELF-IDENTITY IS IMPACTED GREATLY BY
THE STRUCTURE AND NATURE OF
LANGUAGE, CONSCIOUSLY OR
UNCONSCIOUSLY.

Some new developments in the
unconscious impact are worth
considering if you are

brand building.

IT’S HARD TO THINK FAST
IF YOU SPEAK SLOW
Daniel Kahneman won a noble prize by pointing out humans have
conscious and unconscious ways of processing reality “System 1
is the brain’s fast, automatic, intuitive approach, [and] System 2
is… the mind’s slower, analytical mode, where reason dominates.”
Kahneman says “System 1 is... moreinfluential…guiding… [and]...
steering System 2 to a very large extent.”

WELL, MANY MARKETERS HAVE SPENT THEIR
CAREERS TRYING TO MAKE EMOTIONAL
BRAND CONNECTIONS WITH CONSUMERS,
BUILDING LINGUISTIC AND SYMBOLIC ICONS
TO GET TO THE SYSTEM 1 RESPONSE.

Seeing that Nike logo or getting a Harley Davidson tattoo are just two examples of
icons that serve as shorthand for System 1 acceptance by consumers who are proudly wearing that brand as a badge.

Getting to System 1 may be facilitated via language as
well. From a recent article titled “The Hidden Link Between
Morality and Language”, Janet Geipel of the University of
Trento in Italy found in her 2015 study that there is a
distance created between emotional and moral topics
when speaking in a second language. Basically,

“PEOPLE ARE MORE LIKELY TO ACT LESS
EMOTIONALLY AND MORE RATIONALLY
WHEN SPEAKING THEIR SECOND
LANGUAGE, ACCORDING TO GEIPEL.”

Unlike his father, who went to his native language emotionally,
Michael Corleone was aided in shooting Sollozzo (the Turk) and
Police Chief McCluskey by speaking in Italian, his second
language, at the restaurant.

Michael is more in an analytic mode when grabbing the gun
from the bathroom and is more rationally processing when
thinking in a second language.
HE IS INFLUENCED BY THE IDEA THAT REALITY
IS PERCEIVED BY CULTURAL CONCEPTS
CODIFIED IN LANGUAGE.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN
FOR MARKETERS
(Other than The Godfather Aficionados)?
The role of language can work
for a marketer in different ways:

1.
2.

For brands competing on
the basis of emotional
connection, in-language
can get to the heart
through System 1
visceral reactions, and;

More rational based
propositions (i.e. new
features and benefits, or
technological functions)
may be better accepted
in a non-native language.

So, what does this mean for the
marketer interested in winning
over non-native English speakers
There is more evidence that in-language marketing is a
powerful tool in winning the hearts of consumers.
Brands that craft executions using native language, or use key
phrases or word selection, cannot just provide more empathy
and cultural connection, but may traverse the neural pathways
to the brain’s reptilian core.
Having skilled partners who understand the language, the
culture and the social context will serve the role of a good
movie director, and help you avoid clichés and mistakes.

Marketers should take some time to
understand the power of language, and
make your non-native language
consumer “an offer they can’t refuse.”
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