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Once considered a minority, Hispanics today are becoming a growing 

majority of the U.S. population. In fact, Hispanics have become the nation's 

largest minority group. The growth of the Hispanic market has numerous 

implications for marketing and communication decisions. Hispanics residing in 

the U.S. consume products and services on a daily basis. They buy groceries, 

appliances, event tickets and interact constantly with companies and their 

messages. Not only is it crucial for U.S. marketers to recognize how valuable this 

market is to them, but Hispanics are a multifaceted market that must be well 

understood to ensure a good foundation is built prior to developing 

communications strategies. More specifically, marketers need to be aware of 

how Hispanics, often bilingual, process language and how this impacts the 

effectiveness of communications messages.  This report will take you through an 

analysis of why the U.S. Hispanic market is valuable and how this particular 

segment should be approached when it comes to the language factor.  
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Introduction 

Hispanics have become the nation's largest minority group. This group 

comprised 15.1 percent of the total population in 2007, which was an increase 

from 12.6 percent in 2000 (US Census, 2007). According to the Pew Hispanic 

Center, the 2000 Hispanic U.S. resident population was 12.5 percent. In 2008, 

that percentage grew to 15.4 percent (Pew Hispanic Center, 2008). The growth 

of the Hispanic market has numerous implications for marketing and 

communication decisions; it is crucial for U.S. marketers to understand how 

valuable this market is to them. As a bilingual market, communications strategies 

may require more effort than with a monolingual audience. For that reason, it is 

especially important to know how a bilingual market processes language in 

media messages and how marketers can apply this knowledge. Often, marketers 

fall into the trap of not knowing who they are talking to or misrepresenting 

Hispanics, simply because not enough time and effort was taken to understand 

the market. However, with a solid foundation, not only generally in who Hispanics 

are, but also specifically in how they process language, marketers can effectively 

connect with this market.  

` 
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Who are Hispanics?  

Race and ethnicity are not interchangeable words. In order to understand 

who Hispanics are in terms of these categories, definitions for each must be 

established. While race is commonly thought of as a physical construct, race 

itself has evolved to encompass more than one meaning, the physical, or 

biological, aspect and the mental, or socially constructed, aspect.  The physical 

aspect refers to the observable traits that someone has, such as hair color, skin 

color, etc.  The mental aspect would include what someone sees him/herself as; 

it is the group that someone feels they belong to.  A person could physically 

belong to one particular race, but mentally belong to another.  For example, 

someone who was born in a foreign country and whose family is all from that 

country would most likely possess similar physical characteristics; biologically, 

their race is determined by those characteristics.  But, if that same person 

moved, and spent their entire life living in another country (a different race, 

physically), the person would most likely socially associate him/herself with the 

new race.  Mentally, the person would feel that he/she belonged to the race 

he/she grew up in. Lopez defines race “as a vast group of people loosely bound 

together by historically contingent, socially significant elements of their 

morphology.” To him, “referents of terms like Black, White, Asian, and Latino are 

social groups, not genetically distinct branches of humankind (Lopez 2007). For 

the purposes of this paper, race is considered a social, not biological construct, 

but, both definitions should be taken into consideration and understood.  
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Ethnicity, according to the dictionary definition, is a group of people who 

identify with each other “according to common racial, national, tribal, religious, 

linguistic, or cultural origin or background (Merriam-Webster). This definition of 

ethnicity goes along with the Lopez’s definition of race. Race and ethnicity are 

related terms. Although race is usually considered a biological and genetic 

classification, there are those, like Lopez, that believe there is nothing about race 

that is biological and that it is only a social construct. They believe race’s 

classification method, although it may include skin color, is not really biological. 

Rather, race encompasses more of the qualities that ethnicity does, including 

heritage and culture.   

Race and ethnic categories are becoming increasingly blurred and 

confusing amidst a population where interracial marriage, families and children 

are on the rise. The U.S., always seen as a melting pot where cultures, races 

and ethnicities merge, has not slowed down in this respect. As a consequence, 

identifying with a single race or ethnicity may be difficult for many. Even those 

whose family can be traced to one predominant country, as a U.S. resident, how 

does that individual now identify him/herself? He or she may be Hispanic but no 

longer identify with the Hispanic culture. Many factors such as age and length of 

time in the U.S. contribute to how an individual sees him/herself. 

According to the U.S. Census, “Hispanic” is an ethnic category, not a race. 

Hispanics are unique in that the same individuals that may identify with being 

Hispanic, can simultaneously identify with one or more races. Here, race is 
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considered a biological classification and ethnicity a social classification. 

Therefore, it is feasible for an individual to belong to multiple categories. For 

example, someone may be Hispanic (ethnicity) and also white and black 

(racially). In the definition provided by the U.S. Census, 

“Hispanics or Latinos are those people who classified themselves 
in one of the specific Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino categories listed 
on the Census 2000 questionnaire -"Mexican, Mexican Am., 
Chicano," "Puerto Rican", or "Cuban" -as well as those who 
indicate that they are "other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino." Persons 
who indicated that they are "other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino" 
include those whose origins are from Spain, the Spanish-speaking 
countries of Central or South America, the Dominican Republic or 
people identifying themselves generally as Spanish, Spanish-
American, Hispanic, Hispano, Latino, and so on. Origin can be 
viewed as the heritage, nationality group, lineage, or country of 
birth of the person or the person's parents or ancestors before 
their arrival in the United States.” 
 
The term Hispanic originates from the word Hispania, the Roman name for 

the Iberian Peninsula. Today, this region is known as the nation of Spain. 

Consequently, Hispanics, by technical definition, are a geographically based 

group of people whose ancestry can be traced back to Spain. Hispanics may 

reside in any location in the world; however, their shared place of origin brings 

them together under one umbrella. The Pew Center cites that there are two 

approaches taken by the government to determine who is Hispanic. In the first 

approach, a Hispanic or Latino is defined “as a member of an ethnic group that 

traces its roots to 20 Spanish-speaking nations from Latin America and Spain 

itself (but not Portugal or Portuguese-speaking Brazil)” (Passel 2009). In the 

second approach, a Hispanic is “anyone who says they are [a Hispanic]. And 
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nobody who says they aren't” (Hispanics in the U.S) Looking back at the U.S. 

Census’ definition, the Census takes the latter approach and “relies entirely on 

self-reporting and lets each person identify as Hispanic or not” (Hispanics in the 

U.S.).         

After having a better understanding of how Hispanics in the U.S. are 

labeled, it is important to know who Hispanics are beyond their label and 

definition. What do those who label themselves as Hispanics share in common 

and what brings them together? The Spanish language is perhaps the strongest 

factor that unifies Hispanics. Although not all Hispanics understand Spanish, 

according to the Pew Hispanic Center, 52 percent of respondents said that they 

could carry on a conversation in Spanish, both understanding and speaking, “very 

well” and 26 percent reported they could do it “pretty well” (Pew Hispanic Center 

Q.33 2009). Furthermore, when asked how well they could read a book or 

newspaper in Spanish, 50 percent responded “very well” and 24 percent 

responded “pretty well” (Pew Hispanic Center Q.34 2009). These numbers 

indicate that at least half of the U.S. Hispanic population has a good grasp of the 

Spanish language. 5 percent of respondents cited “not at all” to the first question 

and 10 percent cited “not at all” to the second question, indicating that while there 

are those who do not understand Spanish at all, they are in the minority. The 

majority of U.S. Hispanics understand (listening, speaking and reading) Spanish 

at least “just a little.” With this in mind, it is still important to note that levels of 
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knowledge of the Spanish language vary greatly from generation to generation 

and between those who are foreign born or native to the U.S. 

One of the keys to the keys to understanding the Hispanic culture is to 

remember that not all Hispanics are the same. The Hispanic market segment in 

not one homogenous group, but rather, made up of people from various 

countries and cultures. According to Arlene Davila, there is a notion among U.S. 

advertisers that “U.S. Hispanics constitute a distinct nation within a nation” 

(Davila 2001). Rather than a physical nation, this is a symbolic community that is 

“shaped and constructed through the media” (Davila 2001). Marketers often view 

the Hispanic market as one entity that can be targeted as a whole, as if it were a 

nation. However, this is not the case; there is no “Hispanic nation.” As can be 

seen in Figure 1, according to the 2002 U.S. Census Bureau, 66.9 percent of 

Hispanics were Mexican, 14.3 percent from Central or South America, 8.6 

percent from Puerto Rico, 3.7 percent from Cuba and 6.5 percent were classified 

as Other. Although collectively all these countries can be labeled Hispanic, 

individually, each one has varying accents, Spanish language usage, customs 

and traditions. This has significant implications to marketers. A single 

communications campaign will not appeal to all Hispanics. Effort must be taken 

to understand who the Hispanics are on a deeper level, so that language, 

whether verbal or written, and cultural cues match the intended recipient.  
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Hispanic’s Market Growth 

The growth of the Hispanic population has been on a consistent increase. 

Hispanics, once considered a minority, are quickly becoming the largest ethnic 

group in the U.S. In fact, in 2004, the U.S. was the fifth-largest Latino country in 

the world (Sonderup). From 1990 to 2001, the Hispanic population grew 61 

percent “making the U.S. the fastest growing ethnic group in America” 

(Sonderup).  Figure 2 shows the Hispanic population in the U.S. from 1950 to 

projections for 2050. The most recent census, conducted in 2000, revealed that 

35.3 million people in the U.S. self-reported themselves as Hispanics. Figure 3 

shows the percentage breakdown for each census year of Hispanics in the U.S. 

In 2000, 12.5 percent of the U.S. population self-reported themselves as 

Hispanics. In 2010, this percentage is projected to increase to 15.5 percent and 

is projected to continue increasing to reach 24.4 percent in 2050. The latest 

census numbers from 2006 show that as of July 1, 2006, there were 44.3 million 

Hispanics in the U.S. which was 14.8 percent of the total U.S. population of 299 

million. In addition, from 2000 to 2006, Hispanics accounted for “one-half of the 

nation’s growth” and “Hispanic growth rate (24.3 percent) was more than three 

times the growth rate of the total population (6.1 percent)” (Hispanics in the U.S.). 

The growth of the Hispanic market in the U.S. has been increasing and will 

continue to increase over the next years.  

When looking at Hispanic growth in the U.S., it is also of value to 

understand geographic differences in market growth. In 2006, the top five states 
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in the U.S. by Hispanic population were California, Texas, Florida, New York and 

Illinois (Figure 4). By Hispanic growth rate from 2000 to 2006, the top five states 

in the U.S. were Arkansas, Georgia, South Carolina, Tennessee and North 

Carolina. Looking more broadly at regions, the rank from greatest to smallest of 

Hispanic populations in each region in 2006 was West, South, Northeast and 

Midwest (Figure 5).  

These regional differences are important for marketers to understand 

because marketing messages can be tailored depending on Hispanic population 

numbers. The West U.S. region, which had 18,864,823 Hispanic individuals in 

2006 might be a better value to marketers seeking to advertise over the Midwest 

region which had 3,977,686 Hispanics in the same year (Hispanics in the U.S.). 

This is not to say that marketers should not advertise in the less Hispanic 

populated regions, but, marketing efforts can be adjusted by region. The 

important point to note here is that Hispanics are not evenly spread out across 

the U.S. Regional variations should be taken into account when developing and 

executing marketing and advertising plans.  
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Hispanic’s Value to Marketers 

After taking a look as the previous two sections, one understands who the 

Hispanic market is and that it is growing at a rapid pace. But why should 

marketers take notice? In the following section, motives for taking note of this 

market are outlined in an attempt to paint a picture of this particular market’s 

value to marketers.  

According to the University of Georgia’s Selig Center for Economic 

Growth, Hispanics’ purchasing power in 2008 was $951 billion and 

“the community’s purchasing power comprises the world’s ninth biggest 

economy. It’s larger than the GNP of Brazil, Spain or Mexico, reported the 

Hispanic Association on Corporate Responsibility” (Humphreys 2008). More 

specifically, “U.S. Hispanic purchasing power posted a compound annual growth 

rate of 7.7 percent and geographically, California and Texas account for more 

than 34 percent of all Hispanic purchasing power and nearly half of the entire 

U.S. Hispanic population” (Humphreys 2008).  

By 2010, the Hispanic purchasing power is projected to reach $1 trillion. It 

is evident based on these numbers, that along with a significant increase in the 

Hispanic population, there is a significant increase in the purchasing power of 

Hispanics. Hispanics are controlling more and more of the consumer wealth in 

the U.S. where education levels, labor force composition, household 

characteristics and accumulation of wealth are the main factors that are 
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contributing to the increase in Hispanic’s purchasing power (Humphreys 2008).  

According to the Selig Center’s 2008 report on the Multicultural Economy,  

 
“In sheer dollar power, Hispanics’ economic clout will rise from 
$212 billion in 1990, to $490 billion in 2000, to $951 billion in 
2008, and to almost $1.4 trillion in 2013. The 2008 value will 
exceed the 1990 value by 349 percent—a percentage gain that 
surpasses both the 141 percent increase in non-Hispanic buying 
power and the 151 percent increase in the buying power of all 
consumers. U.S. Hispanic buying power will grow faster than 
African-American buying power (187 percent), Native American 
buying power (213 percent), and Asian buying power (337 
percent).” 

 

What are the factors that are contributing to this increase? According to the same 

report from the Selig Center, 

 “Of the myriad forces supporting this substantial and continued 
growth, the most important is favorable demographics. Because of 
both higher rates of natural increase and strong immigration, the 
Hispanic population is growing more rapidly than the total popula-
tion, a trend that is projected to continue. Between 1990 and 
2008, the Hispanic population increased by 107 percent 
compared to 14 percent for the non-Hispanic population and the 
22 percent gain for the total population.  

The relatively young Hispanic population, with more of 
them either entering the workforce for the first time or advancing 
in their careers, also argues for additional gains in buying power. 
Hispanics’ spending patterns already help to determine the 
success or failure of many youth-oriented products and services. 
According to the 2006 American Community Survey, 33.8 percent 
of the Hispanic population is under age 18 compared to 21.3 
percent of non-Hispanic whites. Also, in 2006, only 5.3 percent of 
Hispanics were over 65, compared to 15.2 percent of the non-
Hispanic whites.  

The increasing number of Hispanic business owners is 
another potent force powering this consumer market. Census 
Bureau data released in 2006 showed that the number of Hispanic 
firms grew by 31 percent between 1997 and 2002, which is more 
than three times faster than the 10 percent increase in the number 
of all U.S. firms. This jump in entrepreneurial activity, coupled with 
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a rising level of educational attainment, illustrates Hispanics’ 
upward mobility. The data indicate that, in 2006, 60 percent of 
Hispanics over age 25 had a high school diploma compared to 53 
percent in 1993. The proportion with a bachelor’s degree 
increased from 9 percent to 12 percent.” 

  
 The Selig Center’s findings show that increases in immigration coupled 

with the fact that the Hispanic population tends to be younger than the national 

U.S. average are a couple of the factors that can be attributed to the increase in 

spending power of this market. The growing population of Hispanics are attending 

school, going further in their careers and even establishing their own businesses. 

Advancement in their careers is directly related to an increase in incomes and 

consequently an increase in purchasing power. It is important for marketers to 

take note of this because as Hispanics gain more purchasing power, more 

options open up for them in the marketplace. There is a significant opportunity 

here for marketers to cultivate brand loyalty and purchase habits.  

 By geography, the Selig Center outlines that the ten states with the highest 

Hispanic market share are: New Mexico, Texas, California, Arizona, Florida, 

Nevada, Colorado, New York, New Jersey and Illinois.  As previously stated, 

these regional differences in Hispanic market share are crucial to marketers. The 

differences in market shares allows marketers to tailor marketing plans and also 

allocate budgets and marketing efforts accordingly.  
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Considerations in Marketing to Hispanics  

 Now that the value of reaching out to the Hispanic market has been 

outlined, the question turns into what the next step is. How should a company 

approach Hispanics and what is the key to understand this market? The first step 

is to understand the market well. Hispanics are not only different from other 

ethnic market groups, but great diversity exists within the Hispanic group itself. 

As noted earlier, Hispanics are not a single homogeneous group, and although 

there are threads of similarities, including the shared Spanish language, cultural 

norms and traditions vary. Even when looking at the Spanish language, different 

countries have different dialects, accents and word meanings. The pronunciation 

of the Spanish spoken in Argentina, for instance, is not the same as that of 

Spanish spoken in Mexico. In addition, words and phrases used in Mexico are 

not used in Argentina, and vice versa.  

 Acculturation and assimilation levels are also an important element for 

marketers to take into consideration and in the following section I discuss them 

as I view the concepts. Acculturation refers to “the exchange of cultural features 

that results when groups of individuals having different cultures come into 

continuous first hand contact; the original cultural patterns of either or both 

groups may be altered, but the groups remain distinct” (Kottak 2007). 

Acculturation is a process where the minority group adopts habits and patterns of 

the dominant group. Here, the minority group modifies their culture based on the 

dominant group they are surrounded by. On the other hand, the concept of 
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assimilation is defined as the process where the minority group adapts to the 

ways of the dominant culture.  In acculturation, the individual still maintains the 

customs from their own culture, however, accepts and adopts the customs of the 

dominant culture they are in as well. Essentially, they become bi-cultural, 

hanging on to old traditions and values and welcoming the new. In assimilation, 

the individual’s own culture is replaced by the new culture. He/she does not hang 

on to old traditions and values but instead become integrated with the dominant 

and new culture.  

The difference between acculturation and assimilation is crucial for U.S. 

marketers to understand because of current immigration levels. Hispanics are 

coming to the U.S. and beginning new lives.  According to Laura Sonderup, 

Director of Heinrich Hispanidad,  

“U.S. Latinos tend to "adopt and adapt" to customs and 
habits in the U.S. without shedding traditions and value systems. 
Along that line, marketers, and those trying to tap into the 
Hispanic segment, cannot simply transfer directly to the U.S. 
Latino market the conceptualizations or marketing strategies that 
work with more traditional, general market consumers. Latinos are 
assimilating to prevalent U.S. culture, but they are not, and 
probably never will be, fully assimilated. Instead, theirs is a path of 
acculturation. It is a process of integration of native and traditional 
immigrant cultural values with dominant cultural ones.” 

 
Marketers advertising to Hispanics in the U.S. must be aware and understand 

who they are talking to and whether they are acculturated or assimilated. The 

culture that an individual best associates with determines what traditions, values 

and customs they practice and view as significant. Not all Hispanics living in the 

U.S. are integrated in U.S. culture in the same ways; some still uphold their old 
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culture’s ways, some hang on to old ways while accepting the new and some 

may completely replace their old culture with the U.S. culture.   

On a general level, one important aspect to keep in mind is while U.S. 

Americans are generally viewed as individualistic, another characteristic of 

Hispanics is their collectivistic orientation.  The family is highly valued in the 

Hispanic culture. Hispanics are often very close to both their immediate and 

extended family. Elders are respected and often play a key role in raising other 

members of the family. Family is usually a focal point of social gatherings and 

events such as birthdays are given a lot of attention. These gatherings can tend 

to be large, since both immediate and extended family members are usually 

present. Furthermore, fathers or other male figures are often the head of the 

family unit.  

Beyond their collectivistic orientation, there are several unique cultural 

characteristics of the Hispanic market that advertisers need to understand. 

Hispanic cultures “avoid uncertainty and ambiguity by not tolerating ideas and 

behaviors that go against their popular beliefs and norms. This philosophy carries 

into buying trends” (Credit Unions Serving Hispanics). As a result of this, 

Hispanics tend to be more brand conscious than average. They pay attention to 

brand names and trends. Furthermore, Hispanics, especially in unfamiliar 

situations, will avoid making important decisions without other’s input if possible. 

In actuality, this may stem from the collectivistic nature of the culture. Hispanics 

are also more concerned with immediate, day to day living rather than thinking 



 

15 

about the future. Marketers should take this into consideration when developing 

marketing messages. When it comes to spending and purchasing, Hispanics 

tend to be more present than future-oriented (Credit Unions Serving Hispanics). 

These are a few of the aspects that need to be understood by marketers seeking 

to advertise to Hispanics in the U.S. In order to craft effective message, cultural 

nuances must be understood to that messages will be received by the audience. 
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Understanding Language and Media Mix for the Hispanic Market 

Today, not only are audiences becoming increasingly diverse, so is the 

communication landscape. For marketers and advertisers, this poses a 

potentially threatening situation.  As the communication landscape becomes 

more and more fragmented, marketers are realizing that one standard message 

does not work any more.  Media is one example of an area that is exponentially 

fragmenting.  Audiences no longer receive their information and messages along 

one medium; today, along with the traditional TV, radio and print publications, 

there is the Internet, cell phones, smart phones and social networking sites.  It is 

a world of individualization and personalization.  Marketers and advertisers must 

not only understand their audiences – who they are, where they come from, what 

they care about, what languages they speak, but also where they are and what 

media they consume.  They must understand who the individual is and where 

they are and then form that bridge to effectively communicate with them.   

 In addition to traditions, values and other elements, language is one 

aspect of what makes people who they are; language is a part of culture.  The 

language or languages one speaks shapes who you are and impacts the way 

you view the world.  Today, with the increasing diversity and multiculturalism, 

comes an increase of multilingualism.  People are not only speaking one 

language, but two, three or even more.  However, it is not as clear cut as saying 

people speak one language, or two, or three.  Some speak and write solely one 

language, some speak and write perfectly in two, while still having a slightly 
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dominant language, others may have a slight knowledge of one and a better 

grasp of another, and so on and so forth – the combinations are endless. 

 To marketers, this is significant in terms of crafting an effective 

communication message to a bilingual. When presenting a message to a clearly 

monolingual audience, it is simple – you use that one language they know in the 

messaging.  But, when it comes to a bilingual individual, how is the decision 

made?  Will the ad be in the dominant language of the country that it is run in?  

Will it be tailored to that individual’s preferences and be in their native langue if 

they are an immigrant?  Or will it be a little of both and possibly be bilingual, 

featuring both languages in the message?  When analyzed further, it is seen that 

the issue is highly complex as there are several variables and factors to take into 

consideration as a marketer.  What language does the individual think in?  What 

language are they dominant in, and does that matter?  Choosing a language or 

languages is not simply choosing what language the audience appears to be 

dominant in or what their first language was.  It is about understanding the 

cognitive process behind it and how monolinguals and bilinguals process 

information. The decision of what language to use in marketing messages is a 

tough one. 

 But, the actual message and what language it is presented to audiences in 

is only one component of it.  In marketing, it is not only about the message, but 

how it is communicated as well.  The “how” is the type of media that message 

itself is put in to be transmitted to audiences.  This may include print (i.e. 
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magazines, newspapers), TV, radio, Internet, cell phones or out of home media.  

As with the language chosen for marketing messages, the choice of media is 

also a complex decision.  Different individuals have different preferences for the 

media they consume.  Media consumption patterns can be broken down by 

several different factors, age, sex, education level.  Culture and ethnicity is one of 

the factors.  There are differences between cultures and ethnicities and the 

media they consume.  In some countries, certain media outlets are more 

widespread than in others.  In addition to understanding language and making a 

decision on that, marketers must also understand differences in media 

consumption patterns.  Like with language, it is not simply about choosing the 

media outlet that appears to be the most dominant, it is significant to understand 

the cognitive processing that goes on with each type of media. For example, 

does it take more or less effort for an individual to process a message on TV 

versus on the Internet?  Amount of consumption of media and cognitive 

processing of media are two important elements to take into consideration when 

deciding where to place a message. 

 This section will analyze two dimensions: languages (bilinguals) and 

media.  I will outline the importance of bilinguals in our society and how bilinguals 

cognitively process information.  I will also take a look at why studying media is 

important, and how cognitive processing is different for different media outlets.  

From there, I will attempt to link the two dimensions and see if there are any 
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points of significance in terms of being bilingual and information processing and 

media outlets and information processing.   

Why studying bilingualism is important  

Why should bilinguals even be studied and be of significance to 

marketers?  Nearly 1-in-5 people, or 47 million U.S. residents age 5 and older, 

spoke a language other than English at home in 2000 according to the U.S 

Census. As the world becomes more diverse, people are writing, thinking, and 

speaking in more languages.  As can be seen in Figure 6, there are high 

percentages of languages other than English spoken in U.S. homes, with 

Spanish being the most dominant.  In other countries, the trend is growing as 

well.  Furthermore, within being bilingual, there are various levels and it is 

important to note the different terminology and labels and associated with 

bilingualism.  

Bilinguals can first of all be categorized by the age and time of adoption of 

their languages (Beardsmore 1992).  There are the early and late bilinguals, 

those who adopt a second language early in their life and those who pick up the 

second language later in life, respectively.  Within the early bilinguals, there are 

those who pick up the second language simultaneous to their first language, and 

those where the second language (L2) was acquired after the first (L1).  

Bilingualism can also be categorized by skill: ranging from passive, dominant, 

balanced and equilingual.  A passive bilingual would be someone who holds a 

native language and understands a second one.  A dominant individual is 
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someone who is dominant in one language over another, but can speak and 

write in both.  A balanced bilingual is someone who is fluent in both but probably 

could not pass as a native speaker for either, whereas an equilingual could.  

Bilinguals are also labeled as ambilinguals, or “true bilinguals” (Beardsmore 

1992).  Here, the individual is capable of functioning in each of the two languages 

and able to effectively switch back and forth with no trace of the other language.  

An ambilingual is, in fact rare.  According to the definition, this type of bilingual 

would have to have spent an equal amount of time within each language in terms 

of activities and experiences in life, which is virtually impossible to do 

(Beardsmore 1992).  Ambilingual, however, is not the same thing as equilinguals.  

Ambilinguals are considered native speakers of both of the languages, whereas 

equilinguals have equal mastery of the two languages but may still not be of 

“native speaker” status.  Equilinguals are also known as balanced bilinguals.   

 These terms are important to keep in mind in today’s changing society.  

Despite these labels that attempt to classify each type of bilingual, there is no cut 

way to clearly identify each one.  Bilingualism, influenced by so many different 

variables, should almost be studied on an individual basis. 

How bilinguals process information 

 Processing information and involvement levels does not just vary 

depending on the media consumed; it also varies based on the number of 

languages spoken and the efficiency of those languages.  Generally, research 

shows that second language conceptual processing is more effortful that first 
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language processing.  For bilinguals, there is always a dominant language as it is 

rare for an individual to be an ambilingual.  The dominant, usually the first 

language learned, is easier to process.  Messages in that language require less 

cognitive processing.  On the other hand, messages in the individual’s second 

language require more effort and involvement.  It is easier on a cognitive level for 

individuals to understand and comprehend messages in their first and dominant 

language than in a language they learned later on.  

 There are also several factors regarding language that determine the level 

of cognitive effort required of an individual.  One factor is visuals.  Visuals for the 

most part aid in the understanding of concepts.  Research found that in low 

congruent advertisements, where there was little consistency in the messages 

portrayed in the advertisements, there was low memory for both the first 

language (L1) and the second language (L2).  With moderate congruent ads, 

where the messages portrayed in the ad were somewhat consistent, L1 

messages were recalled better than L2 ones.  Finally, in high congruent 

advertisements, where everything in the message was consistent, L1 and L2 

messages were recalled equally.  These findings suggest that consistency in a 

message does make a difference with bilinguals and how they process a 

message.  Visuals that are consistent with other elements of the ad (i.e. the 

copy) encourage recall of the messages, as can be interpreted from the results 

that in high congruency advertisements, L1 and L2 messages were recalled 

equally (Luna, Peracchio).  
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Why studying media is important 

 For advertisers, today’s media landscape is moving at an incredibly fast 

pace.  When the advertising media landscape once consisted primarily of 

newspapers, radio and TV – the “traditional” forms of advertising, today 

consumers are receiving their entertainment, information and messages through 

the Internet, cell phones and Internet-enabled phones. Consumers are spending 

less time with the traditional forms of media, and more time with the new digital 

forms.  These widely-used and dominant types of media are referred to as “the 

three screens” and are TV screens, computer screens, and cell phone screens.  

According to Nielsen, American TV users are watching 127 hours and 15 

minutes of TV per month, spend 26 hours and 26 minutes per month on the 

Internet (which is a 9 percent jump from last year), and are on their cell phones 3 

hours and 15 minutes per month. Marketers and advertisers are taking note and 

beginning to shift advertising dollars.  As can be seen in Figure 7, from 2007 

there was a 14.4 percent growth in Internet advertising.  Spot, network and cable 

TV also grew, but by less, whereas business to business magazines and 

newspapers had negative growth.  

How cognitive processing is different for different media  

 Each different media type possesses a different level of effort and 

involvement on the part of the consumer.  For the purpose of this paper, two 

different types will be looked at: broadcast, which includes radio and TV, and 

print.  Conclusions about effort levels for those two types of media will then be 
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taken into consideration and an interpretation about computers and the Internet 

will be developed.  Computers and the Internet are two relatively new media and 

areas of study, compared to their counterparts broadcast and print, for which 

there is still not much research and data.  Therefore, information based on 

conclusions for the two other types of media, broadcast and print, will be used to 

construct an interpretation for involvement levels when it comes to computers 

and the Internet.  

The importance to marketers of understanding involvement levels for 

different types of media is that these media outlets are where advertisers are 

placing their communication messages.  Advertisers spend millions of dollars 

every year on advertising that end up on the radio, on TV, in magazines, in 

newspapers, etc.  While each of these media are efficient ways of 

communicating to consumers, each one is effective for different reasons and in 

different ways.  Consumers pay attention to these media differently and their 

levels of engagement and the levels of effort required in processing messages 

varies depending on which medium it is presented in.  As can be seen in Figure 

8, according to TNS, from 2007-2008, 44.1 percent of advertising spending was 

spent on TV, 38.3 percent on print (newspapers and magazines) 8 percent on 

the Internet and 7 percent on radio.  The amount of spending in these media and 

the fact that nearly all advertising spending takes place in either broadcast, print 

or on the Internet makes it important to advertisers to understand the 

involvement for each.  
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When compared to print, the main difference with broadcast media is the 

sensory modes involved.  Even within broadcast itself, however, there are 

differences.  TV involves two sensory inputs from the viewer: visual and auditory.  

This means that in a 30 second spot, for example, an advertising message can 

present twice as much information as a radio spot would.  Consumers can both 

hear the message and see the visual on the screen.  When it comes to listening, 

a study done by Nichols and Stevens found that “immediately after listening to 

someone, the average person forgets one half of what was just said.”  This is 

balanced out in TV advertising, where not only is there an auditory message, but 

a visual one as well. In a study done by Siegel and Allik on short-term memory it 

was found that recall was greater for visually presented information over auditory 

information.  Furthermore, it was found “that imagery can help consumers with 

product evaluations, purchase intentions, remembering consumption, and 

intentions to repurchase” (MacInnis and Price 1987).  Overall, there is “picture-

superiority effect” when it comes to messages presented on TV, where visuals 

greatly help influence recall of a message.  Providing an auditory and visual 

message at once also results in a consistent message.  As previously stated, 

messages are provided both through audio and visuals, and if the information 

presented is consistent, there is a greater likelihood that the message will 

register with the audience; if what is heard is not understood by a person, there is 

also the chance that the message will be effectively communicated visually, and 

vice versa.  Finally, people that are watching TV are less likely to be involved in 
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another activity.  For example, if you are watching TV, you are more likely to only 

be watching TV and be focused on that.  The means that most of the attention is 

paid to the TV, and when it comes to commercials, the advertising messages.  

 On the contrary, though, TV does produce several negative aspects.  The 

same element that is a strength for TV can also potentially be a weakness.  

Having multiple sensory modes, both visual and auditory information presented, 

can result in the interference effect (Edell and Keller 1989).  Here, the two modes 

actually compete and interfere with each other.  This is especially true if the 

information is not consistent.  If information is presented in these two modes 

simultaneously, each mode can distract from the other and consequently the 

information communicated is going to take more effort to be understood.  If the 

information presented visually is different that the information presented through 

the auditory mode, then there is a chance that there will be confusion between 

the two messages.  In addition, it takes an average of up to 1.5 seconds to switch 

from visual to verbal inputs (Edell and Keller 1989).  While this may seem like an 

insignificant amount of time, when taken into context of a 30 minute commercial, 

where this switch can potentially occur more that once, it has the potential to 

produce a significant result in how the advertising message is processed.  

Finally, although TV watchers are more likely to be focused only on watching TV 

and not be engaged in another activity (i.e. driving, working), people who watch 

TV are often in a very relaxed state of mind, sometimes almost to the point of 

being zoned out.  This means that alertness levels are probably low and viewers 
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are not fully paying attention to the TV and the messages, even if it is the only 

thing they are doing at the time. 

 When it comes to radio there are also both positive and negative aspects 

of the medium.  First of all, research has shown that verbally presented 

information can result in superior retention of information (Murdock 1967).  Also, 

when one is listening to the radio, there is only one sensory input, as opposed to 

TV where there are two.  This implies that there is less chance of having the 

interference effect present.  Since there is only one sensory mode, there is no 

competition between visual and auditory information.  Audiences can focus on 

solely listening to the message.  At the same time, there are no visuals, which as 

previously stated, does tend to have a superior effect for retention of information 

in some situations.  Also, it is very common for someone who is listening to the 

radio to be partaking in another activity.  If you are listening to the radio you are 

usually either driving, at work, or working on something else.  Whatever it may 

be, listeners are rarely solely focused on the radio.  This means that they are not 

fully paying attention to messages.  Lastly, partly because there are no visuals 

involved in radio, a lot is left up to the imagination of the listener.  This might 

suggest that they have to take extra effort to understand what the message 

means to them.  

While broadcast media are subject to at least one sensory mode, with 

print there is no auditory component and although there are visuals, they are very 

different from the type of visuals presented on TV.  Krugman developed the “low-



 

27 

involvement learning heuristic” which states that “print media require the active 

participation of the audience since reading printed words is a relatively 

demanding cognitive task” (Krugman 1965).  Simultaneously, Holbrook’s 

"information-processing-parsimony hypothesis" suggests that consumers attempt 

to minimize demanding cognitive endeavors” (Holbrook 1978).  Compared to 

receiving visual or auditory messages, reading print is more effortful.  A reader 

has to take time to actually read through messages and then understand them.  

That is, if readers even read the entire message.  Readers might only glance 

over print advertisements, skim them, and as a result not read the entire copy in 

the message.  It is very easy for someone to simply turn the page and move on 

to the next thing.  However, readers are able to take their own time in reading 

print messages.  Unlike with visual or auditory messages, if a reader does not 

understand something or needs clarification, they can simply re-read the print.  

This an element of convenience timing-wise that print messages have over 

broadcast. 

 While print has been around for ages, on the other hand, the Internet is a 

very recent phenomenon.  As a result, there has not been much research 

conducted in this area regarding cognitive processing and consumer involvement 

levels.  Drawing from the conclusions established for broadcast and print, 

however, certain conclusions can be drawn.  First of all, the Internet is a complex 

mix of visual, auditory, and print information.  Advertising messages can 

incorporate sound, visuals and even text.  Not all advertisers include all three, but 
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video advertisements, for example, do.  Based on the previously established 

conclusions, the benefit of presenting a message online is that there is a 

combination of potentially three different sensory modes.  If these three modes 

present a consistent message, then it has the chance of being effective.  There is 

also, as with print, a convenience factor where advertising messages can 

generally be consumed at the person’s leisure.  A video can be re-played and 

text can be re-read.  In addition, people can easily visit the advertiser’s website 

or collect more information, within minutes of seeing an advertising message that 

caught their attention.  However, like was mentioned for TV, Internet messages 

engage multiple sensory modes and therefore there is the chance that there will 

be interference between the modes.  There is always a lot going on online when 

it comes to the graphics and information, so, one sensory mode may distract 

from the other, especially if messages across the different modes are not 

consistent.  

Significance and implications for marketers 

Based on the research gathered for both bilinguals and media, I suggest 

that marketers’ advertising messages should be monolingual.  That is to say, 

within one advertising message, there should only be one language used.  

Bilinguals will always be dominant in one language. Their second language, no 

matter what it is, will require more cognitive effort in terms of message 

processing.  After an analysis of the different types of media, I conclude that no 

medium is perfect.  Each one has a negative element which may potentially 
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distract from the message itself.  For print, it is the fact that print itself is more 

difficult to process.  For radio, it is the fact that listeners tend to be tuned out and 

participating in other tasks.  For TV and the Internet, there may be a captive 

audience, but sensory mode interference may take place.  There is no one 

medium that is “easiest” to process and each one has different variables and 

elements affecting how attentively and effectively the advertising message will be 

received.  Therefore, in an effort to reduce cognitive processing and effort levels 

as much as possible, messages within a single advertisement should be in one 

language only.   

Companies should still engage multiple-language advertising.  Marketers 

can effectively put out advertising in several languages.  But, each individual 

advertisement should be in only one language and not in a combination of, for 

example, half English and half Spanish.  The more effective approach would be 

to develop one advertisement only in English and one advertisement only in 

Spanish.  This will ensure maximum comprehension of the message since effort 

levels will be reduced.  Having two languages present in one advertisement only 

adds to the effort needed for an individual to process the message.  Rather than 

making it more complex, having advertisements in only one language ensures 

that the effort level for the language aspect of the message is reduced, since the 

media aspects generally cannot be controlled. 

Marketers who wish to target bilinguals and both languages should 

develop two sets of advertisements – one in one language, and the other in the 
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other language.  This will ensure that speakers of both languages are reached.  

Not only is combining two languages in one message more effortful on the part of 

the consumer, but it also has the potential to come off as not authentic.  

Individuals, instead of seeing it as a noble effort on the part of the marketer to 

reach both languages, might see it as an easy way out by trying to hit everyone 

in the audience with one message.  It is not guaranteed that just by including two 

or three Spanish words in a primarily English advertisement that the message will 

resonate with Spanish speakers.  Developing advertising messages all in one 

language is not only less effortful for the individual, but also a smart decision for 

any marketer who truly understands their consumer. 
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Case Study: Domino’s Pizza Door Hanger 

Figure 9, below, depicts a door hanger for Domino’s Pizza that was 

executed in the U.S. The door hanger is primarily in English, with the main 

promotional line in Spanish. In AdAge’s article, Rochelle Newman-Carrasco 

analyzes the use of bilingual text in a few creative executions, including the 

Domino’s door hanger. According to her, advertisers often use Spanish randomly 

where “it is unclear why the communicator (the brand) feels that the message 

recipient (the consumer) needs certain key phrases in Spanish and not others.” 

With the Domino’s door hanger, she suggests that positioning and competitive 

advantage information is only available in English whereas only the product 

information, which is very similar to its English translation, is in Spanish. 

Newman-Carrasco questions whether “the featured translation [is] really 

providing consumer's value when placed on a piece of communication that 

neglects to offer up any of the key positioning information to the Spanish-

speaking audience in their language of preference” (Newman-Carrasco 2010). 

She goes on to state that potentially advertisers in some situation include 

Spanish simply so that it can be said that they are not ignoring Hispanics. They 

believe that by including Spanish, they are acknowledging Hispanics and that is 

enough for the audience to be receptive of the message. However, she argues 

that marketers must really understand the target. Newman-Carrasco encourages 

marketers to “work with graphic designers that know how to deal with the space 

challenges that bilingualism raises. Work with bilingual strategists and creatives 
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who truly understand the ways in which the bilingual mind works and in which the 

Spanish dominant mind works. They're not the same thing” (Newman-Carrasco 

2010). Not all Hispanics speak Spanish and not all Hispanics who speak Spanish 

understand and process the language equally.   

Based on my analysis and conclusion of bilingualism and the impact for 

marketers, I would suggest that Domino’s not try to combine both English and 

Spanish text on print elements such as door hangers. Instead, it would be more 

beneficial to the brand if they were to create both English and Spanish ones. Or, 

since door hangers are double-sided, the collateral could present English 

messages solely on one side, and Spanish elements solely on the reverse side. 

This will not only ensure comprehension of the communication message, but will 

also speak to Hispanics in a more authentic and valuable way. Instead of simply 

translating select phrases from English to Spanish as done in Figure 9, Spanish 

messages will be uniquely created and positioned for the Hispanic Spanish 

speaking audience. 
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Conclusion 

Hispanics have become the nation's largest minority group, and the size of 

this market only continues to increase. And yet, many marketers still are not 

effectively allocating advertising and communication efforts to this segment of the 

population. Marketers need to understand how valuable this market is to them, 

not only in the short-term financially, but as an investment for the future. Often 

not enough time is taken to truly understand who this market is, and as a result, 

advertising attempts are unsuccessful. The Hispanic market is a complex one, 

where there are several characteristics that unite them, but far more that 

segment them, making the market a difficult one to develop communication 

messages for. When a careful understanding is developed, however, well-

positioned and targeted messages have the potential to build better relationships 

between marketers and Hispanics. When it comes to language, marketers must 

understand that cognitive processing is different among bilinguals and 

monolinguals and consequently, the way these audiences process 

communication messages varies as well. To ensure that the messages are being 

received by the intended target, marketers need to be know what language is 

best suited for audience in the given context and medium.    
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Figures 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
 

 
 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. “’The Hispanic Population in the United States: March 2002.” 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/p20-545.pdf 
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Figure 2 
 

 
 
 
Source: Hispanics in the U.S. U.S Census Bureau, Population Division.  
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/hispanic_pop_presentation.html 
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Figure 3 
 

 
 
 
Source: Hispanics in the U.S. U.S Census Bureau, Population Division.  
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/hispanic_pop_presentation.html 
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Figure 4 
 

 
 
 

Source: Hispanics in the U.S. U.S Census Bureau, Population Division.  
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/hispanic_pop_presentation.html 
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Figure 5 
 

 
 

 
Source: Hispanics in the U.S. U.S Census Bureau, Population Division.  
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/hispanic_pop_presentation.html 
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Figure 6 
 

 
 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. “Language Use and English Speaking Abilities.” 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/c2kbr-29.pdf 
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Figure 7 
2008 Media Projections by Medium 

 

Medium   Percent CHANGE vs. 2007 

Internet1 14.4 percent 
Spot TV 9.9 percent 
Spanish Language Media2 7.8 percent 
Outdoor 5.5 percent 
Cable Network TV 5.0 percent 

Consumer & Sunday Magazines3 3.6 percent 

Network Television 2.7 percent 
Syndication TV 1.3 percent 
Radio 0.7 percent 

Business-To-Business Magazines -0.1 percent 

Newspapers3 -0.9 percent 
 
Source: TNS Media Intelligence. 2008. http://www.tns-mi.com/news/01072008.htm 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8 

Share of Measured Advertising Spending by Media: 
2007-08 vs. 2006-07 

 
Source: TNS Media Intelligence. 2008. http://www.tns-mi.com/news/01072008.htm 

 

 

 

 

MEDIA TYPE 2007-08 (24 months) 2006-07 (24 months) 

TELEVISION 44.1 percent 44.0 percent 

MAGAZINES 21.1 percent 20.9 percent 

NEWSPAPERS 17.2 percent 18.2 percent 

INTERNET 8.0 percent 7.1 percent 

RADIO 7.0 percent 7.3 percent 

OUTDOOR 2.6 percent 2.6 percent 

TOTAL 100.0 percent 100.0 percent 
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Figure 9 

 
 
 

Source: Newman-Carrasco, Rochelle. “Random Acts of Spanish in my Mailbox.” Advertising Age. March 
2010. http://adage.com/bigtent/post?article_id=142972 
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