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Abstract

In language production, inhibitory control is assumed to be the primary mechanism
responsible for successful bilingual processing. To convey messages in one language,
bilinguals must inhibit the unintended language. However, it remains unclear whether the
same mechanism works in bilingual comprehension. Following up and expanding on
Declerck and Philipp (2018, ‘Is inhibition implemented during bilingual production and
comprehension? n—2 language repetition costs unchained’, Language, Cognition and Neuro-
science, vol. 33, pp. 608—617), the present study investigates whether inhibition is involved in
the linguistic identification system during bilingual comprehension with the n — 2 repetition
paradigm. This is the second study exploring comprehension with this methodological setup
to date. We used an auditory word—picture matching task with Chinese late trilinguals who
learned their two non-native languages (L2 English and L3 Spanish) via formal school
instruction. Our results indicate that participants responded faster in the #n — 2 repetition
trials (i.e., when the target language in the n and n — 2 trials matched). That is, we observed
an n — 2 repetition benefit effect, a novel finding in this literature that goes counter the n — 2
repetition cost effect reported in previous studies using production-based tasks. In addition,
our results underscore the complex interplay between proficiency and use and the resulting
dynamics within the bilingual lexicon. We discuss the results in light of the different bilingual
representation and processing models.
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1. Introduction

Accumulating evidence suggests that bi-/multilinguals™ (hereafter ‘bilinguals’) lan-
guages are activated at the early stages of processing and thus enter in competition for
selection; evidence of this is found for both language learners and more balanced
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bilinguals (Kroll et al., 2006). This results in the need to apply a particular mechanism
to prevent nontarget languages from interfering (Declerck & Koch, 2023; Declerck &
Philipp, 2015; Kroll et al,, 2012). In the realm of language production, inhibitory
control is assumed to be the primary mechanism responsible for mitigating inter-
ference and facilitating successful bilingual processing. Essentially, in order to convey
messages in one language, bilinguals must inhibit the unintended language (Green,
1998; Kroll et al., 2008). Note that there are also activation-based accounts suggesting
that successful language selection can be achieved by the stronger activation of the
selected language (e.g., Blanco-Elorrieta & Caramazza, 2021). Regarding bilingual
comprehension, the involvement of the inhibitory mechanism remains an open
question. The present study set out to investigate whether inhibition is involved in
the linguistic identification system during bilingual comprehension with the n — 2
repetition paradigm, following up and expanding on Declerck and Philipp (2018), the
first study that adopted this setup in bilingual comprehension. Similar to Declerck
and Philipp (2018), we also investigated processing in late trilinguals: Chinese native
speakers who learned their two non-native languages (L2 English and L3 Spanish) via
formal school instruction. In the following, we review how previous studies have
approached the involvement of inhibition in comprehension and how the n — 2
repetition paradigm can provide valuable insights into this area of study.

1.1. The role of inhibition in bilingual comprehension

Influential models of bilingual word recognition differ in their views regarding the
involvement of inhibition. For instance, the Bilingual Interaction Model (BIA,
Dijkstra & Van Heuven, 1998) and its successor, the BIA+ (Dijkstra & van Heuven,
2002), assume that the two languages are activated to different degrees based on the
similarity between the input and the mental representations. However, these two
models diverge in their views on how activation is managed.

For the BIA, the activation level of the words in a language results in that
language’s baseline activation. Factors like stimuli list (previous items in an
experiment or previous words in a conversation) may raise or decrease those
activation levels holistically. To decrease the activation level of nontarget language
representations, the BIA incorporates an inhibitory mechanism within the lan-
guage identification system. Specifically, in this view, inhibition operates at two
levels, language-independent lateral inhibition at the word level and top-down
inhibition at the language level. First, all words have the ability of inhibiting each
other regardless of language membership. At the same time, the target language
node, collecting activation from the target input stimuli, exerts inhibition to
nontarget representations.

The BIA+ model takes a different stance. In this updated view, the baseline
activation of lexical units is independent of language membership. This means that
the activation levels of the words are not modulated by previous items. However, their
recognition thresholds can be modulated. This modulation is not achieved through
inhibition, which is absent from the language identification system in the BIA+, but
through a task/decision system responsible for regulating the activation output and
adapting it to the current task. Notably, this task/decision system is also preserved in
the more recent bilingual processing model Multilink (Dijkstra et al., 2019).
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To date, empirical evidence for the involvement of inhibition in bilingual com-
prehension remains inconclusive. A case in point is the asymmetrical switch cost, an
empirical effect sometimes observed in production studies, which is either dimin-
ished or altogether absent in comprehension (Declerck et al., 2019; Hirsch et al., 2015;
Macizo et al, 2012). In language switching tasks, participants switch between
languages when responding (in, e.g., picture naming). It is often observed that
responding is slower and less accurate when the preceding trial (n — 1) is in a
different language. In addition, this switch cost is larger when switching from the L2
to the L1 than vice versa. This asymmetry is often attributed to inhibitory control.
Using the more robustly represented L1 results in strong activation that requires
more inhibition when responding in the L2. Then, when the L1 has to be used again,
overcoming that strong inhibition exerted over the L1 is more effortful than in the
opposite scenario (L2 to L1).

Importantly, however, not only the reliability of the asymmetrical switch cost has
been questioned (see the meta-analysis in Gade et al., 2021), but how to interpret the
effect remains open to debate (Bobb & Wodniecka, 2013; Declerck & Koch, 2023).
For instance, an alternative explanation that does not resort to inhibition was
provided by Philipp et al. (2007). For the authors, the strong activation of the
nontarget language used in the n — 1 trial can persist into the subsequent trial (1),
interfering with the target language and resulting in switch costs. Since the most
proficient language has an overall higher baseline activation level, the less proficient
language is activated more strongly, leading to more interference when switching
from the less to the most proficient language.

1.2. The n — 2 repetition paradigm

Given the above limitations, the n — 2 repetition paradigm has been regarded as more
precise for tapping into the role of inhibition (Koch et al., 2010; Mayr & Keele, 2000;
Philipp et al., 2007; see review in Declerck & Philipp, 2015). In n — 2 repetition
experiments, subjects switch between three languages while performing a task. The
analysis entails comparing sequences like ABA and CBA, each letter referring to a
language to be employed in each subsequent trial (e.g., Chinese—English—Chinese
vs. Spanish—English—Chinese trials). Thus, in the CBA sequence, there are more
intervening trials (at least two) before language A is used again. This larger number of
intervening trials allows the inhibition applied earlier upon language A to dissipate
further compared to what occurs in the ABA sequence, where there is only one trial in
between (i.e., n — 2 repetition). In other words, there is a larger amount of residual
inhibition in the ABA than in the CBA sequence. Consequently, less effort is required
to overcome the residual inhibition exerted on that language when responding to A in
the CBA sequence. This leads to better performance (i.e., shorter RTs and/or fewer
errors) compared to the ABA sequence (i.e., n — 2 repetition cost).

To date, the studies employing this methodology have consistently observed
significant n — 2 repetition costs (e.g., Declerck et al., 2015; Philipp et al., 2007; see
Guo et al., 2013 effects appearing in the event-related potential data only). Crucially,
unlike asymmetrical switch costs, n — 2 repetition costs have been claimed to be only
attributable to inhibitory processes (Declerck & Philipp, 2015). For instance, note
that the persisting activation account discussed above would predict an n — 2
repetition benefit (Koch etal., 2010). Therefore, the n — 2 repetition cost is considered
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a more reliable, less ambiguous index of inhibitory control in bilingual processing.
However, note that a lack of n — 2 repetition cost does not necessarily imply that
inhibition is not involved. This is because this cost is a relative measure of inhibition,
resulting from more inhibition in the #n — 2 repeat trials than in the non-repeat trials.
A lack of n — 2 repetition cost could be modulated by other factors, such as language
proficiency. Consequently, the claim that inhibitory control in bilingual comprehen-
sion is not necessary is best supported with empirical evidence showing a n — 2
repetition benefit.

To the best of our knowledge, only Declerck and Philipp (2018) explored this
question, using the n — 2 repetition paradigm in comprehension. In their study, two
production tasks (picture naming and reading aloud) and two comprehension tasks
(picture and word categorization) were administered among German—English—
French trilinguals, who were dominant in German, relatively proficient in English
and less proficient in French. While an n — 2 repetition cost was observed in the two
production tasks, the effect only appeared in one of the comprehension experiments
(picture categorization) and, importantly, only when inspecting the error rates of the
least dominant language (French). The authors explained the cost in the least
dominant language in the comprehension task by resorting to the BIA model. In
their view, the more proficient — and overall more activated — language applied more
inhibition to the weaker language than vice versa. As a result, the least proficient
language received the largest amount of inhibitory feedback. Thus, the authors
concluded that inhibition might occur in comprehension, but its involvement
depends on various factors, including task demands (i.e., whether the task involves
lexical-semantic processing) and language proficiency (i.e., inhibition may be applied
to a less proficient language).

Declerck and Philipp’s (2018) study represents a necessary step in a holistic
approach to the investigation of bilingual language control with the n — 2 repetition
paradigm, while also prompting further inquiry. Their investigation posits that
inhibition’s role may be contingent on specific task requirements, particularly those
involving lexical-semantic processing. However, tasks can vary along other dimen-
sions too, such as potential conflicts at the response level.

For instance, in comparing a general lexical decision task versus a language-
specific lexical decision task, the demands on recognizing homographs differ. In the
general task, where participants make ‘yes’ responses to words from either language,
homographs typically elicit faster responses than control words (e.g., Experiment
3, Dijkstra et al., 1998). This lack of conflict at the response level, where either
interpretation of a homograph facilitates decision-making, can explain the quicker
response. Conversely, in a language-specific task, where the ‘yes’ response is reserved
for words from only one language, homographs (presented in a mixed-language list)
tend to slow down response times (RTs; e.g., Experiment 2, Dijkstra et al., 1998). This
slowing down arises from conflict at the response level, as one must disregard the
reading in the nontarget language.

Bilingual language processing in everyday contexts presents a range of tasks that
often differ from those typically used in experimental settings. Real-world bilingual
comprehension frequently centers on meaning extraction rather than on resolving
response-level conflicts. In such contexts, the activation of nontarget languages may
not necessitate suppression since both languages converge on a shared meaning. This
may be particularly true for language learners, who often depend on their dominant
language to access meaning while processing in their nondominant language (Kroll

https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2024.43 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2024.43

Language and Cognition 5

et al,, 2010). Consequently, it is of great significance to investigate language control
within bilingual comprehension through tasks that closely mirror this aspect of
bilingual processing (i.e., the absence of overt conflict at the response level).

The way such task demands interact with inhibition remains unspecified in the
BIA model — an account focused on word recognition. Nonetheless, the model’s
assumption of lateral inhibition and language-wide inhibition in the language
identification system, particularly during lexical-semantic processing (Declerck
etal., 2015; Green, 1998; Schwieter & Sunderman, 2008), would imply that response-
level task demands should not substantially impact the inhibitory mechanism or alter
the n — 2 repetition cost. In other words, according to the BIA, the n — 2 repetition
cost should manifest consistently regardless of the task demands at the response level
— as observed by Declerck and Philipp (2018). However, as noted above, it is still
possible to observe a null effect under the inhibition account, as this cost is a relative
measure and can be modulated by language proficiency, as shown in Declerck and
Philipp (2018). The more proficient language, receiving less inhibition from other
less proficient languages overall, may not show an n — 2 repetition cost.

Conversely, in the BIA+, inhibition is not a component of the identification
system but the task/decision system is responsible for regulating the system’s output.
Thus, the activation of nontarget representations may be more susceptible to task
demands at the response level. This could, in turn, influence the n — 2 repetition
effect, resulting in more nuanced outcomes depending on the task under examin-
ation. Therefore, examining the interplay between task demands and language
control mechanisms is crucial in shedding light on the complex reality of bilingual
communication.

1.3. The present study

The present study follows up and expands on Declerck and Philipp (2018). We
investigated the involvement of inhibition in bilingual comprehension by adopting
the n — 2 repetition paradigm, this being the second study exploring comprehension
with this methodological setup to date. First, to extend the finding of Declerck and
Philipp (2018), we used a picture-word matching task based on Jiao et al. (2020,
2022), which also employed it to investigate switching costs and language processing
in bilingual comprehension. In this task, participants decide whether a picture and a
spoken word in one of the three languages match. Following Declerck and Philipp
(2018), we tested Chinese late trilinguals who learned their two non-native languages
(L2 English and L3 Spanish) via formal school instruction. On average, they had
spent 13.92 years (SD = 2.80) learning English and 3.67 years (SD = 2.13) learning
Spanish.

In addition, we used a relatively large stimuli list, containing 27 items (more details
are provided in the ‘Methods’ section). Previous studies using the n — 2 paradigm
exclusively used relatively small lists. For example, Philipp et al. (2007) employed
nine digits, whereas six pictures were used in Declerck and Philipp (2018). A limited
number of items within a dataset necessarily results in increased item repetitions,
potentially constraining the ecological validity of insights derived from such data
(Winter & Grice, 2021). In the context of language control studies, the repetition of
items may exert a significant influence on the activation levels specific to those items,
which, in turn, could have implications for the underlying control processes
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(Kleinman & Gollan, 2018; Shen & Chen, 2023). Analogously, repetition priming
effects would entail the overall higher activation of all the items within the set, which
would interact with the language activation levels, leading to some unintended
impact on the n — 2 repetition effect. Therefore, given the prevalent use of limited
stimulus lists in the field and the potential influence item repetition may have on the
n — 2 repetition effect, we decided to increase the number of stimulus items. Such
efforts are imperative to uphold the validity of conclusions drawn from bilingual
language control studies.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

Thirty-seven Chinese—English—Spanish trilinguals (mean age = 21.52, SD = 2.37)
from several universities in mainland China participated. Mandarin Chinese was
their dominant language and the language of daily communication. They were
undergraduate students in Spanish, and they had learned English as a compulsory
subject at school before entering university. The medium of instruction was Chinese
in these universities, but Spanish lessons were mainly delivered in Spanish. During
the first 2 years of university, they had 2 h of English class each week. After that,
English classes became optional.

Before the experiment, we measured the participants’ language proficiency in each
language with the Multilingual Naming Test (MINT; Gollan et al., 2012). The MINT
is a standardized naming test where participants name 68 pictures of varying word
frequencies. It has been validated as a reliable measure for capturing variance in
bilinguals’ language proficiency and language dominance in English, Spanish and
Mandarin (Gollan et al., 2012; Ivanova et al., 2013; Sheng et al., 2014). The MINT has
also been shown to correlate with the global proficiency of second language learners
at both high and low proficiency levels (Liu & Chaouch-Orozco, 2024). Participants
completed the MINT first in Chinese, then in English and lastly in Spanish. Their
MINT scores, shown in Table 1, significantly differed across the three languages
(L1 vs. L2, t = 14.22, p < 0.001; L1 vs. L3, t = 15.96, p < 0.001; L2 vs. L3, t = 2.48,
p = 0.01), indicating that the participants’ proficiency in the three languages correl-
ated with their order of acquisition. Their self-reported proficiency in the three
languages mirrored the MINT scores, except that the difference in perceived profi-
ciency between L2 English and L3 Spanish only approached significance (L1 vs. L2,
t=15.61,p <0.001; L1 vs. L3, £ =11.21, p < 0.001; L2 vs. L3, t = 1.49, p = 0.07). The
subjects also completed the Language History Questionnaire 3 (LHQ3, Li et al., 2020).

Table 1. Participants’ language use and proficiency information

L1 Chinese L2 English L3 Spanish

Total use in years 21.17 (2.45) 13.92 (2.80) 3.67 (2.13)
Language use (in %) 63.27 (13.01) 15.80 (9.12) 20.92 (9.83)
MINT scores 60.84 (2.96) 40.45 (5.51) 28.14 (8.68)
Self-reported proficiency (on a scale of 7) 6.64 (0.49) 4.83 (0.66) 4.55 (1.05)
Listening 6.80 (0.44) 4.74 (0.85) 4.24 (1.14)
Speaking 6.62 (0.60) 4.30 (0.88) 4.10 (1.04)
Reading 6.72 (0.46) 5.42 (0.71) 5.12 (1.14)
Writing 6.40 (0.82) 4.86 (0.93) 4.74 (1.20)
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Their language use also significantly differed across the three languages (L1 vs. L2,
t=13.90, p < 0.001; L1 vs. L3, t = 11.82, p < 0.001; L2 vs. L3, t = —2.19, p = 0.02).

Concerns regarding the sample size of the present study are acknowledged, given
the inherent logistical challenges associated with recruiting trilingual participants.
The rarity of individuals proficient in L1 Chinese, L2 English and L3 Spanish
significantly constrains the pool of potential participants. This difficulty is exacer-
bated by the need to carefully match the proficiency levels among the languages —
specifically, ensuring higher proficiency in English than in Spanish, yet maintaining
sufficient proficiency in Spanish to participate in the experiment, in alignment with
the participant background in Declerck and Philipp (2018).

Given the complexities of conducting power analysis for mixed-effects models, we
draw upon comparable studies within the literature for guidance. Notably, a power
analysis in a recent study by Koch et al. (2024), which also investigated n — 2
repetition costs, indicated that a sample of 28 participants would be adequate to
discern differences in n — 2 language repetition costs with a power of 0.80. Conse-
quently, we consider that our sample size is sufficiently robust to detect significant
effects within an n — 2 repetition design framework, while acknowledging the
challenges in participant recruitment.

2.2. Tasks and materials

The participants completed a picture—word matching task. They listened to a word
and decided whether a picture on the screen matched the heard stimuli. They were
asked to respond as accurately and quickly as possible. Twenty-seven pictures were
taken from MultiPic (Dunabeitia et al.,, 2018). The nouns labeling each of these
entities in the three languages were comparable in word frequency and the number of
syllables. The frequencies for the Chinese, English and Spanish names for the pictures
were based on SUBTLEX-CH (Cai & Brysbaert, 2010), SUBTLEX-UK (van Heuven
etal,2014) and SUTBLEX-ESP (Cuetos et al., 2011), respectively. See Appendix A for
the complete list of stimuli. The pronunciation of the stimuli words was created on
the website https://soundoftext.com/, using Mandarin Chinese, British English and
Peninsular Spanish. The same pictures and stimuli words were used to construe
match and non-match trial.

There were four blocks of 40—41 trials. Each word was repeated three times in each
language as audio stimuli, and each picture was repeated nine times as visual stimuli.
The sequence of trials was pseudorandomized across languages, stimulus type,
language sequence (e.g., ABA vs. CBA) and answer type (match vs. non-match).
Immediate repetition of a language and immediate repetition of a stimulus (both
visual and audio) either in the subsequent trial (either match or non-match) or the
one following it was not allowed.

2.3. Procedure

The online experiment was created and presented on Gorilla Experiment Builder
(Anwyl-Irvine et al., 2020). After providing their consent and reading the instruc-
tions, the participants performed an audio check by listening to a few words to check
the sound volume. Then, they were presented with 12 practice trials and were allowed
to repeat the practice as many times as needed. Right-handed subjects had to
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manually press ‘0" on the keyboard to indicate ‘match’ and ‘1’ for ‘non-match’. The
order was inverted for left-handed participants. Following previous procedures, we
presented the stimuli with a cue indicating the relevant language. Each trial started
with a fixation point (600 ms), followed by the stimulus and the cue. The stimulus and
the cue remained on the screen until a response (key press) was given. The partici-
pants were allowed to rest between blocks.

2.4. Data analysis

Data and analysis code can be found in the corresponding author’s OSF repository
(https://osf.io/3qmy4/). As the task was completed online, some measures were taken
to ensure the quality of the data. First, the average and standard deviation time taken
to complete the task were calculated. Participants who took more than the average
plus two standard deviations to complete were excluded from the analysis. This was
done because excessive time could indicate that participants were distracted while
completing the experiment. Second, each participant’s data were examined carefully
to detect random responses. Our experiment did not permit more than five con-
secutive identical responses (either match or mismatch), thus, instances where a
participant provided the same answer for more than 10 consecutive trials were
flagged as random. As there were no more than five consecutive runs for the same
answer (match or mismatch), if a participant provided the same answer for more
than 10 consecutive trials, we considered such answers random. Furthermore,
considering the high-frequency nature of the words used and the familiarity of the
depicted objects, we anticipated a high level of accuracy in participant responses.
Therefore, an accuracy rate below 80% was interpreted as an indication of potential
distraction among participants. Following these exclusion criteria, two participant’s
data were moved. Thus, the experiment contained data from 35 participants.

For each participant, the first two trials of each block were removed. RTs three
standard deviations below and above the mean were also removed. Responses below
200 ms that hardly reflected conscious responses were further removed. In total,
2.88% of the observations were removed.

The exploration of the RT distributions indicated that the Inverse Gaussian trans-
formation provided the best correction to the typical skewness in the distribution of the
raw RTs. Thus, in the RT analysis, these transformed RTs were used and incorrect
responses were removed. RTs and error rates were analyzed with (generalized) linear
mixed-effects models (Baayen et al., 2008) using R (version 3.6.1; R Core Team, 2021)
with the Ime4 package (Bates et al., 2015). Following Scandola and Tidoni (2021),
complex random intercepts (CRIs; i.e., using random intercepts for each grouping
factor instead of random slopes) were employed. For each analysis, a maximal model
was fitted. In the case of non-convergence, the CRI that explained the least variance was
removed until the model converged.

The fixed effects in the models included main effects and interactions of interest
(Brauer & Curtin, 2018). The grouping factors were trial type (i.e., repetition vs. non-
repetition), language (i.e., Chinese, English and Spanish) and their interactions. Full-
CRI structures with random intercepts for subjects and each grouping factor were
specified. Sum contrasts for the language variable were employed. For the accuracy
analysis, the variable was dummy-coded (1 for ‘correct’ and 0 for ‘incorrect’) and
employed generalized linear mixed-effects models with a binomial family fit.
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Because R only allows for n — 1 levels contrasts to be specified, two maximal
models differing in their contrasts for the factor language were built in each
experiment’s analysis. If a maximal model did not converge, the CRI explaining
the least variance was removed and the resulting model was run. This procedure was
repeated until the model converged. Further, we checked model assumptions (e.g.,
normality of residuals’ distribution, homoscedasticity) and removed observations
with absolute standardized residuals above 2.5 SD (Baayen & Milin, 2010). Model
1 contrasted Chinese versus English (and Chinese vs. Spanish), and Model 2 con-
trasted Chinese versus Spanish (and English vs. Spanish). When the effects are
identical in all models, we report them only once. When the effects differ between
the two models, we report the results of both models (see Appendix B for all maximal
and convergent models and their results).

3. Results

Table 2 displays the RTs and error rates. The RT analysis showed that the main effect
of trial type was significant (f = 0.02, ¢ = 2.01, p < 0.05), indicating that responses to
repetition trials were faster. In other words, we observed an n — 2 repetition benefit
effect. Moreover, the post hoc pairwise comparisons revealed that this effect was
significant in English (5 = 0.03, z = 2.41, p < 0.05). The effect of trial type was also
significant in Spanish (8 = 0.03, z = 2.56, p < 0.05).

However, the error rate analysis only partially replicated these patterns, with a
significant effect found for English (f = 1.46, z = 4.70, p < 0.001) but not for Spanish
(6 =0.03,z=1.27, p = .90). Interestingly, this effect reflects an n — 2 repetition cost,
instead of the benefit we observed in the rest of results. Note, however, that accuracy
effects have been traditionally regarded as less reliable difference of processing
mechanisms. Ultimately, the results of interest are RTs, as the standard assumption
is that processing difficulties are reflected in those RT's.

4. Discussion

The present study set out to investigate whether inhibition is involved in the linguistic
identification system during bilingual comprehension with the n — 2 repetition
paradigm.

Table 2. Mean response times (RTs, in milliseconds; standard deviations), error rates (%) and n — 2
repetition effects (in milliseconds)

n — 2 repetition n — 2 non-repetition
n—2 n—2
repetition repetition
effect in effect in
Language RT Error rates RT Error rates RT error rates
Chinese 1,124 (512) 0.1 1,127 (588) 0.0 -3 0.1
English 1,274 (778) 0.6 1,324 (899) 0.1 —50" 0.5"
Spanish 1,539 (1,263) 0.4 1,594 (1,196) 0.4 —55* 0

*p < 0.05.
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Declerck and Philipp (2018), the only study that employed this methodology in
comprehension, provided some limited evidence to support that inhibition was
involved in bilingual comprehension, but that it was also contingent on task demands
and language proficiency. To further examine this question, we followed up on their
study by adopting the same n — 2 repetition paradigm but with a different
comprehension-based task. Chinese—English—Spanish late trilinguals performed a
picture-matching task with a relatively large set of items. The increased size of the
stimuli list compared to what was used in previous n — 2 studies aimed to address the
ecological concern with generalizing findings drawn with a small number of items
(Winter & Grice, 2021).

Our data indicate that participants responded faster in the #n — 2 repetition trials
(i.e., when the target language in the # and n — 2 trials matched). That is, we observed
an n — 2 repetition benefit effect in response latencies, going counter the n — 2
repetition cost effect reported in previous studies using production-based tasks that is
indicative of the presence of inhibitory control mechanisms and representing a novel
finding in this literature. In addition, the n — 2 benefit effect was observed in both
English and Spanish, but not in Chinese. There was also a speed—accuracy trade-offin
English (i.e., an n — 2 repetition benefit in RTs but a cost in accuracy). Next, we
interpret the results in light of the different bilingual processing models.

In bilingual language production, studies using the n — 2 repetition paradigm have
consistently observed an n — 2 repetition cost (Babcock & Vallesi, 2015; Declerck
et al,, 2015; Philipp & Koch, 2009; Philipp et al., 2007; Timmer et al., 2018). The
explanation for this cost relies on persisting inhibition. In the sequence ABA, after
language A is used in the first trial, it is inhibited in the next trial (language B). This
inhibition persists into the third trial of the sequence, when A is required again. This
results in worse performance than in the CBA sequence. There, when language A is
required in the third trial, the initial inhibition exerted on A in the first trial has had
more time to dissipate.

Here, we predicted that if inhibition operates within the language identification
system as posited in the BIA model, we should expect an n — 2 repetition cost, which
would be further modulated by language proficiency, similar to what was found in
Declerck and Philipp (2018). In contrast, we observed an n — 2 repetition benefit, an
effect not predicted by the inhibition account but that can be explained by the
persisting activation account discussed in the introduction (Declerck & Philipp,
2015; Koch et al., 2010). Responding in the n — 2 trial of the ABA sequence activated
language A above its baseline level. This extra activation — not being suppressed at the
subsequent switch to language B —needed some time to dissipate. As such, by the time
the participant responds in the # trial (third trial) to language A again, the remaining
residual activation facilitates the performance compared to the situation where no
persisting activation was to be found (i.e., the CBA sequence).

Our findings are, in principle, at odds with those reported in Declerck and Philipp
(2018). Using the same n — 2 repetition paradigm, Declerck and Philipp (2018)
observed costs, although only in the least proficient language, whereas the present
study found benefits. Noteworthy, however, the tasks employed in the two studies
differed. In the present task, participants needed to recognize the heard word, retrieve
the conceptual representation, and judge whether that representation matched the
concept in the picture. Notably, the audio stimulus also sent activation to the
translation equivalents in other languages. However, this would not create conflict
at the response level, as all representations lead to a conceptual representation that is,
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at least to some extent (Chaouch-Orozco et al., 2023), shared among the translation
equivalents.

Conversely, the task in Declerck and Philipp (2018) was picture categorization, in
which subjects judged whether a specific letter was present in the word describing
the picture in the input language. There, the concept depicted by the picture
activated the orthographic representations in all three languages. This can lead to
conflict at the response level with regards to the presence or absence of the specific
letter in the corresponding word of the target language.

Reconciling the different findings observed in the two studies poses a challenge
within the framework of the BIA model, as this account does not explicitly address
how differences in task demands at the response level may affect the engagement of
inhibitory processes. As such, the BIA model predicts an n — 2 repetition cost,
irrespective of the task at hand, provided that it involves lexical-semantic involve-
ment processing, a prediction at odds with our findings.

Conversely, the BIA+ model offers a potential explanation for the findings
observed in both studies. This model posits that in the absence of inhibition within
the language identification system, the activation outputs are regulated through the
task/decision system, which can respond to differences in task demands by imple-
menting dynamic adaptations. In the picture—word matching task employed in the
present study, the primary challenge lies in understanding the meaning, rather than
managing multiple linguistic systems simultaneously. The converging paths to the
shared meaning from the different language representations might enhance task
performance, as opposed to hindering it. Consequently, the task/decision system
adjusts to these demands by allowing the persisting activation of items from the same
language to influence the recognition threshold for that language when it is reused
two trials later.

In a picture categorization task such as the one used in Declerck and Philipp
(2018), because of the conflict at the response level, the task/decision system may
manage the persisting activation in a different manner to prevent interference. Such
interference prevention measure applied to a language may lead to a performance
cost in this language if it is required immediately again.

Drawing on these observations, we propose that inhibition does not constitute an
intrinsic mechanism within the language identification system for modulating
language activation levels during bilingual comprehension, in line with the BIA+.
Rather, the task/decision system responds to the particular demands of a given task,
implementing dynamic adjustments to regulate the output from the language iden-
tification system. These adjustments give rise to a task-dependent n — 2 repetition
effect within the context of bilingual comprehension, highlighting the adaptability of
the cognitive processes involved in managing language activation and control.

Similar to Declerck and Philipp (2018), the present findings also show that the
n — 2 repetition effect is modulated by proficiency (i.e., the effect is not equally
manifest in all three languages). The benefit was observed in both nondominant
languages, English and Spanish, but not in the dominant Chinese. According to the
persisting activation account mentioned in the introduction, proficiency plays a
critical role in influencing activation dynamics (Philipp et al., 2007). In this frame-
work, a less proficient language experiences stronger activation, which persists into
the following trials. Consequently, one would expect a more pronounced n — 2
repetition benefit in the less proficient language, given the greater potential for
facilitation. In contrast, the already high baseline activation in a more developed
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language, like L1 Chinese, is likely to result in a ceiling effect, where responses in the n
trial receive negligible additional facilitation from the previous n — 2 trial. This aligns
with the null effect in L1 Chinese but does not explain the similar magnitude of
benefit in L2 English and L3 Spanish, as one would have expected to observe the
largest n — 2 repetition benefit in L3 Spanish — the less proficient language.

It is important to note that our participants used Spanish more frequently, as they
were majoring in Spanish, and it was the primary medium of instruction in their
classes. In contrast, English lessons were limited to only 2 h per week. Their answers
to the language background questionnaire confirmed that their use of Spanish was
significantly more frequent than English. This disparity in language use may have
lessened the differences in activation levels, resulting in similar levels in both L2
English and L3 Spanish. This interpretation underscores the complex interplay
between proficiency and use and the resulting dynamics within the bilingual lexicon
(Chaouch-Orozco et al., 2021, 2024) and the need for future studies to disentangle
their independent contributions in carefully designed experimental setups.

Moreover, a speed—accuracy trade-off was observed in English. The repetition of a
language two trials back resulted in faster RTs but more errors in English. Such
speed—accuracy trade-off effects have been documented in previous research, often
linked to participants adjusting their response criteria, leading to faster yet more
error-prone responses(Philipp et al., 2007). In this study, it appears participants may
have similarly lowered their response criteria for English. However, it is not quite
clear why this adjustment was exclusively done to English.

Lastly, it should also be noted that a color cue was used for each language in the
present experiment design. Previous research showed that there were cue-repetition
benefits independent of language-repetition effects (Philipp & Koch, 2009), so there
might be a possibility of priming at the level of visual cue encoding contributing to the
observed language-repetition benefits. Further investigation, particularly through
replication studies, is necessary to elucidate the mechanisms underlying these
observations.

5. Conclusion

The present study set out to investigate whether inhibition is involved in the linguistic
identification system during bilingual comprehension with the n — 2 repetition
paradigm, investigating Chinese late trilinguals who learned their two non-native
languages (L2 English and L3 Spanish) via formal school instruction. Our results
indicate that participants responded faster in the #n — 2 repetition trials (i.e., when the
target language in the n and n — 2 trials matched), but more errors were also found in
these trials, at least in L2 English. That is, we observed an n — 2 repetition benefit
effect in response latencies but not in error rates, a novel finding in this literature.
This effect also goes counter the findings in Declerck and Philipp (2018), the first
study adopting this paradigm in bilingual comprehension. We propose that these
different findings can be reconciled under the lens of the BIA+ framework, for which
adjustments by the task/decision system would give rise to a task-dependent n — 2
repetition effect within the context of bilingual comprehension. Furthermore, the
present n — 2 repetition benefit was only found in the two non-native languages but
not in the dominant language. Such results underscore the complex interplay
between proficiency and use and the resulting dynamics within the bilingual lexicon.
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Appendix A The list of stimuli used in the experiment

Frequency Frequency Frequency
Chinese (Zipf values) English (Zipf values) Spanish (Zipf values)
ji 4.94 Chicken 4.82 pollo 4.67
[tei/ /'tfik.in/ /’poko/
tou fa 5.07 hair 5.03 pelo 497
/thou, fa/ /hed’/ /’pelo/
nv ren 5.63 woman 522 mujer 5.72
/ny, zen/ /'wom.on/ /mu’xer/
nan ren 5.54 man 5.86 hombre 6.02
/nan, zan / /maen/ /’ombre/
yan jing 5.23 eye 5.13 ojo 4.81
/jan, tein/ a1/ /'oxo/
nan hai 5.15 boy 5.28 nino 5.43
/nan, xay/ /bo1/ /’nipa/
zhu 4.78 pig 4.51 cerdo 4.60
[tsu/ /p1g/ /'0ecda/
gou 5.55 dog 4.67 perro 5.22
ST /dog/ [’pera/
shou 5.65 hand 5.44 mano 5.41
[syu/ /haend/ /’mano/
lian 5.18 face 5.44 cara 5.38
/lien/ /[feis/ /’kara/
sen lin 4.40 forest 4.67 bosque 4.73
/san, lin/ /'for.ast/ /’boske/
rou 4.86 meat 4.80 carne 4.92
739/ /mi:t/ [’kacne/
biao 4.65 watch 5.30 reloj 471
/piay/ /wotf/ /re’lox/
nai lao 441 cheese 4.81 queso 4.67
/nay, lay/ /tfi:z/ /’keso/
shu 5.33 book 521 libro 5.20
/su/ /buk/ /liro/
niu nai 4.42 milk 4.73 leche 4.68
/nixy, nar/ /milk/ [lefe/
chuang 5.29 bed 5.12 cama 5.25
/ts"uan/ [bed/ /’kama/
gian 5.94 money 5.84 dinero 5.86
Jtehizen/ /'man.i/ /di’nero/
yi zi 4.55 chair 4.66 silla 4.74
/i, fu/ Jtfea’/ /’sika/
xiang zi 4.65 box 5.12 caja 5.05
[¢ian, tsy/ /boks/ [’kaxa/
men 5.42 door 5.26 puerta 5.52
/man/ /do:"/ /’pwerta/
fang zi 5.39 house 5.83 casa 6.14
[fap, ts)/ /haus/ [’kasa/
chuang hu 4.61 window 4.84 ventana 4.86
[teuan, xu/ /'win.dou/ /ben’tana/
chu fang 4.68 kitchen 5.20 cocina 4.92
/teu, fan/ /'kit[.an/ /ko’6ina/
huo 5.02 fire 5.18 fuego 5.12
/xuo/ [far’/ /fweyo/
gian 5.94 money 5.84 dinero 5.86
Jtehizen/ /'man.i/ /di’nero/
yu mi 4.29 corn 3.94 maiz 4.17
[uy, mi/ /kon/ /ma’io/
qun zi 454 dress 4.85 vestido 491
Jtehyn, tsy/ /dres/ /bes’tido/
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Appendix B Maximal and convergent models for the RTs analysis, and their outcomes

Maximal Model 1: Chinese vs. English and English vs. Spanish:

invRT ~ Trial type * Language + (1 | Participant) + (1 | Participant: Trial type) + (1 | Participant:
Language) + (1 | Participant: Trial type: Language)

Convergent Model 1: Chinese vs. English and English vs. Spanish:

invRT ~ Trial type * Language + (1 | Participant) + (1 | Participant: Language)

Table B1. Summary of Model 1 for the analysis of RTs, including intercept and factors and their
coefficients, standard errors, t-values and p-values

Coefficient SE t-Value p-Value
Intercept —0.91 0.03 —40.24 <0.001
Trial type 0.02 0.01 2.20 0.03
Language 1 —0.18 0.02 —10.00 <0.001
Language 2 —0.20 0.02 —10.62 <0.001
Trial type by language 1 —0.06 0.02 —2.95 <0.5
Trial type by language 2 —0.03 0.02 —1.57 0.12

Maximal Model 2: Chinese vs. Spanish and English vs. Spanish:

invRT ~ Trial type * Language + (1 | Participant) + (1 | Participant: Trial type) + (1 | Participant:
Language) + (1 | Participant: Trial type: Language)

Convergent Model 2: Chinese vs. Spanish and English vs. Spanish:

invRT ~ Trial type * Language + (1 | Participant) + (1 | Participant: Language)

Table B2. Summary of Model 2 for the analysis of RTs, including intercept and factors and their
coefficients, standard errors, t-values and p-values

Coefficient SE t-Value p-Value
Intercept —0.91 0.03 —40.24 <0.001
Trial type 0.02 0.01 2.20 0.03
Language 1 —0.18 0.02 —10.00 <0.001
Language 2 —0.01 0.02 —0.62 0.54
Trial type by language 1 —0.06 0.02 —2.95 <0.5
Trial type by language 2 0.03 0.02 1.39 0.17

Cite this article: Liu, H, & Chaouch-Orozco, A. (2025). Language control in auditory bilingual
comprehension: uncovering novel evidence from the n — 2 repetition paradigm, Language and Cognition, 17,
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