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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This article examines how a foreign accent serves as a marker of national national identity,
identity among Russian-speaking immigrants in Germany. Drawing on a 'forei'gn accent, Russian
2022 survey of 392 participants, it analyzes the Russian accent’s role immigrants,

integration, perception,
Germany, migration
linguistics, identity
markers

within broader identity indicators such as language, culture, and history.
Using factor and correlation analysis, the study finds that the Russian
accent is statistically significant, though a peripheral identity marker -
most relevant among older immigrants, those with limited German
proficiency, and frequent Russian language users. While most do not use
their accent consciously to express identity, it functions as a yet recognizable
signal of national belonging. The findings highlight the need to consider
accent in discussions on integration, discrimination, and identity negotiation.
Future research should explore post-2022 changes and the role of foreign
accents in social categorization and integration.

Introduction

In contemporary migration studies, language is widely recognized as a key
component of identity formation and integration (Berry, 2005). Yet within the
broader linguistic landscape, accent remains an understudied phenomenon —
especially as a potential marker of national identity (Gatbonton, Trofimovich,
& Magid, 2005; McCrocklin & Link, 2016; Uzun, 2023). This study focuses
on the case of Russian-speaking immigrants in Germany, examining the role
their foreign accent plays in expressing national belonging.

Today, the study of foreign accents is relevant for migration linguistics not
only from the perspective of the host community, but also in matters of the
self-identification of immigrants. While existing research often centers on how
host societies perceive accents — frequently linking them to discrimination or
social stereotyping (Lev-Ari & Keysar, 2010; Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010; Prange

Marianna Popova: Assistant Professor, Moscow State Linguistic University, m.v.popova@linguanet.ru

(@)




2 | MARIANNA POPOVA THE RUSSIAN ACCENT AS A MARKER OF NATIONAL IDENTITY

De Oliveira, 2019; Popova, 2021) — less is known about how immigrants them-
selves relate to their accents. Are accents simply linguistic traces of origin, or
can they become meaningful expressions of identity, especially in environments
where national affiliations are politicized or scrutinized (Brubaker, 2004; Gra-
jzl, Eastwood & Dimitrova-Grajzl, 2018)?

The Russian accent holds particular relevance in this context. Amid ongo-
ing geopolitical tensions and the presence of more than two million Russian
speakers in Germany (Liibbe & Lokshin, 2020), it functions not only as a pho-
netic feature but potentially as a cultural signal — whether used consciously or
not. This study draws on theories of national and hybrid identity (Ashmore,
Jussim, & Wilder, 2001; Gugenberger, 2010) to explore whether the Russian
accent operates as an identity marker, how its relevance varies across demo-
graphic groups, and what this reveals about integration and self-identification
processes.

Theoretical background

The methodology of the theoretical part of this study incorporates a wide range
of scientific monographs and articles dedicated to the concepts of “identity”
and “national identity”. Among the key sources are Smith (1991), Haller (1999),
Gardt (2000), Ashmore, Jussim, and Wilder (2001), Khrenov (2007), Broszin-
sky-Schwabe (2011), Kochetkov (2012), Drobisheva (2013) and Kneidiger (2013).
The theoretical foundation also includes survey data collected in Russia, such
as the 2018 representative population survey and the 2013 Valdai Discussion
Club materials, which focused on the topic of Russian national identity. Fur-
thermore, the study examines the role of foreign accents as a potential tool
of expression of national identity, as discussed in Btaszczak and Zygis (2019).

National vs. ethnic identity

National and ethnic identities are key components of social identity, shaping
how individuals define their belonging. National identity typically refers to a
shared sense of cultural values, language, history, and political affiliation with-
in a nation-state (Smith, 1991). In contrast, ethnic identity centers on common
ancestry, cultural traditions, and historical narratives, often independent of po-
litical borders (Phinney, 1990). While national identity is closely tied to citizen-
ship and institutional structures, ethnic identity is more fluid and can persist
across generations — even in migration contexts (Anderson, 2006). Both are
now viewed as dynamic, shaped by individual experience, historical change,
and globalization (Brubaker, 2004). State policy, media, and formal education
shape national identity, while ethnic identity is typically reinforced through
family and community (Huntington, 2004; Verkuyten, 2018). A 2024 Pew Re-
search Center survey found that 91% of respondents across more than 20 coun-
tries view speaking the national language as central to national identity. Accents
— audible traces of linguistic origin — can reinforce community belonging or
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lead to social exclusion. Foreign-accented individuals are often subject to bias,
which can affect integration and identity development (Uzun, 2023).

Russian national identity presents unique complexities due to the country’s
multiethnic makeup and turbulent historical transitions. While events such as
the 1917 Revolution and the fall of the Soviet Union disrupted political struc-
tures, researchers emphasize a strong sense of historical continuity and shared
cultural traditions (Teshkov, 2019). The concept of national identity has be-
come central to the Russian state’s internal policy, with leaders like Vladimir
Putin framing it as essential to national cohesion. Surveys show that Russians
tend to identify most with their nationality, their countrymen, and Orthodox
Christianity, with weaker identification toward European or narrower ethnic
affiliations (Drobisheva, 2012, 2013). Core components of Russian national
identity include language, historical pride (e.g., World War II, space explora-
tion), cultural heritage, and religious affiliation (Arytynova, 2012; Pipiya, 2019).
Within this context, language — particularly the Russian language — emerges as
a unifying marker. In the context of the Russian Federation, national identity
is often framed through language and state-centered cultural narratives rather
than ethnic affiliation. While Russia is home to many ethnic groups, the dom-
inant national identity promoted through institutions and media is tied to the
Russian language and shared historical memory (Karaganov et al., 2014; Ary-
tynova, 2012). This study therefore interprets the Russian accent as a marker
of national, rather than ethnic, belonging.

Acculturation Strategies and Hybrid Identity

Psychological acculturation involves changes in identity, attitudes, and behav-
ior as individuals adapt to a new cultural environment (Derwing, 2003; Ku-
magai, 2013). Contact with the host society leads to shifts in how immigrants
perceive themselves and others, often producing hybrid forms of identity (Gu-
genberger, 2010).

Four acculturation strategies are commonly identified:

+ Integration: maintaining the native language while acquiring proficien-
cy in the host language (often involving code-mixing).

+ Assimilation: full shift to the host society’s language and norms, often
resulting in identity and L1 attrition.

+ Separation: minimal contact with host society, continued use of the
native language.

+ Oscillation (Marginalization): unstable switching between languages
and norms, sometimes linked to identity insecurity.

Hybrid identity models challenge rigid binaries, recognizing that identity
can reflect simultaneous affiliations with multiple nations or cultures (Ash-
more, Jussim & Wilder, 2001). In contemporary Europe, debates around in-
tegration often center on whether immigrants should assimilate or preserve
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their cultural norms. Studies show that perceptions of immigrants as cultur-
al threats increase when national identity is perceived as long-standing and
intrinsic (Grajzl, Eastwood & Dimitrova-Grajzl, 2018). In such environments,
markers like accent gain prominence as cues in social categorization. As accent
remains largely outside conscious control, it becomes a powerful — sometimes
stigmatizing — signal of origin and belonging.

This study argues that among such “bright markers”, accent deserves more
attention in the context of national identity, integration, and social perception.

Accent in Identity Studies

Accent refers to distinctive speech patterns shaped by phonological and pro-
sodic features that vary across regions and social groups (Lippi-Green, 2012).
Accents are universal — everyone speaks with one. What is considered a “for-
eign” accent typically depends on the listener’s own linguistic baseline. In mul-
ticultural contexts, accent plays a key role in social categorization, especially
because it is largely outside the speaker’s conscious control and is shaped by
neurolinguistic and sociolinguistic factors (Flege, 1995).

A foreign accent can manifest both as a voluntary and involuntary feature
of speech, influenced by various sociolinguistic and neurocognitive factors. On
the one hand, the involuntary nature of accent is primarily shaped by neurocog-
nitive mechanisms, particularly the critical period hypothesis, which suggests
that individuals who acquire a second language after early childhood often re-
tain a foreign accent due to decreased neuroplasticity (Li, 2018; Best & Tyler,
2007). The strength of an accent can also be influenced by age of acquisition,
frequency of exposure, and motivation to sound native-like, with younger in-
dividuals and those exposed to the second language at an early age showing
greater success in achieving native-like pronunciation (Flege, 1995; Vanhove,
2013). However, complete elimination of a foreign accent is rare, particularly
for those who acquire a second language later in life (Moyer, 2013).

In immigrant communities, accent is often overlooked as a barrier to in-
tegration, despite its real-world consequences: it affects job prospects, social
trust, and perceptions of intelligence or credibility (Munro, 2003; Sergest et
al., 2006; Prange De Oliveira, 2019; Nejjari et al., 2020; Popova, 2021; Doll-
mann, Kogan & WeifSmann, 2024). Recent research shows that individuals
with stronger accents are often rated more negatively by native listeners across
traits like education, intelligence, and success (Popova, 2021). As visual cues
(e.g., appearance) become less central in social judgment, accent has taken on
a more prominent role (Kinzler, Shutts, DeJesus, & Spelke, 2009; Gluszek &
Dovidio, 2010; Rakic, Steffens, & Mummendey, 2011). It is often seen as a more
“authentic” indicator of background, particularly because it resists manipula-
tion. Thus, accent can either help form a favorable impression or trigger social
bias — depending on context. Notably, different accents carry different status
implications. Western European accents (e.g., French, English, Italian) are of-
ten associated with prestige in Germany, while Eastern European, Turkish,
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and Russian accents are more likely to be stigmatized (Reinke, 2008; Settin-
ieri, 2011; Dragojevic, Giles, Beck, & Tatum, 2017). In some contexts, accent
discrimination can affect hiring, housing, or promotion prospects (Krings &
Olivares, 2007; Deprez-Sims & Morris, 2010; Prange De Oliveira, 2019).

On the one hand, individuals may intentionally retain their accent as a mark-
er of cultural identity, pride, or resistance to full assimilation. For those who
strongly identify with their home culture, the accent can serve as a marker of
solidarity and authenticity. Gatbonton, Trofimovich, and Magid (2005) found
that speakers who closely identify with their ethnic group may subconsciously
resist adopting a native-like pronunciation. Other studies explore intentional
retention of the accent. For instance, Btaszczak and Zygis (2014) found that
63% of Polish adolescents in Berlin reported speaking German with a delib-
erate Polish accent to express pride in their national identity. Similarly, Mc-
Crocklin and Link (2016) found that although most ESL students preferred to
sound native, many were also proud that their accent revealed their origins.
These findings suggest that accents are not merely passive traces of origin but
can serve as active identity signals — sometimes even chosen as part of cultur-
al positioning.

In this study, the Russian accent is examined as a potential identity mark-
er within a German multicultural context. While other identity signals — lan-
guage, religion, traditions — have been widely studied, the accent has received
less attention as an expressive form of national belonging. This research seeks
to fill that gap.

Goals and objectives

The present study examined Russian accent among factors of national iden-
tity expression. Despite the fact that there is a large number of studies devot-
ed to accent as one of the most important factors of national and ethnic cat-
egorization, only a few studies consider accent among the ways of expressing
national identity.

Thus, the main goal of the present study is to find out whether the Russian
accent can be considered as a factor in expressing national identity in Ger-
many and to determine what place it occupies in the hierarchy of expressive
forms of Russian national identity.

In detail, the study aims to achieve the following objectives:

+ to assess the strength of Russian national identity among Russian im-
migrants in Germany;

* to categorize and rank the different forms of national identity expres-
sion among Russian immigrants in Germany;

* to determine the significance and role of the Russian accent within the
hierarchy of national identity factors;

* to investigate the emphasis of the Russian accent with other factors.
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Materials and methods

Survey Design

Based on questionnaires from representative surveys of the Russian popula-
tion on indicators of national identity (Drobizheva, 2012; Drobizheva, 2013;
Pipiya, 2019), as well as on reports at the Valdai discussion forum 2013 (Kara-
ganov et al., 2014), a six-part online questionnaire was developed that included
closed-ended, semi-open-ended and open-ended questions.

Section 1 gathered demographic data: age, gender, nationality, birthplace,
education level, current residence, and duration of stay in Germany. It also
collected self-reported German language proficiency, prior phonetics training,
and the frequency of Russian language use. To supplement subjective accent
self-assessment, participants were asked whether native German speakers had
ever noticed or commented on their accent. They were also asked to provide
examples of such situations.

Sections 2 and 3 focused on self-identification as Russian and the personal
significance of national identity.

Section 4 included 12 statements addressing identity and the role of accent
(e.g., “Itis important to me that people know I am Russian”, “I am not bothered
if my accent reveals my background”). Participants responded using a 3-point
scale (agree/disagree/neutral).

Section 5 presented 11 expressive markers of Russian national identity, each
rated on a 5-point scale (1 = not important, 5 = very important). These included:
celebration of Russian national holidays, Orthodoxy, Russian language, Rus-
sian culture, Russian history, birth in the Russian Federation/former Soviet
Union, Russian accent, famous people from Russia, Russian cuisine, Russian
traditions, Russian soul.

Section 6 allowed for open-ended comments to elaborate on identity per-
ceptions and accent-related experiences.

Participant Criteria and Sampling
Participants were recruited through German universities (e.g., Humboldt Uni-
versity Berlin, FUB), Russian-speaking community organizations, and social
media platforms such as Facebook groups for Russians in Germany.
To participate, individuals had to meet the following criteria:

* be of legal age;

+ identify as Russian;

+ speak Russian as a mother tongue;

* have lived in Germany for more than one year.

The final sample included 392 respondents:

+ gender: 330 female, 62 male;
+ age: 202 were aged 18-34; 181 aged 35-59; 9 were 60+;
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+ residence: Respondents lived across all 16 German federal states;
+ education: 85% held higher education degrees;
+ immigration profile: 88% arrived in Germany as adults;

Language proficiency varied:
+ 56% reported a high proficiency in German (C1-C2);
* 35% rated themselves at B1-B2 level;

* 46% had never formally studied German phonetics;
+ 52% reported using Russian “very often” or “often” in daily life.

These data suggest a significant portion of participants likely retained a no-
ticeable Russian accent, making them relevant subjects for this study.

Methods

The data were analyzed using IBM® SPSS® Statistics 26.0. The Kaiser-Mey-
er-Olkin (KMO) test was applied to assess sample adequacy (p = <0.001). Factor
analysis was used to identify clusters of identity markers and their structural
relationships. Correlation analyses explored links between national identity
indicators and three variables:

+ age group (18-34 vs. 35-59);
+ german language proficiency (A1-A2, B1-B2, C1-C2);
+ frequency of the Russian language use in everyday life.

All statistical results were adjusted for sampling weights where applicable.

5 Results

According to the survey results, 26% of respondents consider a foreign accent
to be an indicator of nationality, despite the fact that the majority of respon-
dents do not consciously use an accent to emphasize their nationality and can-
not determine the degree of the accent (Fig. 1.). A larger number of respondents
disagreed (38%) with the statement “Russian accent points out my national
identity” and 19% of respondents believed that they would speak without a
strong Russian accent. The other test subjects (17%) abstained.

In this regard, it should also be mentioned that the large number of respon-
dents (63%) are not ashamed of their Russian accent (Fig. 2). Only 10% stated
the opposite, and 17% believed that they would speak without a Russian ac-
cent. The rest, 10%, abstained.

Factor analysis showed that all markers of the national identity of Russian
immigrants in Germany were clearly divided into two components — the core
and the periphery. The core includes Russian culture, Russian language and
Russian history (Table 1). The second component contains peripheral mark-
ers: celebration of Russian national holidays, Orthodoxy, birth in the Russian
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Russian accent points out my national identity

Not given | have no accent
17,0% 19,0%
Yes
26,0%
No
38,0%

Fig. 1. Position on the foreign accent as a form of expression of national identity. Source: drawn by
the author.

I'm ashamed of my accent

Not given

10,0% | have no accent
17,0%

No

63,0%

Fig. 2. Position on the statement regarding shame and accent. Source: drawn by the author.

Federation / former Soviet Union, Russian accent, famous personalities from
Russia, Russian cuisine, Russian traditions, Russian soul. The KMO sampling
adequacy index is p = <0.001, which indicates the adequacy of the analysis.
According to the analysis, the Russian language and accent are indicators of
Russian national identity. The division of all indicators of national identity
into core and peripheral is significant not only for this study but also for fu-
ture research in this area.
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Table 1. Results of factor analysis of components of national identity expression of Russian
immigrants (Varimax).

Rotated component matrix

Components
1 2

Russian language 0.077 0.837
Russian culture 0.305 0.835
Russian history 0.3 0.685
Russian accent 0.734 -0.038
Russian traditions 0.688 0.321
Orthodoxy 0.676 0.231
Famous people from Russia 0.665 0.197
Russian soul 0.638 0.269
Celebration of Russian national holidays 0.617 0.461
Russian cuisine 0.506 0.387
Birth in the Russian Federation/former USSR 0.476 0.274

Source: drawn by the author.

Next, a correlation analysis was carried out between indicators of national
identity and the age of immigrants (Table 2). All respondents were divided into
two groups, namely Group A (aged 18-35) and Group B (aged 36-59). Looking
at the correlation between the age and the importance of individual forms of
expression of Russian national identity, it can be concluded that group B was
primarily influenced by peripheral factors, namely Orthodoxy, being born on
the territory of the Russian Federation or the former Soviet Union, the Russian
accent, famous Russian people that prove to be more important in contrast to
Group A. It should be emphasized that, with the exception of Russia’s history,
the core factors remain stable in significance in both groups. Russian histo-
ry is the only core factor that is rated as more important by one group, in this
case, Group B. The results are based on bilateral criteria assuming equality of
variance. For each significant pair, the key from the smaller category appears
in the category with the larger mean. Criteria were adjusted for all pairwise
comparisons in the row of each further table using the Bonferroni correction.

When considering the correlation between the level of German language
proficiency of respondents and indicators of national identity, it should be
emphasized that Russian culture, Russian history, Russian accent, famous
Russian personalities, Russian traditions are more significant for respondents
with language level A1-A2 than for respondents with language level C1-C2 (Ta-
ble 3). Despite the critical period hypothesis, constant use of the host society’s
language naturally weakens some of the accent, especially at early ages due to
higher neuroplasticity (Vanhove, 2013), in case of having developed ear for mu-
sic (Patel & Iversen, 2007; Suci¢, 2021; Popova & Tokmakova, 2022) and/or if
a person is highly motivated to reduce their accent and constantly works on it
(Marinova-Todd, Marshall, Snow 2000), these factors are considered nowadays



10 | MARIANNA POPOVA

THE RUSSIAN ACCENT AS A MARKER OF NATIONAL IDENTITY

Table 2. Results of correlation analysis of age and national identity indicators.

Age
18-35 (mean) 36-59 (mean)
Russian history 3.7 4.0*
Birth in the Russian Federation/former USSR 3.2 3.6*
Orthodoxy 2.6 3.2*
Famous people from Russia 2.8 3.2*
Russian accent 2.0 2.3*
Russian language 4.5 4.5
Russian culture 4.1 4.3
Russian cuisine 3.8 3.9
Russian soul 3.9 3.9
Celebration of Russian national holidays 3.1 3.2
Russian traditions 2.8 3.0

*- statistically significant indicators (p = 0.05)

Source: drawn by the author.

more important than the age at which a person started learning a language. And,
of course, as one masters the German language (provided for the assimilation
acculturation strategy), they gradually lose their primary national: a high level
of language proficiency allows one to actively participate in all spheres of life
of the host culture. Russian accent is the only indicator that remains statisti-
cally more significant than others for respondents with language level B1-B2.

Table 3. Results of correlation analysis of the level of German language proficiency and national

identity indicators.

Level of German language proficiency

No skills | A1-A2 B1-B2 Cc1-c2

(mean) (mean) (mean) (mean)
Russian culture 4 4.7* 4.2 4.1
Russian history 3 4.5* 3.9* 3.7
Celebration of Russian national holidays 3 3.9* 3.2 3
Famous people from Russia 3 3.8* 3.1 2.9
Russian traditions 3 3.6* 2.9* 2.8
Russian accent 3 2.6* 2.3* 2
Russian language 5 4.5 4.5 4.5
Russian soul 3 4.3 3.9 3.8
Russian cuisine 5 4.2 3.9 3.8
Birth in the Russian Federation/former USSR 3 3.6 34 34
Orthodoxy 3 3.4 3.1 2.6

*- statistically significant indicators (p = 0.05)

Source: drawn by the author.



XXX | 11

The results of a correlation analysis of national identity indicators and the
frequency of use of the Russian language in everyday life (Table 4) allow us to
conclude that the importance of the Russian language as an indicator of na-
tional identity does not depend on the frequency of use of the Russian lan-
guage in everyday life. It should be emphasized that almost all indicators of
national identity, core and peripheral, are important for the respondents who
“speak Russian very often”.

Table 4. Results of correlation analysis of the frequency of use of the Russian language and national
identity indicators.

Frequency of use of the Russian language

Never Very rarely | Rarely Often Very often

(mean) (mean) (mean) (mean) (mean)
Russian language 3.2 4.1* 4.4* 4.6* 4.7*
Russian culture 3.2 4.1 41 4.2* 4.4*
Orthodoxy 2.1 2.7 24 3.1* 3.6*
Russian traditions 2.3 2.3 2.8 3.0* 3.5*
Russian soul 3.3 3.7 3.7 4.0 4.1
Russian history 3.2 3.7 3.7 3.9 4.1
Russian cuisine 3.1 3.4 3.8 3.9 4.1
Birth in the Russian 2.8 3.2 3.1 3.5 3.9*
Federation/former USSR
Celebration of Russian 2.4 2.8 2.9 3.2 3.8*
national holidays
Famous people from Russia 2.3 2.8 29 3.0 3.6*
Russian accent 1.8 1.9 1.9 2.3 2.6*

*- statistically significant indicators (p = 0.05)
Source: drawn by the author.

Discussion

The present findings — that a Russian accent serves as a peripheral yet statis-
tically significant marker of national identity — are broadly consistent with re-
cent research on immigrant identities. Like our respondents, Russian-speaking
diaspora communities typically emphasize language and core cultural elements
over accent when self-defining identity. For example, a 2024 Pew global survey
found an overwhelming 91% consider speaking the national language central
to national identity. This underscores why Russian immigrants in Germany
view Russian language, culture, and history as “core” identity markers, with
accent more marginal. Recent qualitative work by Nedelsky (2023) on everyday
notions of Germanness likewise notes that native Germans perceive language
proficiency as a key gauge of belonging — often flagging a foreign accent as an
obvious sign of immigrant status (Nedelsky, 2023). Such external perceptions
reinforce our finding that accent operates as an “audible” identity cue even
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when immigrants themselves downplay its importance. In line with this, our
previous study on the topic argues that pronunciation has become a reliable
proxy for origin in diverse societies “since [accents] are practically impossible
to control” and highlights that accents, more than visible traits, now function
as involuntary identity signals in multicultural settings.

Notably, recent studies expand on the social consequences of foreign-ac-
cented speech, reinforcing our discussion of accent as a “relational signal.” The
experiment in Germany found that a strong Russian accent triggered negative
stereotypes about a speaker’s education, income, and success (Popova, 2021).
This aligns with our participants’ concerns that a thick accent can invite bias or
stigma. At the same time, it was reported no significant bias in perceived per-
sonal qualities (e.g., trustworthiness), suggesting that accent mainly influences
perceived competence/status rather than likability. This nuance complements
our finding that most Russian immigrants are not ashamed of their accent (63%
felt no shame) and do not intentionally use it to express identity — yet they re-
main aware that others might draw conclusions from it. In fact, recent socio-
linguistic research underscores that a foreign accent is a salient ethnic marker
that often “¢rumps” other identity cues. Schmaus and Kristen (2021) describe
foreign accent as a “strong cue for ethnic group membership” that can even
outweigh visible appearance in how listeners categorize someone. This external
salience helps explain why our respondents experience their Russian accent as
an unintended emblem of origin — one that gains significance in social inter-
action rather than through deliberate expression (Schmaus & Kristen, 2021).

Encouragingly, our finding that accent’s relevance increases under spe-
cific conditions (older age, lower German proficiency, frequent Russian use)
is also observed in recent literature. Older migrants and those less linguisti-
cally assimilated tend to retain stronger accents and attach more meaning to
them. Lucchetti (2024), studying post-Soviet immigrants in Germany and Is-
rael, notes that first-generation adults often stress heritage language mainte-
nance as the key to identity, whereas youth adopting the host language lose
the audible markers of origin (Lucchetti, 2024). This generational shift reso-
nates with our data showing older Russians value accent and other peripher-
al markers more than youth. It also echoes the finding that as German profi-
ciency rises, attachment to accent diminishes — consistent with assimilation
theories and evidence that many immigrants try to reduce accents over time
to improve integration. In some cases, however, immigrants may consciously
balance between accents to construct hybrid identities. McCrocklin and Link
(2016) documented that some ESL learners fear “losing” their native accent
could mean losing a part of themselves, reflecting the complex interplay be-
tween accent and identity (McCrocklin & Link, 2016). While such conscious
attachment to accent appears to be the exception, it highlights that for a mi-
nority, accent can symbolize personal history — even as most view it as an un-
intentional byproduct of bilingualism.

Importantly, the role of accent as an identity marker — peripheral in self-con-
ception but potent in social perception — is not unique to Russian speakers.
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Recent migration studies on other groups in Germany reveal striking parallels.
A clear example is found in Schmaus and Kristen’s (2021) field experiment on
hiring discrimination: callers to German employers who spoke with a Turk-
ish accent faced significantly lower callback rates, even when using identical
German words. By contrast, callers with a Turkish name but no audible ac-
cent did not experience this penalty (Schmaus & Kristen, 2021). This exper-
iment demonstrates that accent can activate ethnic bias more immediately
than ethnic name cues, reinforcing the idea that accent “betrays” one’s im-
migrant background in crucial interactions. Likewise, Dollmann et al. (2024)
report that second-generation ethnic minority youth with noticeable foreign
accents in Germany tend to be tracked into jobs with lower communication
demands, limiting their upward mobility. In their longitudinal study, youths
who spoke German with near-native pronunciation enjoyed broader opportu-
nities, whereas strongly accented speakers were more often relegated to roles
where language skills are “less essential” (Dollman et al., 2024). These findings
expand on our discussion by showing how an accent, beyond signaling iden-
tity, can tangibly impact integration outcomes like education-to-work transi-
tions. They also underscore a point of agreement across studies: to outsiders,
an accent marks one as “other”, often eliciting bias or exclusion regardless of
the speaker’s own identity intentions.

Comparative research in other multicultural contexts similarly supports and
contextualizes our results. Studies in North America and Western Europe have
long noted that immigrants’ accents can be sources of prejudice (Gluszek &
Dovidio, 2010; Timming, 2017). Recent contributions detail how these dynam-
ics play out in diverse communities. In Germany, the Russian accent is con-
sidered one of the most unpleasant along with Arabic and Turkish (Settineri,
2011). Such accounts mirror the stigma attached to Russian-accented German
in our study’s current and previous experiments (Popova, 2021). In Israel, by
contrast, Russian immigrants form a large minority, and studies suggest that
Slavic accents there have become a normalized part of the linguistic landscape
(Remennick & Prashizky, 2018). This indicates that the significance of an ac-
cent can vary by host society — being more stigmatized in some contexts than
others — yet the underlying theme of accent as an audible differentiator re-
mains. Indeed, a recent literature review by Uzun (2023) confirms that across
settings, foreign-accented individuals often experience a sense of “otherness,”
and accents serve as “markers of non-belonging” that can trigger identity ne-
gotiations (Uzun, 2023).

There are also nuanced contrasts in how immigrant groups engage with
accent. Unlike many first-generation Russians who arrived as adults, some
communities have a large second-generation that speaks the host language na-
tively — effectively erasing accent as an identity marker for them. Germany’s
Turkish-origin population illustrates this: having been in the country for de-
cades, most younger Turkish Germans are native speakers of German without
a foreign accent, so their sense of identity hinges on cultural and religious fac-
tors more than on accent. In lieu of an inherited accent, a sociolect known as
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“Kiezdeutsch” has emerged in multiethnic urban areas, blending Turkish and
German slang. Linguists note that this sociolect — spoken playfully by some
second-generation youth of various backgrounds - serves as a peer-group iden-
tity code rather than a sign of imperfect language acquisition (Kern, 2015).
The Turkish German case highlights an interesting counterpoint: whereas
our Russian participants did not consciously use their accent to assert iden-
tity, some immigrant-origin youths do adopt a stylized accent or dialect as a
badge of group identity, which allies with Blaszczak & Zygis’s findings (2019)
but contradicts the obtained results. For the youth it is a form of code-switch-
ing, distinct from the unintentional foreign accent retained by first-generation
speakers. The common thread is that the language style (whether an involun-
tary accent or a chosen dialect) becomes entwined with identity negotiations
in diaspora communities.

Overall, recent scholarship strongly converges with our study’s implications.
Across immigrant groups, proficiency and accent are tightly linked to integra-
tion: as immigrants master the host language and potentially lose their accent,
they often gain social acceptance (sometimes at the cost of downplaying their
origin), whereas a heavy accent can perpetuate perceptions of foreignness. The
consensus is that foreign accents “signal” identity in social interactions, often
more than the speaker may wish, although there are exceptions. This can rein-
force boundary-making — natives may subconsciously treat accented speakers
as outsiders, while immigrants who notice such reactions may either strive to
reduce their accent or, conversely, embrace their distinct speech as an identity
anchor. Our findings of the Russian accent’s peripheral yet meaningful role are
thus affirmed and elaborated by contemporary studies: they agree that accent
is usually a secondary facet of one’s identity from the insider perspective, but
they also show that accent gains primary importance in the outsider’s gaze,
affecting experiences of inclusion or exclusion.

7 Conclusion

This study investigated the role of the Russian foreign accent as a potential
expression of national identity among Russian-speaking immigrants in Ger-
many. Based on a comprehensive survey of 392 participants conducted in early
2022, the findings confirm that while the accent is rarely used consciously to
express identity, it functions as a statistically significant and socially recog-
nizable marker — particularly for older individuals.

Factor analysis revealed a two-tier structure of national identity markers.
The core markers of national identity — such as Russian language, culture, and
history — retain their importance across all demographic groups. In contrast,
peripheral markers, including the Russian accent, take on increased significance
in specific contexts, such as among older individuals and those less integrated
linguistically. The Russian accent, though less overt than language or cultur-
al traditions, plays a crucial relational role in identity expression, especially
within the complex social dynamics of integration. Along with other cultural
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elements like the celebration of national holidays or cuisine, its significance
increases among older individuals, those with lower German proficiency, and
those who maintain Russian in daily communication. The accent, more than
being a simple linguistic feature, emerges as a hybrid identity marker that re-
flects complex interactions between language, culture, and geopolitical context.

While the accent may not be a primary focus for most immigrants, it func-
tions as a subtle yet powerful signal of belonging and heritage. Its significance
is often amplified by the way it is perceived by others, influencing both social
acceptance and potential biases. Thus, the accent acts as a key element in iden-
tity negotiation, both on a personal level and in the broader societal context.
Its importance lies in its relational function — not just how immigrants speak,
but how he or she wants to be heard and how that speech is interpreted by
others. In a context where foreign accents can invite discrimination or social
categorization, the accent becomes a powerful element in identity negotiation.

These insights have practical implications: integration strategies should
recognize that identity is not only shaped by deliberate choices (like language
use or acculturation strategy) but also by mostly involuntary features (like ac-
cent) that affect how immigrants are perceived and treated. Programs aiming
to support immigrant inclusion must consider these subtler dimensions of
identity expression.

Future research including longitudinal and comparative studies, partic-
ularly in light of post-2022 geopolitical developments, could shed light on
how accents tied to national identity evolve in the face of shifting geopolit-
ical contexts. Qualitative interviews and perceptual studies could provide a
deeper understanding of how both immigrants and host society members in-
terpret the role of accent in defining national identity. Looking ahead, future
research could explore the evolving role of accent in the second generation of
Russian-speaking immigrants, examining how changes in identity expression
develop over time, particularly as immigrants adapt linguistically and socially
to the host culture.

References

Anderson, Benedict R. 2006. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism. London: Verso Books.

Arytynova, Marina A. 2012. “Language Policy in the USSR and the Status of
Russian Language.” [SI3pIkoBast monuTHKa ¥ cTaTyc pycckoro si3sika 8 CCCP
¥ TOCYIapCTBAaX MOCTCOBETCKOTO ipocTpanctsa|Bulletin of Moscow State
University. International Relations and World Politics 25(1): 155-178.

Ashmore, Richard D., Lee Jussim, and David Wilder. 2001. Social Identity, Intergroup
Conflict, and Conflict Reduction. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Baghdasaryan, Susanna. 2017. “The Effect of Non-Native Accents and Stereotypes
on Speaker Perception and Comprehension.” Armenian Folia Anglistika 13 (1-2)
(17): 119-128. doi: 10.46991/AFA/2017.13.1-2.119

Berry, John W. 2005. “Acculturation: Living Successfully in Two Cultures.”
International Journal of Intercultural Relations 29(6): 697-712.


https://doi.org/10.46991/AFA/2017.13.1-2.119

16 | MARIANNA POPOVA THE RUSSIAN ACCENT AS A MARKER OF NATIONAL IDENTITY

Best, Catherin T., and Michael D. Tyler. 2007. “Non-Native and Second-Language
Speech Perception: Commonalities and Complementarities.” In: Bohn, O.S.,
and M.J.Munro, eds. Language Experience in Second Language Speech Learning:
In Honor of James Emil Flege. Amsterdam: John Benjamins: pp.: 13-34.

Blaszczak, Joanna., and Marzena Zygis. 2019. “Nicht Perfekt, aber Zufrieden.

Aus dem Sprachleben Deutsch-Polinischer Schiiler in Berlin: Eine
Fragebogenstudie.” In: Hufeisen, B. et al., eds. Sprachbildung und Sprachkontakt
im Deutsch-Polnischen Kontext. Frankfurt am Main, Germany: Peter Lang
Verlag: pp.: 19-43.

Brubaker, Rogers. 2004. Ethnicity without Groups. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Deprez-Sims, Anne-Sophie, and Scott B. Morris. 2010. “Accents in the Workplace:
Their Effects during a Job Interview.” International Journal of Psychology 45(6):
417-426. doi: 10.1080/00207594.2010.499950

Derwing, Tracey M. 2003. “What Do ESL Students Say About Their Accents.”
Canadian Modern Language Review-Revue Canadienne Des Langues Vivantes
59(4): 547-567. doi: 10.3138/CMLR.59.4.547.

Dollmann, Jorg, Irena Kogan, and Markus WeifSmann. 2024. “When Your Accent
Betrays You: The Role of Foreign Accents in School-to-Work Transition of
Ethnic Minority Youth in Germany.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies
50(1): 1-44. doi: 10.1080/1369183X.2024.2305278

Dovidio, John F., and Agata Gluszek. 2012. “Accents, Nonverbal Behavior, and
Intergroup Bias.” In: Giles, H., ed. The Handbook of Intergroup Communication.
New York, NY: Routledge: pp.: 87-99.

Dragojevic, Marko, et al. 2017. “The Fluency Principle: Why Foreign Accent Strength
Negatively Biases Language Attitudes.” Communication Monographs 84(3):
385-405. doi:10.1080/03637751.2017.1322213

Drobizheva, Leokadia M. 2012. “Russian Identity and Trends in Interethnic Attitudes
over 20 Years of Reforms.” [Poccuiickas MIEHTUYHOCTD U TEH/IEHITUN B
MESKATHUIECKUX yCTaHOBKax 3a 20 net pedopm| Russia under Reform 10:
72-85.

. 2013. Ethnicity in the Socio-Political Space of the Russian Federation: 20
Years of Experience [Dmuuunocms é couuansHO-noIUmu4ecKoM npocmpancinge
Poccuiickoti @edepayuu. Onsim 20 nem). Moscow, Russia: Novyi Khronograf.

Flege, James E. 1995. “Second Language Speech Learning: Theory, Findings, and
Problems.” In: Strange, W., ed. Speech Perception and Linguistic Experience:
Issues in Cross-Language Research, edited by W. Strange. Baltimor: York Press:
pp.: 233-277.

Gatbonton, Elizabeth, Pavel Trofimovich, and Michael Magid. 2005. “Learners’
Ethnic Group Affiliation and L2 Pronunciation Accuracy: A Sociolinguistic
Investigation.” TESOL Quarterly 39(3): 489-511. doi: 10.2307/3588491

Grajzl, Peter, Jonathan Estwood, and Valentina Dimitrova-Grajzl. 2018. “Should
Immigrants Culturally Assimilate or Preserve Their Own Culture? Host-Society
Natives’ Beliefs and the Longevity of National Identity.” Social Science Research
75: 96-116. doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2018.06.005

Gugenberger, Eva 2010. “Das Konzept der Hybriditét in der Migrationslinguistik.”

In: Ludwig, R., and D. Roseberg, eds. Tout-Monde: Interkulturalitat,
Hybridisierung, Kreolisierung. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang Verlag: pp.: 67-91.

Haller, Max. 1996. Identitat und Nationalstolz der Osterreicher: Gesellschaftliche
Ursachen und Funktionen. Herausbildung und Transformation seit 1945.
Internationaler Vergleich. Wien: Bohlau.


https://doi.org/10.1080/00207594.2010.499950
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2024.2305278
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2018.06.005

XXX | 17

Huntington, Samuel P. 2004. Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s National
Identity. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Karaganov, Sergei A., Anastasia B. Likhacheva, and Ivan A. Makarov. 2014. National
Identity and the Future of Russia |Hayuonansnas udenmuunocms u 6yoyuiee
Poccuu] Report of the International Discussion Club “Valdai”. Moscow, Russia.

Kern, Friederike. 2015. “Turkish German.” Language and Linguistics Compass 9(5):
219-233. doi: 10.1111/1nc3.12136

Kinzler, Katherine D. et al 2009. “Accent Trumps Race in Guiding Children’s Social
Preferences.” Soc Cogn. 27(4): 623-634. doi:10.1521/50c0.2009.27.4.623.

Krings, Franciska, and José Olivares. 2007. “At the Doorstep to Employment:
Discrimination against Immigrants as a Function of Applicant Ethnicity, Job
Type, and Raters’ Prejudice.” International Journal of Psychology 42(6): 406-17.
doi:10.1080/00207590701251721.

Kumagai, Kazuaki. 2013. “How Accent and Identity Influence Each Other: An
Investigation of L2 English Speakers’ Perceptions of Their Own Accents
and Their Perceived Social Identities.” Master’s thesis, Indiana University
of Pennsylvania: ProQuest LLC. Retrieved April 16, 2026. https://www.
proquest.com/openview/baSbe0366eb241335286aled2981af85/1?
pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750

Lev-Ari, Shiri., and Boaz Keysar. 2010. “Why Don’t We Believe Non-Native
Speakers? The Influence of Accent on Credibility” Journal of Experimental
Social Psychology 46(6): 1093-1096. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2010.05.025

Li, Qjao’er. 2018. “A Review of the Critical Period Hypothesis in Second Language
Acquisition.” International Journal of Linguistics and Communication 6(1): 61—
68. doi: 10.15640/ijlc.vénlas

Lippi-Green, Rosina. 2012. English with an Accent: Language, Ideology and
Discrimination in the United States. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge.

Liibbe, Sascha, and Pavel Lokshin. 2020. “Wie Viele Russischsprachige Leben in
Deutschland.” Retrieved April 16, 2026. https://mediendienst-integration.de/
news/wie-viele-russischsprachige-leben-in-deutschland/ (accessed April 16,
2026)

Lucchetti, Cristiana. 2024. “The Role of Language in the Identity Practices of
Immigrants from the Former Soviet Union in Israel and Germany.” In: Jasina-
Schéfer, A., and N. Aivazishvili-Gehne, eds. Migration, PostSocialism, and
Diasporic Experiences: Fragmented Lives, Entangled Worlds [Migration,
Postsozialismus und Diaspora-Erfahrungen: Fragmentierte Leben, verflochtene
Welten)]. Berlin: De Gruyter: pp.: 87-106.

McCrocklin, Shannon, and Stepanie Link. 2016. “Accent, Identity, and a Fear of Loss?
ESL Students’ Perspectives.” Canadian Modern Language Review 72(1): 122-148.
doi: 10.3138/cmlr.2582

Moyer, Alene. 2013. Foreign Accent: The Phenomenon of Non-Native Speech.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Munro, Murray J. 2003. “A Primer on Accent Discrimination in the Canadian
Context.” TESL Canada Journal 20(2):38-51. doi: 10.18806/tesl.v20i2.947

Nedelsky, Nadya R. 2023. “A New German ‘We’? Everyday Perspectives on
Germanness and Its Boundaries.” Nationalities Papers 51(6): 1215-1234. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1017/nps.2022.106

Nejjari, Warda et al. 2020. “Where Does a ‘Foreign’ Accent Matter? German, Spanish
and Singaporean Listeners’ Reactions to Dutch-Accented English, and Standard
British and American English Accents.” PLOS ONE 15(4): €0231089. doi:10.1371/
journal.pone.0231089


https://doi.org/10.1111/lnc3.12136
https://doi.org/10.3138/cmlr.2582
https://doi.org/10.18806/tesl.v20i2.947
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0231089
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0231089

18 | MARIANNA POPOVA THE RUSSIAN ACCENT AS A MARKER OF NATIONAL IDENTITY

Patel, Aniruddh D., and John R. Iversen 2007. “The Linguistic Benefits of Musical
Abilities.” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 11(9): 369-372. doi: 10.1016/j.
tics.2007.08.003

Pew Research Center. 2024. “Language and Traditions Are Considered Central
to National Identity.” Retrieved April 16, 2026. https://www.pewresearch.
org/global/2024/01/18/language-and-traditions-are-considered-central-to-
national-identity/ (accessed April 16, 2026)

Phinney, Jean S. 1990. “Ethnic Identity in Adolescents and Adults:

Review of Research.” Psychological Bulletin 108 (3): 499-514.
doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.108.3.499

Pipiya, Karina. 2019. “National Identity and Pride.” [HaronanpHast HIeHTHYIHOCTD
u roprocts] Levada Center, January 17. https://www.levada.ru/2019/01/17/
natsionalnaya-identichnost-i-gordost/ (accessed April 11, 2026).

Popova, Marianna V. 2021. “The Role of a Foreign Accent in the Social and Personal
Identification of a Speaker.” SHS Web of Conferences 101: 01013. doi: 10.1051/
shsconf/202110101013

Popova, Marianna V., and Ksenia M. Tokmakova. 2022. “The Role of the Musical
Hearing in the Formation of Phonetic and Phonological Competence.” Ezikov
Svyat (Orbis Linguarum) 20(2): 199-205. doi: 10.37708/ezs.swu.bg.v20i2.4

Prange De Oliveira, Astrid. 2019. “Migranten — Hofiert und
Diskriminiert.” Retrieved April 16, 2026. https://www.dw.com/de/
migranten-hofiert-und-diskriminiert/a-47442296

Raki¢, Tamara., Melanie C. Steffens, and Amélie Mummendey. 2010. “Blinded by
the Accent! The Minor Role of Looks in Ethnic Categorization.” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 100(1): 16-29. doi: 10.1037/a0021522

Reinke, Kerstin. 2008. Zur Wirkung Phonetischer Mittel in Sachlich Intendierter
Sprechweise bei Deutsch Sprechenden Russen. Frankfurt am Main, Germany:
Peter Lang Verlag.

Remennick, Larissa, and Anna Prashizky. 2019. “Generation 1.5 of Russian Israelis:
Integrated but Distinct.” Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 18(3): 263-281. doi:10.
1080/14725886.2018.1537212.

Schmaus, Miriam, and Cornelia Kristen. 2021. “Foreign Accents in the Early Hiring
Process: A Field Experiment on Accent-Related Ethnic Discrimination in
Germany.” International Migration Review 56(2): 562-593.

Sergest, Sharon, et al. 2006. “Implicit Sources of Bias in Employment Interview
Judgments and Decisions.” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision
Processes 101(2): 152-167. d0i:10.1016/j.0bhdp.2006.06.005

Settinieri, Julia. 2011. “Soziale Akzeptanz Unterschiedlicher Normabweichungen
in der Zielsprache Deutsch.” Zeitschrift fur Interkulturellen
Fremdsprachenunterriche 16(2): 67-80.

Smith, Antony D. 1991. National Identity. Reno: University of Nevada Press.

Suci¢, Goran. 2021. “The Influence of Musically Gifted on the Development of
Language Competences.” European Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies 7(1):
7-12.

Tishkov, Valery A. 2019. We Are the Russian People: A Teaching and Methodological
Manual [Mv: — poccutickuti napod). Moscow: Prosveshchenie/Ventana-Graf.

Uzun, Tarik. 2023. “Foreign Accent, Identity and Accent Discrimination: A Literature
Review.” International Journal of Language Academy 11(2): 252-266. doi:
10.29228/ijla.69110


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2007.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2007.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.108.3.499?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202110101013
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202110101013
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Amelie-Mummendey?_sg%5B0%5D=f9nceAKuIZ7Vn3T0yej3v3HrGXA38Q_E9K9rXGghqWVVdBwnOXybxD3QuTsbAhkU247vRlo.hTy7uVTbAK1k6BkUz0uYS1bgpLRDVZx-AZJsVomjY5cj9d5Lhfp9_owqv6ftNxKsGcIQXqkPeXMclf_2VaK_Ug&_sg%5B1%5D=UMyPi7aEGf3mLuLCgUmBzzzhqcthRhlNEmsdy38bLNwGt9brxhb7toI3-utjCKdpBhJ6m9A.-7qVfHaiH0WmIeEqy6JqQNHDdEtB4ykgtuOo8vltARYCnLjYVPOGzReOT_bl2m443W_Du3U4sfyTiz8MTJW6RQ&_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicG9zaXRpb24iOiJwYWdlSGVhZGVyIn19
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021522?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.29228/ijla.69110

XXX | 19

Vanhove, Jan. 2013. “The Critical Period Hypothesis in Second Language Acquisition:
A Statistical Critique and a Reanalysis.” PLOS ONE 8(7): ¢69172. doi: 10.1371/
journal.pone.0069172

Verkuyten, Maykel. 2018. The Social Psychology of Ethnic Identity. 2nd ed. New York:
Routledge.

Marijana Popova

Ruski akcenat kao marker nacionalnog identiteta medu imigrantima
u Nemackoj: izmedu izrazavanja i percepcije

Apstrakt

Ovaj rad ispituje kako strani akcenat funkcionise kao marker nacionalnog identiteta medu
ruskojezi¢nim imigrantima u Nemackoj. Oslanjajuci se na anketu sprovedenu 2022. godine
na uzorku od 392 ispitanika, analizira se uloga ruskog akcenta u okviru Sirih pokazatelja iden-
titeta, kao Sto su jezik, kultura i istorija. Primenom faktorske i korelacione analize, rad poka-
zuje da je ruski akcenat statisticki znacajan, ali periferni marker identiteta - najrelevantniji
medu starijim imigrantima, osobama sa ograni¢enim znanjem nemackog jezika i onima koji
Cesto koriste ruski jezik. lako vecina ispitanika svoj akcenat ne koristi svesno za izraZzavanje
identiteta, on funkcioni$e kao prepoznatljiv signal nacionalne pripadnosti. Nalazi ukazuju na
potrebu da se akcenat ukljuci u razmatranja integracije, diskriminacije i pregovaranja identi-
teta. Buduca istrazivanja treba da ispitaju promene nakon 2022. godine, kao i ulogu stranih
akcenata u drustvenoj kategorizaciji i procesima integracije.

Kljucne reci: nacionalni identitet, strani akcenat, ruski imigranti, integracija, percepcija, Ne-
macka, migraciona lingvistika, markeri identiteta
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