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In t roduct ion

• The Cocktail Party Effect —being distracted from a conversation 
when you hear understandable speech in the background— is 
common. How does it manifests itself for bilingual individuals?

• Cocktail Effect for bilinguals –French speakers (bilingual in Italian) 
are less distracted when asked to detect French words embedded 
within an audio clip presented in French (in their first language) than 
in their less known language (Gautreau et al. 2013).

• Hearing recognizable speech hinders performance during reading 
comprehension and memory tasks (e.g., Beaman el al., 2014; 
Hanczakowski et al., 2017; Hyona & Ekholm, 2016; Marsh et al., 
2008).

• Bilinguals are more resistant to distraction given their ability to 
process and inhibit use of both languages (e.g., Bialystok et al., 
2012; Olguin et al., 2019).

Question
ü Does French-English bilinguals’ ability to memorize words in 

one language (or the other) differ based on whether they hear 
background speech in the same or different language than the 
words to be memorized? For example, when trying to learn 
English words, does hearing English speech distract more than 
French?

TRY it yourself: 
Scan this QR code here!

Method
Participants

•15 fully English-French bilingual participants 
à have been consistently speaking English 
and French for the last 8 years in a home, 
school or work environment (as in Janic et al. 
2021)
•Mean age: 24 years old (range 18 to 42)

Resul ts Conclusions & Discussion

• Bilinguals recognized a similar number of learned English and 
French words whether they studied them while hearing 
background in the same or different language. Bilingual’s verbal 
recognition seems to be resistant to background speech. 

• However, bilinguals reported recognizing more unlearned English 
words while hearing background in French.

• This was not the case when recognizing unlearned French words.

• Since most participants know French less than English, these 
results suggest that hearing a less known language may interfere 
with your capacity to correctly recognize learned information in a 
better known language. Interestingly, participants’s learning of 
French words was not susceptible to the language background.

• These results must be interpreted with caution; comparing different 
levels of bilingualism must be done in the future.

Word Recognition Memory Task

Controls:
• Order of the conditions are counterbalanced across participants
• All words are presented in a random order for each participant
• Participants never exposed to the same words
• All words and all news clips are in all four conditions
• All news clips have the same voice 

• No significant difference for the number of misses across 
all conditions. 

• When learning English words, the average number of false 
alarms is significantly larger when hearing French news 
clips (M: 1.07, SD: 1.03) than English ones (M: 0.47, 
SD:0.83) [t(14)=2.36, p=0.02].

• Whereas when learning French words, the average
number of false alarms is not different when hearing 
French or English news clips (M:1, SD:1.07, and M: 0.73, 
SD:1.1, respectively) [t(14)=0.74,p=0.23].

Same Language Audio Different Language Audio

Level of French 
compared to 

English Fluency

”My French 
is as good as 
my English”

”My French 
is  better 
than my 
English”

“My French is 
very good but 
weaker than 
my English”

Measures:
•Misses: 
(‘new’ when ‘old’) 
over a total of 15 words
• False Alarms:
(‘old’ when ‘new’) 
over a total of 9 words

FOUR conditions repeated	in	

n.s
**

Note: 1 error bar represents1 standard error
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