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Cognates share their form and meaning across languages; “fruit” in English translates to “fruit” in Dutch. They 

are often processed more quickly, on a range of tasks, than words that exist in one language only (Dijkstra et al., 

2010). This has been taken as strong evidence that bilingual speakers have one integrated lexicon and that 

access to it is language non-selective. In contrast, Poort et al. (2016) found (non-significant) inhibition for 

cognates using an English lexical decision task, which also included interlingual homographs, 

pseudohomophones and Dutch controls, suggesting that this key result may not be as robust as was previously 

thought. 

 The current web-based English lexical decision experiment investigated whether the cognate facilitation 

effect depends on stimulus list composition. Five versions of the experiment were created. The ‘classic’ version 

included only identical cognates, English controls and regular non-words. The other versions also included 

either identical interlingual homographs (e.g. “angel”, which means “insect’s sting” in Dutch), 

pseudohomophones (e.g. “mistaik”, instead of regular non-words), Dutch controls (e.g. “krijt”, which does not 

exist in English) or all three filler types (‘combined’).  

 As expected, significant facilitation for cognates was observed in the classic version (49.7ms) and also 

when identical interlingual homographs or pseudohomophones were included (22.4ms; 31.0ms). In contrast, 

when the Dutch control words were included (either alone or together with the other fillers) the cognate 

facilitation effect was significantly reduced (5.9ms; 12.9ms).  

 We suggest that whenever participants must respond ‘no’ to Dutch words, competition arises between the 

‘yes’ and ‘no’ responses associated with the cognates’ two interpretations. This competition can explain the 

delayed lexical decision responses. This view is analogous to explanations of similar list composition effects for 

interlingual homographs (Dijkstra et al., 1998). Models of the bilingual mental lexicon, including the Bilingual 

Interactive Activation plus (BIA
+
) model (Dijkstra & Van Heuven, 2002), can accommodate this finding by 

assuming that cognate and interlingual homograph effects are influenced by facilitation/competition both within 

the lexicon and at the decision level. 
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