The Facilitation and Inhibition of
Shared Vocabulary in Picture-Naming

Vocabulary shared between two languages - similar in form and meaning in both - are called
cognates or doppels. Picture-naming studies (e.g. Costa et al. 2000, Christoffels et al 2007)
have shown faster, more accurate naming of doppels than non-doppels. As a result, there is
widespread recognition of a doppel (cognate) facilitation effect.

There is evidence, however, that bilinguals avoid doppels. Ellison & Miceli (2017) describe
evidence of an anti-doppel bias from language instruction (Malkiel 2009), behavioural
experiments (Ellison & Miceli 2017), and qualitative accounts of deliberate language
differentiation (Frangois 2011, Anal 2011) as well as indirect evidence from lexical evolution
in related languages. They argue that this bias against doppels favours an alternative
non-doppel word form whenever such a form is available, and other conditions are met.

This presentation reconciles picture-naming results showing doppel facilitation with evidence
showing doppel avoidance.

Most picture-naming experiements have singular responses intended for each picture, hence
seek to trigger names without synonyms, e.g. a banana. Where a participant response does
not match the intended result, it is often discarded as an error (e.g. Christoffels et al 2007,
section 4.5). These constraints strongly favour stimuli triggering words which have no
synonyms within the target language. These are circumstances in which no anti-doppel bias
is expected. If however, stimuli were to have synonymous alternative responses, it should
become apparent.

To test this prediction, we developed and ran a picture-naming study in which there were 4
stimulus conditions and 2 participant conditions. The two participant conditions were:
(English-speaking) *monolingual* and (Dutch-English) *bilingual*. The four stimulus
conditions were contained pictures triggering: (1) a single response non-doppel form, (2) a
single response doppel form, (3) multiple responses including a doppel and a non-doppel,
and (4) multiple responses non of which were doppels.

The results of this experiment show that ambiguity interacts with doppels in picture-naming
behaviour. Doppels lead to a response acceleration if there are no alternative options
(comparing conditions 1&2 in bilinguals). Ambiguity, and ambiguity with a doppel in
particular, lead to a slow-down in response times (conditions 3 and 4).

In conclusion, the apparent counter-evidence to the anti-doppel bias from picture-naming
experiments is an artefact of experimental designs, and does not hold there are non-doppel
alternatives. This confirmation of the anti-doppel bias adds to the case for this bias playing
an important role in the lexical evolution of languages in contact.
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