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Abstract

Vaccination hesitancy impedes nationwide vaccination coverage during the COVID-19
pandemic. The decision for such a vaccine may be influenced by the way that people are
addressed in vaccination campaigns, as persuasion relies on effective communication
strategies. A crucial element in this addressing process is the use of formal (V) and informal
(T) pronouns of address, which, as research suggests, varies across cultures. Therefore, this
study aimed to examine if the use of formal (V) and informal (T) pronouns of address affected
the persuasiveness of pandemic-related messages in Dutch and German students. An
experiment with a between-subjects design was conducted in which 53 Dutch and 41 German
students were confronted with vaccination campaigns that differed in language, use of
pronoun, and design. The participants had to evaluate them with a scale that measured
perceived persuasiveness and that was divided into the elements effectiveness, quality, and
capability. It was hypothesised that the Dutch participants would show a preference for the
posters featuring a T version, in contrast to the German participants because they are used
more frequently in the Dutch language. The findings do not align with the expected preference
of Dutch people for the T and of Germans for the V version because the manipulation of the
variable pronoun of address did not show a significant effect on the evaluation of
effectiveness, quality, and capability that lead to persuasiveness. However, they indicate an
effect of nationality on the evaluation of the variable quality, that is, Germans rating the
posters higher than the Dutch participants. Hence, the findings contribute to a better
understanding of cultural preferences regarding effective communication in public health care.
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The ads of the pandemic: An effect study of formal (V) and informal (T) pronouns of
address on the persuasiveness of pandemic-related messages in Dutch and German
students

The ubiquity of the COVID-19-pandemic is demonstrated across various communication
media. Health and crisis communication have become a vital part of everyday news and have
dominated the media landscape for the past two years. Since December 2020, a vaccination
against the COVID-19 virus is available that the media presented as the salvation in this state
of emergency. Still, and according to Neumann-Böhme et al. (2020) unsurprisingly, to the
current date, only 69.4% of the German population and 64% of the Dutch population made
use of this long and eagerly awaited opportunity1. Vaccination hesitancy, as this behaviour is
called, poses a threat to herd immunity as the remaining percentage of the population that
stays unvaccinated significantly impedes nationwide vaccination coverage, which makes the
return to pre-COVID-19 times a tedious process (Neumann-Böhme et al., 2020). Political as
well as health institutions and non-government organisations make use of a variety of media
channels to inform citizens about the implications of the vaccination and persuade them of its
benefits. The appeals range from posters, leaflets, online campaigns supplemented by
celebrity endorsement to speeches and press conferences during which authorities in the
health as well as political sector communicate a pro-vaccination attitude to stimulate an
increase in vaccination rates. Consequently, this paper will take a closer look at the
interrelatedness between the two underlying fields of research, health and crisis
communication on the one hand, and linguistic pronouns of address as possible mediators of
persuasiveness on the other hand.

Literature review
Studies on health and crisis communication reveal the importance of a strong and effective
communication pattern and leadership in exceptional situations (Rachfal, 2016; Jaworska,
2021). After her analysis of Angela Merkel’s communicative style in pre-and post-COVID-19
times, Jaworska (2021) states that:
(…) in response to the crisis, Merkel chose particular devices such as pronouns,
specific adverbs adjectives, conjunctions and modal verbs to do her convincing work;
1

These percentages are subject to change, status: 10th June 2022, referring to people who received two
vaccinations and a ‘Booster’ vaccination being 18 years or older (sources: https://www.rivm.nl/covid-19vaccinatie/archief-wekelijkse-update-vaccinatiecijfers-2022;
https://www.rki.de/DE/Content/InfAZ/N/Neuartiges_Coronavirus/Daten/Impfquotenmonitoring.html)
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to connect with the audiences, generate a sense of unity, and encourage solidarity in an
attempt to create the adherence of minds. (p. 8)
As indicated in this statement, concerning health and crisis communication, a deciding
factor for or against a behavioural adjustment to a crisis is the factor of persuasion. As defined
by Dubov (2015), the aim of persuasion performed by a communicative act “(…) involves an
intentional and successful attempt to change someone's attitude or behaviour” and needs to be
distinguished “(…) from cases of manipulation, coercion and deception” (pp. 496-497).
Further research provides numerous extensions to this definition of persuasion which
implicates its multifacetedness. Firstly, Hoeken et al. (2019) conclude that persuasion depends
on communication because only through communication a reflection about personal attitudes
can be initiated that subsequently might lead to a change in behaviour. Hence, the transfer of
information in the persuasive act decides the success of the persuasion. Furthermore, Hoeken
et al. (2019) state that the previously defined act of persuasion needs to meet the criterion of
offering the persuadee multiple alternative options of behaviour that they could choose from.
Only then the final decision for the intended option can be regarded as successful persuasion.
Applied to the COVID-19 pandemic, persuasion is a key factor for the coping of this global
crisis that relies on a persistent and united course of action, supported by a vast majority. The
willingness of the individual to get vaccinated and to adhere to a new set of rules which might
contain temporarily constraints on personal freedom for the sake of a whole population needs
effective persuasion strategies to consequently lead to a change in attitude and behaviour.
Referring to this challenge, Ceylan and Hayran (2021) investigated the persuasiveness of
prosocial versus self-interested appeals that asked participants to engage in social distancing
before the introduction of the vaccination to the market. These attempts differed in their
wording as the prosocial attempt included the importance of social distance to ensure health
for everyone (“For all our health, keep your physical distance with others”/Plural You) in
contrast to the material which focused on the individual health only, promoting self-interested
behaviour (“For your own health, keep your physical distance with others”/Singular You)
(Ceylan & Hayran, 2021). Their findings suggest a prosocial attempt to reach behaviour
control and message compliance, and, therefore, the use of second-person plural pronouns
instead of second-person singular pronouns, as indicated in their stimuli material. Besides
these practical implications, their conclusions simultaneously underline the dependency of
persuasiveness on individual attitudes and intrinsic predispositions, that is, for instance, the
level of fear of the virus (Ceylan & Hayran, 2021). Their conclusions contribute to the
theoretical framework of the present study as they add to the range of possible moderators of
3

persuasiveness, such as pronouns and influential attitudes, which need to be considered when
explaining participants’ evaluations.
The findings by Jaworska (2021) and Ceylan and Hayran (2021) underline the
importance of function words, such as pronouns, in persuasive communication. Their
distinctive use has mostly been studied under the scope of two different dimensions. One of
them is the effect of collective and individualistic pronouns (We vs. I, Our vs. Your)
concerning persuasiveness, as previously mentioned in the review of Ceylan and Hayran’s
study (2021). In line with this topic, the findings by Jaworska (2021) indicate that a
collectivist pronoun is rather used to unite a nation as a whole instead of using the two
different forms to create distinct in- and out-groups when the speaker finds themselves
confronted with pandemic related messages. Tian et al. (2021), inter alia, studied the effect of
collectivist and individualistic message framing in supportive messages in the context of
COVID-19. Their approach adds to the previous conclusions since they suggest that the
pandemic is a source of distress on both the personal and the collective level, which affects
people’s coping orientation, for instance, towards pandemic rules. An analysis of this
orientation might be of practical use for effective communication in a health crisis because it
enables the responsible institutions to accommodate their communication style to the needs of
the population.
A second dimension that deals with the topic of pronouns and persuasiveness is the
marketing perspective which analyses their public and commercial use in response to
advertising and translation and media studies. Studies on these topics indicate a substantial
cross-linguistic variation (Cruz et al., 2017; Levshina, 2017, House & Kádár, 2020, Smith,
2004). The findings by Cruz et al. (2017), which suggest a positive relationship between
second-person pronouns and consumer involvement, confirm the gap in research on the
effects of function words such as pronouns and their possible influence on attitude formation.
House and Kádár (2020) analysed the phenomenon of cultural filtering, that is, a company’s
adaptation of its campaigns to the target language and culture. In this case, IKEA catalogues
in Honk Kong Mandarin and Belgian French did not contain the informal pronoun of address
even if it is IKEA’s policy because customers speaking these languages perceived the
informal pronoun of address as an inappropriate choice. This paper will try to add to the
suggestion that derives from the sum of these articles which is that further research on the
effects and the potential of pronouns is necessary.
As mentioned in the articles by House and Kádár (2020) and Levshina (2017), the socalled T and V second-person pronouns of address form a subgroup of pronouns. As one of
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the first, Brown and Gilman (1960) initially distinguished between informal (T) and formal
(V) pronouns of address which are used differently in different situations in different
languages and countries. The study by Levshina (2017) on the use of V and T pronouns of
address in the translation of English film subtitles confirms that these pronouns of address are
also used diversely across languages. Her findings suggest a striking difference between the
use of T and V pronouns in Germany and the Netherlands, that is V pronouns being the
preferred choice in German as opposed to a rather informally oriented Dutch language system.
Accordingly, Bruns and Kranich (2021) hypothesise that the German language only slowly
shifts from a hierarchical and formal verbal style to communication that mirrors the
remarkable trend of flattening hierarchies in communication across Western cultures in
contrast to the Netherlands. As indicated by Levshina (2017), the Netherlands already shows a
higher frequency of T pronouns of address and, therefore, might implement this shift faster. In
the German language, the T form refers to the second-person singular personal pronoun Du
(youT), whereas the Dutch equivalent is Je or Jij (youT). On the other hand, Sie (youV)
represents the formal V pronoun of address in German and U (youV) is used in the Dutch
language system.
In line with the previous insights, the main findings of Hofstede (1980 & 2001) and
Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey (1988) lead to the assumption that differences in the use of T
and V pronouns occur depending on culture and context because they are a part of the cultural
norms and values of politeness and status. When comparing Germany and the Netherlands on
the Hofstede dimensions, they differ significantly when it comes to masculinity. Germany
scores 66 and the Netherlands score 14 on the masculinity index (MAS) which locates
Germany on rank 13 out of 76 countries in contrast to the Netherlands on rank 73 (Hofstede et
al., 2010, pp.141-143). As the dimension of masculinity stresses achievement, competition
and assertiveness compared to consensus-oriented, cooperating and modest feminine cultures
(Hofstede Insights, 2021), these results suggest that the use of V pronouns might dominate in
a masculine, and, therefore, rather status-oriented German culture as indicated by the studied
trend by Levshina (2017). Status and power might be expressed and controlled by the use and
demand of V pronouns to demonstrate a competitive attitude and achievement. Brown and
Gilman (1960) support this assumption with their link of the V pronouns of address to formal
encounters in a context of power imbalance where achievement and competition are stressed.
Simultaneously, the as feminine categorised Dutch culture might rely on a dominating use of
T pronouns to create a cooperative environment through modest and consensus-oriented
behaviour. In support of this assumption, as for the use of V pronouns, we could draw from
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Brown and Gilman (1960) who likewise suggest a relationship between the use of T pronouns
with an environment of equality and solidarity, which aligns with Hofstede’s characterisation
of feminine culture values because consensus-orientation and cooperation can lead to equality
and power balance. Hence, the linguistic choice between formal and informal pronouns of
address can reflect a culture’s collective behaviour and values. An additional link between
German and Dutch is that together with the English language, German and Dutch create the
so-called ‘Germanic sandwich’, an expression that visualises the Dutch language as a middle
part between German and English. German with a very distinct use of either T or V pronouns
of address and English which does not provide the speaker with a V form hold the Dutch
language in between that draws from elements of both language systems and verbal styles of
the two cultures and languages. Therefore, the apparent proximity and the complex linguistic
relationship of the two neighbouring cultures and their languages might unveil further
similarities or differences between the languages when compared in an experiment.
After summarising all these findings and implications, the existing research gap lies in
the missing connection between the two fields of research, health, and crisis communication
on the one hand and T and V pronouns of address as mediators of persuasiveness on the other
hand. A literature review showed that the majority of studies are concerned with the effect of
collectivist vs. individualistic pronouns or the use of pronouns regarding persuasion in
marketing and media studies. The focus on formal and informal pronouns of address will
expand the research on pronoun use since effect studies on T and V pronouns regarding
persuasiveness are non-existent. Hence, our research will contribute to the existing literature
on T and V pronouns and their use and implications by also adding the variable
persuasiveness to the theory. The practical relevance of this study develops out of the need for
vaccination coverage. Assuming an effect, the findings could contribute to a better
understanding of attitude formation related to vaccination appeal that the relevant authorities
could draw from for their communication strategies. As research-based linguistic guidelines
can be easily implemented, they could serve as an efficient attempt to achieve higher
vaccination rates in the current health crisis.
The effect study will particularly focus on students. These young adults represent a
group in the population that was prioritised in the vaccination strategy neither in Germany nor
in the Netherlands. Both, the initial German strategy plan published on the website of the
Robert Koch Institut (Robert Koch Institut, 2021) as well as the exemplary Dutch publications
on vaccination strategy by the advisors of the Rijksinstituut voor Volksgezondheid en Milieu
(Van Dissel, & Kullberg, 2021) group people in the age group of students, thus,
6

approximately 18 to 25 years old, into the last category. Even when these recommendations
were adjusted and more vaccinations were available for a broader part of the population,
people belonging to this age group were still last in line for a vaccination, together with
children under the age of 18. This was due to their assumed stronger immune system that was
expected to protect them from a severe course of a COVID-19 infection. In retrospect, this
decision was highly criticised and the term of “Corona Class of 2020” as a lost generation
(Albrecht et al., 2021) was coined to demonstrate the consequences of their long-lasting
exclusion from social life grounded in political decisions. In addition, almost no youth
tailored channel for young generations was designed to reach this target group in the
vaccination campaigns of both countries which could influence their perception and opinions
on vaccinations in general. A third reason for the focus on students is the linguistic trend of
flattening hierarchies, partially demonstrated through the varying use of T and V pronouns
across countries. It can be expected that the student generation will drive the transformation
towards a more informal communication style because they will shape the language of
tomorrow. Hence, the treatment of this group during the COVID-19 crisis together with their
role in language development makes it worth studying how their evaluations of
persuasiveness mediated by pronoun use differ.
In conclusion, the preceding study of existing literature in the field of pronouns of
address leads to the realisation that the distinctive use of informal (T) and formal (V)
pronouns of address has been treated isolated and hitherto insufficiently regarding their effect
and in the research area of persuasiveness in health and crisis communication. Existing studies
on pronouns have mostly covered the differences between collectivist in contrast to
individualist pronouns in crisis communication or their use in marketing contexts. Therefore,
the present study aims to answer the following research question:
To what extent do T vs. V pronouns of address have an effect on the persuasiveness of
pandemic-related messages in Dutch and German students?
As indicated in the underlying literature, the trend of flattening hierarchies in the
Netherlands, the hesitancy to comply with it in Germany (Bruns & Kranich, 2021) and the
different scores on Hofstede’s dimension of masculinity (Hofstede et al., 2010, pp.141-143)
lead to the hypothesis that the use of T and V pronouns will affect the perceived
persuasiveness of the pandemic-related messages. In line with the findings on cross-cultural
differences in the use of pronouns of address (Levshina, 2017) German participants might
perceive the V pronouns of address as more convincing and trustworthy than the Dutch
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participants because they are deeper embedded in the communication style of their culture.
Accordingly, the Dutch participants are expected to show a preference for the T version.

Method

Material
The experiment was based on sixteen different stimuli that were created by the researchers.
Since the persuasiveness of pandemic-related health messages was investigated, a poster
campaign related to the COVID-19 vaccination served as the material that the participants
were confronted with. The first independent variable regarding the material was the binary
variable of language. In this case, the languages were German and Dutch. The participants
that were asked to react to this campaign were matched according to their nationality and,
therefore, their L1 that was used in the text message. Moreover, a second independent variable
was introduced, that is, the binary use of either V or T pronouns of address in the message
presented in the campaign. Four different poster designs were created, one featuring a needle
(A), one with a doctor (B), one with a globe and a mask (C), and one with a person that
looked outside out of a window (D). Furthermore, the slogans on the posters differed in word
order and word choice as presented in table 1. This variation should enhance the reliability of
the experiment by ruling out further preferences influenced by layout or other factors that
could lead to unsystematic variance. Therefore, one poster design existed in German using the
T or the V pronoun, and in Dutch, using the T or the V pronoun. The German equivalent
included slightly more deviations between the formal and the informal variation due to the
subject-verb agreement. In sum, 16 different materials were created that either featured a
Dutch or a German slogan using the T or the V pronoun and belonging to either design
‘Needle’, ‘Doctor’, ‘Globe’, or ‘Scary’ using slogan 1, 2, 3, or 4. The text messages in the
campaigns were checked by bilingual speakers of Dutch and German to ensure a valid
semantic similarity between the two campaigns and their statement. The manipulated
independent variable is expected to affect the persuasiveness of the messages conveyed to the
Dutch and German students.
Table 1 shows an overview of all slogans varying in the choice of pronoun of address
(T vs. V), language (German/Dutch), design and wording of the slogan. All sixteen versions
of the poster designs are shown in Appendix B.
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Table 1. Overview of campaign messages in German and Dutch using V or T pronouns of
address and varying in four designs

German

Dutch

V condition

Lassen Sie sich impfen!

Laat u vaccineren!

T condition

Lass dich impfen!

Laat je vaccineren!

V condition

Sind Sie schon geimpft?

Bent u al gevaccineerd?

T condition

Bist du schon geimpft?

Ben je al gevaccineerd?

Sie sind geimpft?

Bent u gevaccineerd?

Dann sind Sie geschützt.

Dan bent u beschermd.

Du bist geimpft?

Ben je gevaccineerd?

Dann bist du geschützt.

Dan ben jij beschermd.

Design A ‘Needle’
(Get vaccinated!)

Design B ‘Doctor’
(Are you already
vaccinated?)

Design C ‘Globe’
(Are you vaccinated?
Then you are protected)
V condition

T condition

Design D ‘Scary’
(Protect yourself and
others. Get vaccinated!)
V condition

Schützen Sie sich selbst und alle

Bescherm uzelf en alle anderen.

anderen. Lassen Sie sich impfen! Laat u vaccineeren!
T condition

Schütze dich selbst und alle

Bescherm jezelf en alle anderen.

anderen. Lass dich impfen!

Laat je vaccineeren!
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Participants
A total number of 205 students were recruited for this experiment. After the file was preprocessed, a total number of 94 valid responses were counted. The invalid responses had to be
removed since some participants did not agree to the informed consent form or did not finish
the questionnaire until the end. 51 of the valid participants were native speakers of Dutch,
coming from the Netherlands, and 43 of them were students coming from Germany being
native speakers of German. In total, there were 50 females and 43 males among the valid
answers, as well as one person who identified as non-binary or a third gender. The participants
were recruited by the students conducting the current research and, therefore, came from their
social networks, were fellow students or students at other universities. Most of them were
contacted via social media (Facebook, Instagram, Whatsapp). As the study was based on the
persuasiveness of COVID-19-related messages on students, the participants were required to
be enrolled at any kind of university in the Netherlands or Germany and they had to be
between 18 and 25 years old. The participants were randomly assigned to the different
conditions to rule out further unsystematic variation. 27 participants ended up in the Dutch T
condition and 24 of them were exposed to the Dutch V condition, whereas 21 participants
ended up in the German T, and 22 in the German V condition.

Design
The experiment relied on a 2 by 2 between-subjects design. Nationality and language of the
participant and, accordingly, of the campaign functioned as the first independent categorical
variable with two levels (German and Dutch). The use of pronouns of address was the second
categorical independent variable with two levels (T and V). As the independent variables were
manipulated across four different designs of posters, the experiment used sixteen different
stimuli in total. Each participant evaluated four materials in their L1.

Instruments
The dependent variable of persuasiveness was operationalised by a questionnaire that the
participants were asked to fill in after they had been confronted with the stimulus material. To
conduct the experiment, the researchers draw from an established option for the
operationalisation and measurement of the dependent variable of persuasiveness. That is an
accommodated version of the scale created to measure perceived persuasiveness by Thomas et
al. (2019) which can be found in Appendix C. This exemplary scale serves as a solution to
standardise and compare findings on persuasiveness research and relies on the three
10

components effectiveness, quality, and capability, measured with nine subsidiary items on
seven-point Likert scales with the anchors “strongly disagree” (1) and “strongly agree” (7).
Hence, the dependent variable of persuasiveness was broken up into three dependent variables
(effectiveness, quality, and capability) that were analysed separately by using three univariate
ANOVAs. Furthermore, the model by Thomas et al. (2019) takes into account that actual
persuasion is significantly more difficult to measure than perceived persuasion since an
unrealisable level of effort, confounding variables and ethical issues cause difficulties in the
measurement of persuasion (Thomas et al., 2019). The items that the participants were asked
to evaluate on the seven-point Likert scales are presented in table 2. Questions such as “How
do you feel about vaccinations?” were purposely left out because they could have influenced
the decision-making process when it comes to the questions aiming at an evaluation of
persuasiveness. The calculation of Cronbach’s alpha for the three above-mentioned variables
showed that the items used in the scales were good (α ≥ 0.8). Therefore, the tested scale and
the items provided by Thomas et al. (2019) was used to measure the participants’ evaluations.
In more detail, the internal consistency for the items measuring the variables effectiveness (α
= .97) and quality (α = .90) was excellent and that of the factor capability was good (α = .90),
as shown in table 2.

Table 2. Overview of scale items divided into effectiveness, quality and capability measuring
perceived persuasiveness based on Thomas et al. (2019)
Cronbach’s alpha
Effectiveness α = .97

Items measuring perceived persuasiveness
“This message will cause changes in my behaviour”
“This message causes me to make some changes in my
behaviour”
“After viewing this message, I will make changes in my
attitude”

Quality

α = .90

“This message/campaign is accurate”
“This message/campaign is trustworthy”
“I believe this message/campaign is true”

Capability

α = .90

“This message has the potential to change behaviour”
“This message has the potential to influence behaviour”
“This message has the potential to inspire”
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Procedure
To get access to the experiment the students received a link that led them to Qualtrics
(https://www.qualtrics.com), the online survey software used at Radboud University. The
software separated the participants according to their nationality and later randomly assigned
them to their experimental group. Following this, the participants were then asked to give
informed consent and, afterwards, answer the demographic questions on gender, age,
nationality and L1/L2 to check their compliance with the inclusion criteria by using a dropdown menu. To make sure that the questions regarding the evaluation of the material were
understood correctly, the participants then read an introduction to the following questions as a
pre-text to the actual material. It explained that the behaviour that this study wanted to analyse
referred to the behaviour regarding the COVID-19 vaccination. After reading the introduction
to the materials, they alternatingly saw a poster and were asked to answer the nine questions
based on Thomas et al. (2019) with the seven-point Likert scales. Therefore, they filled in the
questionnaire four times in total, once for each of the four posters. The participants were not
allowed to go back to the previously shown material when they were answering the
questionnaire. In the end, the participants were thanked for their contribution to this study.
Participation in this experiment was voluntary, informed consent was obtained from the
participants and they were assured that their responses were treated confidentially.
Furthermore, they were not paid for their contribution to this study.

Statistical treatment
The categorical predictor variables of language/nationality and choice of the pronoun of
address (T or V) were manipulated to measure the effect on a continuous outcome variable
indicated on Likert scales. Since this research design consisted of two categorical predictor
variables, analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were used for the statistical analysis in SPSS
(https://www.ibm.com/products/spss-statistics). In more detail, three independent factorial
ANOVAs in a between-subjects design were run since the dependent variable of
persuasiveness was broken up into the three dependent variables effectiveness, quality, and
capability, based on the scale by Thomas et al. (2019). The analytical model below visualises
the relationship between the independent variables (language/nationality and pronoun of
address) and the dependent variable persuasiveness which was divided into the three variables
effectiveness, quality and capability.
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Figure 1. Analytical model of the relationship between independent (language & pronoun of
address) and dependent (persuasion as broken up into effectiveness, quality, and
capability) variables.

Results
The purpose of the present study was to find out to what extent T and V pronouns of address
had an effect on the persuasiveness of pandemic-related messages in Dutch and German
students. Persuasiveness was divided into the three dependent variables effectiveness, quality,
and, capability and measured with a scale based on the study by Thomas et al (2019).
Therefore, the following analyses is divided into three parts.

Effectiveness
A two-way analysis of variance with native language (German/Dutch) and type of pronoun of
address (condition V or T) as factors showed no significant main effect of native language on
effectiveness (F (1, 90) = 1.48, p = .227). Type of pronoun of address was not found to have a
significant main effect on effectiveness (F (1, 90) = .10, p = .759). The interaction effect
between native language and type of pronoun of address was not statistically significant (F (1,
90) < 1). Table 3 shows means, standard deviations and the total number of participants for
the evaluations of the effectiveness of the pandemic-related message in function of native
language and type of pronoun of address.
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Table 3. Means, standard deviations (between brackets), and n for the effectiveness of
the pandemic-related message in function of native language and type of pronoun
of address (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
Dutch
M

(SD) n

German

Total

M

M

(SD) n

(SD) n

Condition T

3.35 (1.16) 27

3.72 (1.43) 21

3.51 (1.29) 48

Condition V

3.50 (1.10) 24

3.73 (1.10) 22

3.61 (1.09) 46

Total

3.42 (1.12) 51

3.72 (1.25) 43

3.56 (1.19) 94

Quality
Furthermore, a two-way analysis of variance with native language (German/Dutch) and type
of pronoun of address (condition V or T) as factors showed a significant main effect of native
language on quality (F (1, 90) = 7.10, p = .009). Regarding quality, participants with German
as their native language evaluated the message significantly higher (M = 4.60, SD = 1.08) than
the Dutch speaking participants (M = 3.98, SD =1.07) in the T condition. Similarly, in the V
condition, the German speaking participants evaluated the message significantly higher (M =
4.86, SD = .78) than the Dutch speaking participants (M = 4.45, SD = .76) regarding the factor
quality. Type of pronoun of address was not found to have a significant main effect on quality
(F (1, 90) = 3.70, p = .072). The interaction effect between native language and type of
pronoun of address was not statistically significant (F (1, 90) < 1). Table 4 shows means,
standard deviations and the total number of participants for the evaluations of the quality of
the pandemic-related message in function of native language and type of pronoun of address.
Table 4.

Means, standard deviations (between brackets), and n for the quality of
the pandemic-related message in function of native language and type of
pronoun of address (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
Dutch
M

(SD) n

German

Total

M

M

(SD) n

(SD) n

Condition T

3.98 (1.07) 27

4.60 (1.08) 21

4.25 (1.11) 48

Condition V

4.45 (.76) 24

4.86 (.78) 22

4.64 (.79) 46

Total

4.20 (.96) 51

4.73 (.94) 43

4.44 (.98) 94
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Capability
Moreover, a two-way analysis of variance with native language (German/Dutch) and type of
pronoun of address (condition V or T) as factors showed no significant main effect of native
language on capability (F (1, 90) = .37, p = .546). Type of pronoun of address was not found
to have a significant main effect on capability (F (1, 90) = .31, p = .579). The interaction
effect between native language and type of pronoun of address was not statistically significant
(F (1, 90) < 1). Table 5 shows means, standard deviations and the total number of participants
for the evaluations of the capability of the pandemic-related message in function of native
language and type of pronoun of address.
Table 5.

Means, standard deviations (between brackets), and n for the capability of
the pandemic-related message in function of native language and type of pronoun
of address (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
Dutch
M

(SD) n

German

Total

M

M

(SD) n

(SD) n

Condition T

4.31 (.99) 27

4.52 (1.11) 21

4.40 (1.04) 48

Condition V

4.30 (.78) 24

4.31 (.89) 22

4.31 (.82) 46

Total

4.30 (.89) 51

3.41 (1.00) 43

4.40 (.94) 94

Discussion & Conclusion

This study aimed to test the effect of formal (V) and informal (T) pronouns of address on the
persuasiveness of pandemic-related messages in Dutch and German students. It was
hypothesised that the German students would evaluate the messages including a V pronoun as
higher than those with a T pronoun, in contrast to the Dutch participants who were expected
to show a preference for the messages formulated with the T pronoun. The findings of the
experiment do not confirm this hypothesis as the use of T and V pronouns did not show a
main effect on the evaluation of the three dependent variables effectiveness, quality, and
capability that lead to persuasiveness.
The experiment did not lead to the expected findings, that was a significant effect of
formal and informal pronouns of address depending on the nationality or native language of
the participants. As stated earlier, Germany and the Netherlands score relatively similar on the
majority of Hofstede’s dimensions. The cultural closeness might have led to the insignificant
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effect and missing interaction between the factor pronoun of address and nationality. The
current findings cannot verify the suggestions made by Levshina (2017), who suggested a
striking difference between the use of T and V pronouns in Germany and the Netherlands, that
is V pronouns being the preferred choice in German as opposed to a rather informally oriented
Dutch language system. In addition, the assumptions made based on the scores of the
Netherlands and Germany on Hofstede’s dimension of masculinity and femininity (Hofstede
et al., 2010) cannot be confirmed. The link made between Germany’s higher score on
masculinity with a preference for the V version of the pandemic-related message was not
found in this experiment. The fact that the results of the experiment did not fall in line with
previous studies on T and V pronouns of address might be due to the fact that the experiment
used different participants and a different design. As indicated in the literature review,
students as a target group might not represent the general trend of a more hesitant German and
a rather progressive Dutch culture in the acceptance of a communicative style using the
informal pronoun of address. The rise of social media and the young age might have
outweighed the culturally-based difference and made them one homogeneous group that
differed less within itself depending on nationality than an older group. Hence, these results
might announce a future trend and cannot confirm the general trend observed by Bruns and
Kranich (2021). Moreover, Levshina (2017) had used a different methodological approach,
namely a corpus study with conditional inference trees instead of an experiment. The
difference in design might have led to different outcomes because the writers of the subtitles
cannot be compared with the participants in an experiment since Levshina did not study their
attitudes but only evaluated the content in regard to various variables.
In contrast, the insignificant effect of pronoun and nationality on persuasiveness are in
tune with the findings by Ceylan and Hayran (2021) who stated that, additionally,
persuasiveness highly depends on individual attitudes and intrinsic predispositions such as the
level of fear of the virus. Those attitudes and predispositions were not considered in the
experimental design and the questionnaire used in this experiment.
Although the hypothesis was rejected, the findings showed an unexpected significant
effect of native language on quality. German participants rated the quality of the posters as
higher than the Dutch participants. When searching for an explanation in the findings by
Thomas et al. (2019) it appears to be striking that the factor quality was meant to incorporate
aspects that contribute to trustworthiness and appropriateness. The German participants
seemed to perceive the created posters as more appropriate and trustworthy. Maybe this was
due to the more public media coverage about COVID-19 at the time that the research was
16

conducted since the Dutch pandemic regulations were less strict and ended sooner. Moreover,
Germany’s higher score on masculinity and the importance of status that is linked to it might
be an explanation for a stronger focus, and, hence, higher evaluation of the factor quality since
the quality of a product can influence the status of a campaign and the responsible institution.
However, this can only be speculated about.

Limitations and future research
A striking limitation of this study lies in the text written in the informed consent form that
gave away the purpose and the manipulation of the current study. This might have influenced
the evaluation of the participants and does invalidate the findings to some extent because the
manipulation was not blind anymore. Furthermore, the choice of the scale presented by
Thomas et al. (2019) might have been a limitation to this study. The factors effectiveness,
quality, and capability were not equally relevant and applicable to the participants seen as a
whole. Items aiming to ask if the presented material could change the participant’s behaviour
might evoke different reactions in people who already got a vaccination than those who still
show hesitancy towards the vaccination. Those participants who were already vaccinated
might have liked the poster but since they already decided for the vaccination the poster could
not influence them anymore and they automatically had to evaluate it as negative or neutral
according to its capability or effectiveness to change their attitude and behaviour even if this
does not represent their actual feeling about it. Only quality could be evaluated in the same
way by unvaccinated and vaccinated participants because the items were independent of a
vaccination status. As previously stated, this might be an explanation for the significant effect
of native language on quality. Capability and effectiveness were not affected enough because
they depended on the vaccination status that the researchers were not allowed to find out due
to ethical reasons.
A source for future research is the expansion of the research to other cultural groups
that could show greater differences in their preference for either T or V pronouns since the
Dutch and the German participants seemed to show too many overlapping similarities.
Furthermore, the study has societal relevance because the findings could help various health
institutions, for instance, insurance companies or the World Health Organisation (WHO) in
their design of health campaigns. The findings can be beneficial for each scenario where
health institutions communicate with the public, such as for periodical check-ups, vaccination
campaigns or other healthy habits because translators could accommodate their translations to
the cultural preferences. This way, the communication strategies would become more
17

effective and less subjective, which could raise awareness for health-related topics. The
findings indicate that the perception of the quality of a poster campaign can be affected by its
design and wording and less by the choice of pronoun and that the Dutch participants need a
more in-depth construction process since they were not as easily convinced of a qualitatively
high poster as the German participants. The use of T or V pronouns of address does not
necessarily have to be a significant part in the development process of such campaigns, as the
experiment implies. Still, these recommendations need to be treated with care since the poster
design and wording were no main variables of the study and require further elaboration.
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Appendix B. Poster designs

Poster version ‚Needle‘ (T) German

Poster version ‘Needle’ (T) Dutch

Poster version ‘Needle’ (V) German

Poster version ‘Needle’ (V) Dutch
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Poster version ‘Doctor‘ (T) German

Poster version ‘Doctor‘ (T) Dutch

Poster version ‘Doctor‘ (V) German

Poster version ‘Doctor‘ (V) Dutch
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Poster version ‘Globe‘ (T) German

Poster version ‘Globe‘ (T) Dutch

Poster version ‘Globe‘ (V) German

Poster version ‘Globe‘ (V) Dutch
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Poster version ‘Scary‘ (T) German

Poster version ‘Scary (T) Dutch

Poster version ‘Scary (V) German

Poster version ‘Scary (V) Dutch
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Poster follows here (see Appendix B)

Poster follows here (see Appendix B)
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Poster follows here (see Appendix B)

Poster follows here (see Appendix B)
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