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Abstract
For a long time, Swedish only had two third-person singular pronouns: hon [‘she’] and han [‘he’]. Following several
publications using the gender-neutral pronoun hen to refer to its characters, a debate article in a national newspaper proposed
expanding the Swedish pronouns with hen. This proposal ignited a nation-wide debate on the use of a gender-neutral
pronoun and its potential consequences. Proponents of hen believed that hen would make the language more gender-fair
by making gender less salient, and by having a pronoun for nonbinary gender individuals. Opponents believed hen would
confuse children and be trivial for achieving gender equality. This response shows that hen challenges beliefs on what
language should look like, how gender is defined, and how gender should be represented in language. In this thesis, I have
documented beliefs about hen. I have mapped the initial resistance, and found underlying motivations for different types
of criticism. In two experimental studies, I tested whether common arguments in the debate are supported by empirical
evidence, and whether hen can affect the way others are perceived.

Study I documented the content of the criticism of hen. As a background and coding scheme I used research on criticism
of past gender-fair language initiatives, such as the replacing of generic ‘he’ with ‘he or she’. I found that the criticism of
hen was largely the same as in the 1970s and 1980s. Subsequently, I generated four dimensions of underlying motivations
that characterize criticism of gender-fair language. These dimensions of criticisms can be considered and addressed in
different ways when implementing and researching gender-fair language.

Study II tested whether hen indeed is more distracting in written communication than hon or han. Participants read
sentences in which hen referred to role nouns that varied in how strongly they were associated with a gender. The
results indicated that hen had a small processing cost compared to hon or han, and there was no difference between
lexically gendered or stereotypically gendered role nouns. The common argument that hen is a strong distractor in written
communication was thus not supported by these findings.

Study III examined how pronouns influence gender categorization and the memory recall of a face. The results indicated
that participants were more likely to categorize a gender-ambiguous face as a woman when presented with a feminine
pronoun, and that they spent more time looking at feminine faces than masculine faces in the memory task. The opposite
was found when the gender-ambiguous face was presented with a masculine pronoun. Encoding a gender-ambiguous face
with hen partially eliminated the gender categorization effect. The results show that binary pronouns activate binary gender
categorization and that gender-neutral pronouns can reduce such categorization.

The findings in this thesis provide insights into the early stages of the implementation of a gender-neutral pronoun,
and its potential to affect social cognition. It shows that criticism of hen is fueled by a set of ideological convictions and
practical concerns, which it shares with criticism of other gender-fair language initiatives. In addition, hen leads to criticism
of breaking the woman-man gender binary. This thesis provides early evidence for the potential of gender-neutral language,
such as hen, to reduce biases in social cognition.
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Es ein zilv'rig lintje is de Maas 
Door berg en bos omzuimp 
Wo elke zuderling dae in 
De vraemde is van druimp 
Want valt 't laeve soms neet mit 
En zeukste nao get gelok 
Blief aeve in gedachte staon 
En dink aan Limburg trok 



 

  



 

Abstract 

For a long time, Swedish only had two third-person singular pronouns: hon 
[‘she’] and han [‘he’]. Following the publication of a children’s book and a 
novel using the gender-neutral pronoun hen to refer to its characters, a debate 
article in a national newspaper proposed expanding the Swedish pronouns 
with hen. These publications ignited a nation-wide debate on the use of a gen-
der-neutral pronoun and its potential consequences. Proponents of hen be-
lieved that hen would make the language more gender-fair by making gender 
less salient, and by having a pronoun for nonbinary gender individuals. Oppo-
nents believed hen would confuse children and be trivial for achieving gender 
equality. This response shows that hen challenges beliefs on what language 
should look like, how gender is defined, and how gender should be represented 
in language. In this thesis, I have documented beliefs about hen. I have 
mapped the initial resistance, and found underlying motivations for different 
types of criticism. In two experimental studies, I tested whether common ar-
guments in the debate are supported by empirical evidence, and whether hen 
can affect the way others are perceived. 

Study I documented the content of the criticism of hen. As a background 
and coding scheme I used research on criticism of past gender-fair language 
initiatives, such as the replacing of generic ‘he’ with ‘he or she’. I found that 
the criticism of hen was largely the same as in the 1970s and 1980s, such as 
gender-fair language being a trivial concern without any real contribution to 
gender equality. Subsequently, I generated four dimensions of underlying mo-
tivations that characterize criticism of gender-fair language. These were (a) 
defending the linguistic status quo, (b) sexism and cisgenderism, (c) dimin-
ishing the issue and its proponents, and (d) gender-fair language being a dis-
tractor in communication. These dimensions of criticisms can be considered 
and addressed in different ways when implementing and researching gender-
fair language. 

Study II tested whether hen indeed is distracting in written communica-
tion. Participants read sentences in which hen referred to role nouns that varied 
in how strongly they were associated with a gender. The role nouns were lex-
ically gendered role nouns (e.g., mother, queen), stereotypically gendered role 
nouns (e.g., hairdresser, carpenter), and neutral role nouns (e.g., sibling, col-
league). By analyzing the eye movements of participants who read these sen-
tences, I tested whether hen is more taxing to read in comparison to binary 
pronouns.  



 

The results indicated that hen had a small processing cost compared to bi-
nary pronouns, but there was no difference between lexically gendered or ste-
reotypically gendered role nouns. The common argument that hen is a strong 
distractor in written communication was thus not supported by these findings.  

Study III examined the process of gender categorization in social cogni-
tion. Gender is a primary category in person perception, and gender is deter-
mined in milliseconds. Gender categorization influences how a person is per-
ceived and remembered. In a memory task, I tested how pronouns influence 
gender categorization and the memory recall of a face. The results indicated 
that participants were more likely to categorize a gender-ambiguous face as a 
woman when presented with a feminine pronoun, and that they spent more 
time looking at feminine faces than masculine faces in the memory task. The 
opposite was found when the gender-ambiguous face was presented with a 
masculine pronoun. Encoding a gender-ambiguous face with hen partially 
eliminated the gender categorization effect. The results show that binary pro-
nouns activate binary gender categorization and that gender-neutral pronouns 
can reduce such categorization.  

Nearly ten years after hen first entered the public limelight, hen appears to 
have established itself in Swedish. The findings in this thesis provide insights 
into the early stages of the implementation of a gender-neutral pronoun, and 
its potential to affect social cognition. It shows that criticism of hen is fueled 
by a set of ideological convictions and practical concerns, which it shares with 
criticism of other gender-fair language initiatives. In addition, hen leads to 
criticism of breaking the woman-man gender binary. Challenging the linguis-
tic binary shows the potential to reduce societal biases reflected by language. 
This thesis provides early evidence for the potential of gender-neutral lan-
guage, such as hen, to reduce biases in social cognition. 

 
 
Keywords: hen, gender-fair language, gender-neutral pronouns 



 

Svensk sammanfattning  

Under lång tid hade svenska språket endast två singular tredje-persons 
pronomen: hon och han. Efter publiceringen av en barnbok och en roman där 
hen användes för att hänvisa till dess karaktärer föreslog en debattartikel i en 
nationell tidning att svenska pronomen skulle utvidgas med det könsneutrala 
pronomenet hen. Dessa publikationer tände en rikstäckande debatt om 
användningen av ett könsneutralt pronomen och dess potentiella 
konsekvenser. Förespråkarna ansåg att hen skulle göra språket mer 
könsrättvist genom att göra kön mindre framträdande och genom att ha ett 
pronomen som inkluderar icke-binära individer. Motståndarna menade att hen 
skulle förvirra barn om deras könsidentitet och inte bidra till jämställdhet. 
Denna reaktion visar att hen utmanar ideér om hur språket ska se ut, hur kön 
definieras, och hur kön ska representeras i språket. I denna avhandling 
dokumenterar jag olika uppfattningar om hen. Jag har kartlagt det initiala 
motståndet, och hittat olika motiv för olika typer av kritik. I två experimentella 
studier har jag testat om de vanliga argumenten i debatten stöds av empiriska 
bevis, och om hen kan påverka hur andra uppfattas. 

Studie I dokumenterade innehållet i kritiken av hen. Som bakgrund och 
kodningsschema använde jag tidigare forskning om kritik mot könsrättvist 
språk, såsom att ersätta generiskt han med han eller hon. Kritiken mot hen var 
i stort sett densamma som vid tidigare språkreformer, som att könsrättvist 
språk är ett trivialt problem som inte nämnvärt bidrar till jämställdhet. I 
studien genererades fyra olika teman som illustrerar underliggande 
motivationer i kritiken mot könsrättvist språk. Dessa var (a) försvar av ett 
lingvististk status quo, (b) sexism och cisgenderism, (c) förminskade av frågan 
och dess företräddare och (d) hen är distraherande i kommunikation. Dessa 
dimensioner av kritik kan övervägas och hanteras på olika sätt när könsrättvist 
språk implementeras och beforskas. 

Studie II testade om hen verkligen är distraherande i skriven 
kommunikation. Deltagarna läste meningar där hen hänvisade till ord som 
varierade i hur starkt de var associerade med kön. Orden var lexikalt könade 
(t.ex. mor, drottning), stereotypiskt associerad med kön (t.ex. frisör, snickare), 
och könsneutrala (t.ex., författare, kollega). Genom att analysera ögonrörelser 
hos deltagare testade jag om hen är mer belastande att läsa jämfört med hon 
och han (sk. binära pronomen). 

Resultaten visade att hen hade en liten bearbetningskostnad jämfört med 
binära pronomen, men att denna kostnad inte skilde sig åt beroende på typen 



 

av könsinformation som fanns i ordet. Det vanliga argumentet att hen är 
distraherande i skriven kommunication stöds således inte av dessa fynd.  

Studie III undersökte processen för könskategorisering inom social 
kognition. Kön är en primär kategori i personuppfattning, och människor 
bestämmer någons kön inom millisekunder. Könskategorisering påverkar hur 
en person uppfattas och blir ihågkommen. I en minnesuppgift testade jag hur 
pronomen påverkar könskategorisering och minne av ett ansikte. Resultaten 
indikerade att deltagarna var mer benägna att kategorisera ett ansikte som var 
tvetydigt när det gällde kön som en kvinna när de presenterades med ett 
feminint pronomen, och att de ägnade mer tid åt att titta på feminina ansikten 
än maskulina ansikten i minnesuppgiften. Motsatsen hittades när ansiktet 
presenterades med ett maskulint pronomen. Inkodningen av ansiktet 
tillsammans med hen eliminerade delvis könskategoriseringseffekten. 
Resultaten visar att binära pronomen aktiverar binär könskategorisering och 
att könsneutrala pronomen kan minska betydelsen av binärt kön i social 
kognition. 

Nästan tio år efter hen först fick offentlig uppmärksamhet verkar ordet ha 
etablerat sig i svenskan. Fynden i denna avhandling ger insikter i de tidiga 
stadierna av implementeringen av ett könsneutralt pronomen och dess 
potential att påverka social kognition. Avhandlingen visar att kritik mot hen 
drivs av ideologiska övertygelser och praktiska bekymmer, som den delar med 
kritik mot andra könsrättvisa språkinitiativ. Att utmana binärt språk visar 
potentialen att minska samhällsfördomar som reflekteras av språket. Denna 
avhandling ger bevis för påverkan av könsneutralt språk, till exempel hen, på 
social kognition.  
  



 

Nederlandse abstract 

Het Zweeds kende lange tijd slechts twee voornaamwoorden in het enkelvoud 
in de eerste persoon: hon [‘zij’] en han [‘hij’]. Na de publicatie van een 
kinderboek en een roman waarin het genderneutrale voornaamwoord hen 
werd gebruikt om naar de personages te verwijzen, stelde een opiniestuk in 
een nationale krant voor om de Zweedse voornaamwoorden uit te breiden met 
hen. Dit leidde tot een landelijk debat over het gebruik van een genderneutraal 
voornaamwoord, evenals over de mogelijke gevolgen ervan. Voorstanders 
van het gebruik van het woord hen geloofden dat hen de taal meer gender-fair 
(‘gender-eerlijk’) zou maken door geslacht minder prominent te maken en 
door een voornaamwoord te hebben voor niet-binaire individuen. 
Tegenstanders geloofden dat hen kinderen zou verwarren over hun eigen 
genderidentiteit, en verwaarloosbaar zou bijdragen aan gendergelijkheid. 
Deze reactie laat zien dat hen opvattingen raakt over hoe taal eruit zou moeten 
zien, hoe gender wordt gedefinieerd, en hoe geslacht in taal moet worden 
vertegenwoordigd. In dit proefschrift heb ik deze opvattingen over hen 
onderzocht. Ik heb de verschillende argumenten die in het aanvankelijke 
verweer tegen hen werden gebruikt en onderliggende motivaties hiervoor in 
kaart gebracht. In twee experimentele studies heb ik getest of veel 
voorkomende ideeën in het debat gesteund worden door empirisch bewijs, en 
of hen de potentie heeft percepties van anderen te beïnvloeden. 

Studie I documenteerde de inhoud van de kritiek op hen. Als basis voor 
het codeerschema gebruikte ik onderzoek naar kritiek op eerdere gender-faire 
taalinitiatieven, zoals het vervangen van het generieke gebruik van 'hij' door 
'hij of zij'. Ik ontdekte dat de kritiek op hen grotendeels hetzelfde was als de 
kritiek op andere taalhervormingen in de jaren ‘70 en ‘80, zoals dat gender-
faire taal triviaal is, zonder enige echte bijdrage aan gendergelijkheid. 
Sommige punten van kritiek waren specifiek gericht op het woord hen, 
namelijk dat genderneutrale voornaamwoorden de communicatie afleiden. 
Alle argumenten werden binnen een kader van vier dimensies van 
onderliggende motivaties om kritisch te zijn over gender-fair taalgebruik 
geplaatst; (a) het verdedigen van de taalkundige status-quo, (b) seksisme en 
cisgenderisme, (c) het belachelijk maken van voorstanders en het 
bagatelliseren van mogelijke positieve effecten, en (d) de afleidende werking 
in communicatie. 

Studie II testte of hen inderdaad afleidt in schriftelijke communicatie. 
Deelnemers lazen zinnen met woorden die varieerden in hoe sterk ze 



 

geassocieerd zijn met een geslacht. Dit waren lexicaal gegenderde 
voornaamwoorden (bijv. moeder, koningin), stereotiep gegenderde 
voornaamwoorden (bijv. kapper, timmerman) en neutrale voornaamwoorden 
(bijv. auteur, collega). Door de oogbewegingen van deelnemers te analyseren, 
heb ik getest of hen belastender is om te lezen dan binaire voornaamwoorden 
zoals zij of hij. 

De resultaten gaven aan dat hen een kleine verwerkingslast teweegbracht 
in vergelijking met binaire voornaamwoorden, maar dat deze niet verschilt 
met lexicaal gegenderde of stereotiep gegenderde zelfstandige naamwoorden. 
Het veelgebruikte argument dat hen het lezen stoort wordt dus niet gesteund 
door deze bevindingen. 

Studie III onderzocht het proces van geslachtscategorisering in sociale 
cognitie. Geslacht is een primaire categorie in de perceptie van anderen, en 
wordt bepaald in milliseconden. Het geslacht waartoe iemand wordt 
gecategoriseerd beïnvloedt hoe een persoon wordt waargenomen en 
herinnerd. In een gezichtsherkenningsexperiment heb ik getest hoe 
voornaamwoorden de categorisatie en de herinnering van een gezicht 
beïnvloeden. De resultaten lieten zien dat deelnemers vaker het neutrale 
gezicht als een vrouw categoriseerden wanneer het gepresenteerd werd met 
een vrouwelijk voornaamwoord, en dat ze meer tijd besteedden aan het kijken 
naar vrouwelijke gezichten dan mannelijke gezichten in het experiment. Het 
tegenovergestelde werd gevonden toen het gezicht werd gepresenteerd met 
een mannelijk voornaamwoord. Wanneer het gezicht met hen gepresenteerd 
werd, werd het effect van de geslachtscategorizatie gedeeltelijk uitgeschakeld. 
De resultaten laten zien dat binaire voornaamwoorden (mannelijk/vrouwelijk) 
binaire gendercategorieën activeren en dat genderneutrale voornaamwoorden 
dergelijke categorisatie kunnen verminderen. 

Bijna tien jaar nadat hen voor het eerst in de schijnwerpers kwam te staan, 
lijkt het zich in het Zweeds te hebben gevestigd. De bevindingen in dit 
proefschrift geven inzicht in de vroege stadia van de implementatie van een 
genderneutraal voornaamwoord, en het potentieel om sociale cognitie te 
beïnvloeden. Het laat zien dat kritiek op hen gevoed wordt door ideologische 
overtuigingen en praktische zorgen die het deelt met andere gender-faire 
taalinitiatieven. Hen leidt tot kritiek op het doorbreken van de genderbinaire 
vrouw-man. Het uitdagen van de linguïstische genderbinaire toont het 
potentieel om maatschappelijke vooroordelen die door taal worden 
weerspiegeld te verminderen. Dit proefschift toont bewijs voor het potentieel 
van gender-neutraal taalgebruik, zoals hen, om vooroordelen in sociale 
cognitie te verminderen. 
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Introduction  

The gender-neutral pronoun hen first came into the public limelight in Sweden 
in 2012. Over the span of a few months, a children’s book (Lundqvist & 
Johansson, 2012), a novel (Kraft, 2012) and an issue of a magazine (Nöjes-
guiden, 2012) were published using hen instead of the traditional pronouns 
hon [‘she’] and han [‘he’]. These publications were accompanied by a news-
paper article titled ‘The Swedish language needs a new word’ (Milles et al., 
2012). In this article, hen was proposed as an alternative to the paired pronoun 
form ‘he or she’, and as a pronoun for nonbinary individuals. Hen was imme-
diately met with strong opposition (Wojahn, 2015). Many were skeptical of a 
gender-neutral pronoun, concerned about its implications, and even passion-
ately critical (Gustafsson Sendén, Bäck, & Lindqvist, 2015; Milles, 2013). In 
a discussion platform hosted by a Swedish newspaper for proponents and op-
ponents of hen (Claeson & Salemark, 2012), Claeson commented:  

Nobody wants to forbid hen. But I don’t think it will be used very often. Hu-
mans want to sort the world in she and he – it is natural and self-evident. Our 
brain works that way.  

 
This shows that at the time, hen was not just seen as a solution to a linguistic 
gap in the Swedish language. Hen touched upon beliefs on what language 
should look like, how gender is defined, and how gender should be represented 
in language. In the 1970s, there was a similar strong resistance against another 
pronoun reform. ‘He’ had been used as a generic pronoun referring to people 

of any gender, and activists lobbied for the replacement of generic ‘he’ with 

‘he or she’, to promote egalitarianism through language (Sczesny, Moser, & 
Wood, 2015). Masculine words were (and are) commonly used in a generic 
way, such as referring to individuals of any gender as ‘he’ in legislative stat-

utes. While generically intended, such words had been found to lead to biases. 
Generic ‘he’, which is meant to refer to anyone, leads to people thinking of 
men more often than women (Moulton et al., 1978).  

Hen differs from previous initiatives in an important way. Hen is gender-
neutral, in that it removes gendered information from language, where previ-
ous initiatives mainly focused on feminizing language to make women visible 
in language (e.g. by using ‘businesswoman’ alongside the generic ‘business-
man’; Blaubergs, 1980; Parks & Roberton, 1998). Hen can be used in a generic 
way to refer to people of any gender. Hen can also be used as a pronoun for 
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individuals with nonbinary gender identities, which ‘he or she’ often cannot1 
(Ansara & Hegarty, 2016; Hyde, Bigler, Joel, & van Anders, 2019). In this 
way, hen challenges the notion of gender being a binary of women and men, 
a representation of gender that has been criticized (Morgenroth & Ryan, 
2020). This may be reflected in people’s attitudes towards hen, as well as in 
social cognitive processes such as gender categorization.  

This thesis investigates what arguments are most common in criticism of 
hen, and compares this criticism with criticism of other gender-fair language 
initiatives that have focused on the femininization of language. In addition, it 
distinguishes motivations for being critical of gender-fair language initiatives. 
Furthermore, this thesis investigates the effect of hen on social cognition by 
testing two of the beliefs commonly held about hen, namely that hen is diffi-
cult to process, and that hen affects the way we perceive others. The studies 
included in this thesis provide insights in the potential of gender-neutral lan-
guage in reducing the prominence of gender categorization in social percep-
tion. Altogether, this thesis gives an important insight into the effects of 
“breaking” the (gender) binary in language on attitudes and cognitive pro-
cesses. 

 
 

 

 
1 Although it is important to note that not all individuals who identify as nonbinary choose 
nonbinary pronouns for themselves (Hekanaho, 2020). 
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Language, gender and psychology 

There is a myth that the Inuit have a hundred words for snow. While this is 
not true (e.g., Martin, 1986), there is evidence that language characteristics 
affect perceptions of the world. While the extent of this relation is debated, 
there is evidence that conceptual representations of time (Boroditsky, 
Fuhrman, & McCormick, 2011), space (Majid, Bowerman, Kita, Haun, & 
Levinson, 2004), color (Regier &  Kay, 2009; Winawer, Witthoft, Frank, Wu, 
Wade, & Boroditsky, 2007), number (Frank, Everett, Fedorenko, & Gibson, 
2008) and odor (Majid, Burenhult, Stensmyr, De Valk, & Hansson, 2018) are 
affected by one’s language (Mazzuca, Majid, Lugli, Nicoletti, & Borghi, 
2020). For example, Russian speakers are better at distinguishing lighter blues 
from darker blues than English speakers, because the Russian language makes 
an obligatory distinction between the two shades, where English does not 
(Winawer et al., 2007). In a similar way, language affects how we think about 
gender.  

Language and gender 
Gender is an important social category (Stangor, Lynch, Duan, & Glass, 

1992), and language reflects this (Stahlberg, Braun, Irmen, & Sczesny, 2007). 
Most languages contain words signaling gender; words like ‘she’, ‘he’, 
‘grandmother’, ‘uncle’, and ‘actress’. There are also formal and informal rules 
on how language should be used in relation to people of different genders 
(Gygax et al., 2019). In this way, language guides the structuring and cluster-
ing of our social world into groups that are perceived as sharing certain char-
acteristics (Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2000).  

Stereotypes refer to the combination of beliefs, expectancies about behav-
iors, features and traits that together form a cognitive representation of a social 
category such as gender (Dovidio, Hewstone, Glick, & Esses, 2010). Lan-
guage plays an important role in the formation and maintenance of gender 
stereotypes. For example, people of different genders may be described in dif-
ferent ways. Studies found that newborn girls are more likely described as 
pretty and delicate, while young boys are described as big and strong 
(Karraker, Vogel, & Lake, 1995; Stern & Karraker, 1989). Men have been 
found to be described with words signaling agency more than women (Eagly, 
1987; Formanowicz, Roessel, Suitner, & Maass, 2017), and women are more 
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likely than men to be described with derogatory terms when they are sexually 
promiscuous, as reflected by the many words for promiscuous women in many 
languages (Ruscher, 2017). Such descriptions may activate cognitions related 
to the social category in the person hearing this description, and also in the 
speaker (Higgins & Rholes, 1978; Marsh, 2007; Thompson, Judd, & Park, 
2000), which further cements stereotypical ideas about gender categories 
(Beukeboom & Burgers, 2019).  

Encountering words related to gender affects the processing of social infor-
mation. Priming studies, where participants are exposed to a word prime be-
fore another task, show that certain characteristics of language makes gender 
more salient, which in turn affects the further processing of linguistic infor-
mation (e.g., Bates, Devescovi, Hernandez, & Pizzamiglio, 1996; Lemm, 
Dabady, & Banaji, 2005). Gendered characteristics of language, such as the 
words that are used to label genders, similarly affect the processing of social 
information. Gender in language can be present in formal features of language, 
such as its grammatical gender and its lexicon, as well as in customs of how 
language is used to talk about gender (Garnham, Oakhill, von Stockhausen, & 
Sczesny, 2016). Together, these characteristics provide a conceptualization of 
gender and gender categories, which affects perceptions of others (Bigler & 
Leaper, 2015).  

Grammatical gender 
Languages differ in the amount of gender information that is present in their 
grammatical rules (Corbett, 2013a, 2013b; Prewitt-Freilino, Caswell, & 
Laakso, 2012; Siewierska, 2013). Scholars have categorized languages in 
roughly three categories of gender systems2: grammatical gender languages, 
natural gender languages3, and genderless languages (Prewitt-Freilino et al., 
2012; Stahlberg et al., 2007). What gender category a language belongs to 
depends on the frequency with which genders are distinguished in the lan-
guage. In genderless languages (e.g., Finnish, Mandarin Chinese and Viet-
namese; for an overview of the language gender categories, see Table 1), gen-
der is rarely marked; there are no gendered pronouns, and occupational titles 
are gendered less often than in natural gender languages (Gygax, Elmiger, 
Zufferey, Garnham, Sczesny, von Stockhausen, Braun, & Oakhill, 2019). In 
natural gender languages, there are gendered pronouns, but nouns are not con-
jugated with feminine or masculine gender (e.g., English, Somali and Swe-
dish). In grammatical gender languages, there are gendered pronouns, and 
nouns are assigned a gender (e.g., Arabic, German and Zulu). 

 
2 For a more refined categorization, see Gygax, Elmiger, Zufferey, Garnham, Sczesny, von 
Stockhausen, Braun, & Oakhill (2019). 
3 Also called notional gender languages (Hekanaho, 2020; McConnell-Ginet, 2014). 
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Gendered pronouns are an important way of marking gender in a language 
(Lenton, Sedikides, & Bruder, 2009). Pronouns are function words, which 
make up a small part of the vocabulary, but a large part of everyday language 
(Rochon, Saffran, Berndt, & Schwartz, 2000). Third-person pronouns are an 
efficient alternative to the repetition of names and noun phrases when refer-
ring to others (Arnold, 2010). In natural gender languages, gender distinctions 
on nouns have largely been lost, but distinctive feminine and masculine third-
person singular pronouns remain ('she' and 'he'; Corbett, 1991). An example 
of this is Swedish, where gender distinctions in occupational role titles have 
decreased since the 1960s (Hornscheidt, 2003). To neutralize words with the 
masculine suffix -men, words have been compounded with words like person 
[‘person’]. Words like ledamot [‘member’], e.g., riksdagsledamot [‘member 
of parliament’] have been suggested as an alternative to words like riksdags-
man [‘man of parliament’]. A similar trend of reducing gendered distinctions 
in role titles has been documented for Netherlands Dutch, while in Flemish 
Dutch, these distinctions are still of obligatory nature (Gerritsen, 2002). How-
ever, in both Netherlands Dutch and Swedish, singular third person pronouns 
remain: zij and hij [Dutch, ‘she’ and ‘he’] and hon and han [Swedish, ‘she’ 
and ‘he’]. 

 
Table 1. An overview of the gender language categories based on Gygax et al., 

(2019), Prewitt-Freilino et al. (2012), and Stahlberg et al. (2007). 
 

 Gendered 
pronouns 

Gendered 
role nouns 

Morphological 
gender 

Example lan-
guages 

Genderless  
languages 

No Uncommon Uncommon Estonian, Finn-
ish, Mandarin 
Chinese, Viet-
namese 

Natural gender 
languages 

Yes Uncommon Uncommon English, Somali, 
Swedish 

Grammatical 
gender  
languages 

Yes Common Common Arabic, German, 
Polish, Zulu 

 
In grammatical gender languages, the gender of nouns is most commonly 

feminine or masculine. When speaking a grammatical gender language, each 
object is marked with gender through articles and pronouns, and adjectives 
and verbs are often modified to agree with the gender of the nouns (Stahlberg 
et al., 2007). The gender of objects is not universal across languages (Corbett, 
2013a). In the Indo-European language category, which contains most of the 
languages spoken in Europe, very few nouns belong to the same grammatical 



 20 

gender across all languages, with for example rivers being masculine in Latin, 
and feminine in Greek (Fodor, 1959).  

Even though most inanimate objects lack a clear association with feminin-
ity and masculinity, grammatical gender can affect perceptions of objects. 
Speakers of a grammatical language using gendered articles, such as el (mas-
culine) and la (feminine) in Spanish, have been found to be aware of objects’ 
grammatical gender (Boutonnet, Athanasopoulos, & Thierry, 2012), which 
can lead to differing perceptions of objects as feminine or masculine (Haertlé, 
2017). For example, a study found that more stereotypically feminine adjec-
tives were chosen to describe a moon in a language where moon is a feminine 
word (French) than in a language where moon is a masculine word (Polish; 
Haertlé, 2020). The relation between a word’s grammatical gender and asso-
ciated masculinity and femininity is particularly strong in languages with only 
two gender categories (Sera et al., 2002). In Russian, where weekdays have 
grammatical gender, participants associated “feminine gender” days with fem-
inine voices and “masculine gender” days with masculine voices (Jakobson, 
1966). When a language contains more gender information, more attention is 
paid to gendered information. Speakers of a natural gender language (English) 
were quicker at responding to questions about gendered information in the 
stimuli material than speakers of a genderless language (Chinese; Chen & Su, 
2011).  

Studies have also documented associations between the gender system of 
the language and the level of gender equality in the country (e.g., DeFranza, 
Mishra, & Mishra., 2020; Liu, Shair-Rosenfield, Vance, & Csata, 2018; 
Prewitt-Freilino et al., 2012). Grammatical gender in language was found to 
be a better predictor of gender wage inequality in a country than other cultural 
gender dimensions such as the GLOBE4 gender egalitarianism dimensions 
(House, Hanges, Javidan, & Dorfman, 2004; Santacreu-Vasut, Shoham, & 
Gay, 2013, Santacreu-Vasut, Shenkar, & Shoham, 2014; Shoham & Lee, 
2018). Reading a text in a grammatical gender language (German or French) 
was found to temporarily increase sexist attitudes in comparison to reading it 
in a natural gender language (English; Wasserman & Weseley, 2009). Women 
in a heterosexual relationship speaking a language containing more gender 
markings were found to do more household chores than women speaking a 
language containing fewer gender markings (Hicks, Santacreu-Vasut, & 
Shoham, 2015).  

This is not to say that the level of gender equality in individual countries is 
caused by the genderedness of their language. Hungary for example, is a coun-
try in which a genderless language is spoken, but which is ranked low in terms 
of gender equality in UN’s Human Development Report (United Nations, 
2020). However, language reflects the shared beliefs and attitudes on gender 
in a society (Fiedler, 2008). In addition, the more salient gendered information 

 
4 Globe Leadership & Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE 2020, 2021) 
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is in a language, the more frequently language users attend to gender infor-
mation, which in turn affects perceptions of the self and the social surround-
ings (Gygax et al., 2021). 

Lexical gender 
Another source of gendered information are the words a language consists of, 
or its lexicon (Gygax, Sato, Öttl, & Gabriel, 2021). Each language’s lexicon 

contains words that are used to categorize people into social groups (Stahlberg 
et al., 2007). In many languages, these words, or group labels, include gender 
information. Words like ‘sister’, ‘father’ and ‘queen’ provide information on 
someone’s societal or relational role, and also provide information about their 
gender. The gender information is part of the word’s definition, and restricts 
the ways in which it can be used. For example, everyone is someone’s child, 

but only women can be someone’s daughter.  
The categorization of people into groups is a central process for human 

beings (Allport, 1954; Fiske & Taylor, 2008; Mackie, Hamilton, Susskind, & 
Roselli, 1996). Instead of thinking of individuals as social units with a unique 
set of characteristics, humans construe them based on social categories, such 
as gender (Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2000; Macrae & Quadflieg, 2010). This 
helps form impressions quickly and effortlessly by using past experiences 
(Stahlberg et al., 2007). Language is the tool to create and maintain those so-
cial categories. Gordon Allport described this as “nouns that cut slices” 

(Allport, 1954). Words like ‘scientists’, ‘cat lovers’, ‘women’ and ‘men’ cut 
our communities into “slices”, or subgroups. Once a group is linguistically 
labeled, it becomes cognitively distinguishable from other groups (McGarty, 
Haslam, Hutchinson, & Grace, 1995). Learning that a person belongs to the 
group women means that information about what women are thought to have 
in common—looks, interests, behavior—can be attributed to this person 
quickly (Dijksterhuis & Van Knippenberg, 1996). Even when this information 
is not very accurate for this particular individual, typically it is an efficient 
way of creating an image of what someone is like.  

In many languages, gender is part of the definition of relational words like 
‘sister’ and ‘nephew’, and in occupational titles. These words are considered 
to contain lexical gender information5. Although uncommon in natural gender 
languages, an example of this in English is actor and actress. Such paired 
forms are more common in grammatical gender languages. In genderless and 
natural gender languages, masculine occupational titles (e.g., businessman) 
are often used generically to refer to people of any gender. Such masculine 

 
5 Also called semantic gender (e.g., Asarina, 2009), definitional gender (e.g., Kreiner, Sturt, & 
Garrod, 2008) and notational gender.  
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generics have been suggested to be used to refer to people of any gender. The 
use of masculine forms as generic forms can lead to linguistic androcentrism. 

Androcentrism in language 
 

In many languages, there is a preference for using masculine forms over fem-
inine forms. Historically, men have dominated several spheres of society, such 
as governments and the work force. Language has reflected this, with occupa-
tional titles like ‘businessman’ long missing a feminine counterpart (Gygax et 
al., 2019). In the 18th century, linguistic institutes even recommended using 
masculine forms instead of neutral forms to accurately reflect male dominance 
in society, to the detriment of women and people with other gender identities 
(Bem, 1993; Darr, Kibbey, Huth, 2016; Silveira, 1980). While governments 
and the work force in many countries no longer exclusively consist of men, 
many of the male-centered linguistic structures remain. Women could be as 
visible as men in language, by consistently referring to women with feminine 
linguistic forms. However, in many languages, women are still referred to with 
masculine forms, which are the standard (Stahlberg et al., 2007). 

The preference for using masculine forms of words is an example of andro-
centrism (Bodine, 1975). In many languages, masculine pronouns have been 
used generically to refer to individuals of any gender. For example, in Swedish 
law, masculine pronouns are used to refer to individuals: 

If a shareholder sues for damages on behalf of the company, a settlement may 
not be reached without his consent (Swedish Code of Statutes, 1975:1385)6 

 
Empirical research has established that even when generically intended, ‘he’ 

evokes a stronger association with men than with women (Gastil, 1990; 
Liddicoat, 2011a; Miller & James, 2009; Moulton et al., 1978; Ng, 1990). The 
association between masculine generics and men has been found in many lan-
guages, such as English, German, French and Dutch (e.g., Braun et al., 2005; 
Redl, Eerland, & Sanders, 2018; Redl, Frank, de Swart, & de Hoop, 2021) and 
in children as young as age 3 (Gygax, Schoenhals, Lévy, Luethold, & Gabriel, 
2019). The association was also found for other words containing lexical gen-
der, such as ‘man’ and ‘chairman’ (Banaji & Hardin, 1996; McConnell & 
Fazio, 1996; Moulton, Robinson, & Elias, 1978).  

In the Swedish language (a natural gender language), nouns with lexical 
gender are mostly limited to kinship terms, such as syster [sister] and bror 
[brother]. There are some unsymmetrical pairs, where vän [‘friend’] can refer 

 
6 Own translation from Swedish. See also Lundbäck (2009) on the use of generic pronouns in 
Swedish legal authority text.  
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to friends of any gender, while vännina [‘friend’, feminine] can only refer to 
female friends. This shows that in the Swedish language, many ‘neutral’ 

words have roots in originally masculine forms (Hornscheidt, 2003). Nouns 
ending in the feminine suffix -inna (e.g., vännina) och -ska (e.g,  sjuksköterska 
‘[nurse]’) are uncommon. Similar to English, the suffix -man is used in occu-
pational titles, although infrequently and in decreasing amounts (Edlund, 
2004). Examples of such forms are tjänsteman [‘official’, generic masculine] 
and the well-known Swedish word ombudsman [‘ombudsman’]. The word 
riksdagsman [‘member of Parliament’, masculine] has steadily lost ground to 
riksdagsledamot [‘member of Parliament’, neutral] since the 1960s (Milles, 
2017).  

In grammatical gender languages, like French and German, gendering 
nouns is the norm. In a study investigating the effect of masculine generics in 
German on the mental representation of gender, asking participants who their 
favorite Politiker [‘politician’, masculine] is, led to the mentioning of more 
male exemplars than female exemplars (Stahlberg & Sczesny, 2001) com-
pared to when paired forms (e.g., Politiker/Politikerinnen [‘politicians’, mas-
culine/‘politicians’, feminine]) were used. This male bias in masculine gener-
ics has been found repeatedly across different grammatical gender languages 
(Gabriel, Gygax, Sarrasin, Garnham, & Oakhill, 2008; Gygax, Gabriel, 
Sarrasin, Oakhill, & Garnham, 2008).  

Paired forms like Politiker/Politikerinnen increase the representation of 
women, but still suffer from an androcentric bias because the masculine form 
typically comes first. The order of presentation matters, because those men-
tioned first are assigned more importance and attention by readers (Gabriel et 
al., 2008; Kesebir, 2017). The androcentric bias is also reflected by ‘he or she’ 

is much more common than ‘she or he’ (Willis & Jozkowski, 2017), and the 
man is more commonly mentioned before the woman in heterosexual couples 
(e.g., 'Mike and Rachel'; Hegarty, Watson, Fletcher, & McQueen, 2011). Even 
in scientific articles men are mentioned first when gender differences are pre-
sented (Hegarty & Buechel, 2006). An exception to this are comparisons about 
parenthood, a domain that is typically seen as more closely related to women 
than to men (Hegarty & Buechel, 2006).  

Masculine generics also lead to feelings of ostracism (de Lemus & Estevan-
Reina, 2021; Stout & Dasgupta, 2011). Generic ‘he’ makes people feel ex-
cluded (Hekanaho, 2020). Women were less likely to apply for a job or judge 
a profession as suitable for themselves when masculine generics or masculine 
wording was used in the job advertisement (Bem & Bem, 1973; Briere & 
Lanktree, 1983; Gaucher, Friesen, & Kay, 2011). However, using feminine 
titles in a language where a masculine generic form exists, leads to other social 
costs. Women’s job applications were judged as less suitable for a high-status 
leadership position when the job was titled with a masculine form compared 
to when it was titled with a paired form (Horvath & Sczesny, 2015). Women 
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described with feminine job titles (e.g., la presidentessa, ‘the president’, fem-

inine) instead of equivalent masculine job titles (e.g., la presidente) were rated 
as less warm and competent, which led to a lower willingness to employ them 
(Budziszewska, Hansen, & Bilewicz, 2014). In a mock court situation, partic-
ipants were less likely to accept the woman defendant’s behavior as self-de-
fense when the text describing the definition of self-defense used generic mas-
culine terms (Hamilton, Hunter, & Stuart-Smith, 1992).  

Taken together, language is the basis for how people are grouped in society 
and the way these groups are mentally represented. Characteristics of a lan-
guage, such as the genderedness of its grammatical and lexical content, make 
its users more sensitive to gendered information (Gygax et al., 2019). In addi-
tion, language reflects societal biases such as androcentrism (Krauss et al., 
2010). Masculine forms of words are currently used with a generic intention, 
but fail to function as such because they are associated with men more than 
women. The generic use of masculine forms negatively affects women’s sense 

of belonging in traditionally male-dominated parts of society, and the way 
they are judged by others. However, language can also be used as a tool to 
reduce gender equality in society.   
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Gender-fair language planning strategies 

Language changes constantly. The way words are pronounced, the way words 
are written, and what words are part of a language’s dictionary changes over 
time. New words are invented regularly, like in the case of the Swedish pro-
noun hen. These changes show that language users are not just passive recip-
ients of language, but active participants in a dynamic communicative system 
(Bybee, 2015). Some language changes are intentionally made by language 
institutes and language activists. Such changes are called language planning. 
Language planning is the act of developing linguistic alternatives to replace 
language that reinforces prejudiced values (Doğançay-Aktuna, 1997; 
Liddicoat, 2011). For decades, there have been initiatives to break the cycle 
of language reproducing stereotypes this way (Sczesny et al., 2016). Many 
countries, such as the member states of the European Union, have pledged 
themselves to an equal treatment of women and men (European Commission, 
2007) and employ language as a tool to contribute to this. For example, 
UNESCO states in their document on gender equality guidelines:  

[L]anguage does not merely reflect the way we think: it also shapes our think-
ing. If words and expressions that imply that women are inferior to men are 
constantly used, that assumption of inferiority tends to become part of our 
mindset; hence the need to adjust our language when our ideas evolve (p. 4, 
UNESCO, 2011).  

 
Depending on the type of gender in a language, the way to make a language 

more gender-fair may differ (Sczesny et al., 2015; Stahlberg et al., 2007). Two 
strategies are common to remedy androcentrism in language; making women 
more visible in language by adding feminine forms (femininization), or deem-
phasizing gender by removing gendered, predominantly masculine, forms 
(neutralization; Sczesny, Formanowicz, & Moser, 2016). In addition, there 
has been an increased attention and call for gender-fair language strategies to 
not just make women more visible in language, but also to include gender 
identities beyond the woman-man binary in language (Ansara & Hegarty, 
2016). 
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Femininization strategies 
 

Historically, masculine terms have been privileged over feminine terms 
(Pauwels, 1998). The feminization of language involves the creation of a par-
allel feminine form for for previously existing masculine forms. The strategy 
of feminizing language is thought to be most suitable for languages with gram-
matical gender, where words frequently include gendered information 
(Gabriel, Gygax, & Kuhn, 2018). In these languages, masculine forms are of-
ten used generically. By adding a feminine form to existing masculine forms 
(e.g., Dutch lerares en leraar [‘teacher’, feminine and ‘teacher’, masculine]), 
women are made more visible in the language (Sczesny et al., 2016). When 
referring to women and men in general, paired forms can be composed in sev-
eral ways; both forms can be mentioned in full (e.g., German Elektrikerinnen 
und Elektriker [‘electricians’, feminine and ‘electricians’, masculine]) or ab-
breviated (e.g., German StudentInnen ‘[female and male] students’; Polish 
nauczyciel/ka ‘[female and male] teachers’).  

The femininization of language is effective in increasing associations with 
women. In several studies, participants were more likely to think of women 
when a paired form was used than when a masculine generic was used (e.g., 
Gabriel & Gygax, 2008). For example, German-speaking participants remem-
bered more female public figures when paired forms were used (e.g., Studen-
tinnen und Studenten; ‘[female and male] students’, or StudentInnen) com-
pared to when the neutral or masculine form was used (Stahlberg & Sczesny, 
2001). Furthermore, paired forms (e.g., Geschäftsführerin/Geschäftsführer, 
‘[female/male] CEO’) led to women being perceived as a better fit for a high-
status leadership position than when the masculine job title was used generi-
cally (Horvath & Sczesny, 2015). Another study found that paired forms in 
French led to the attenuation of the difference in ascription of success and 
warmth to women and men compared to masculine generic forms (Vervecken 
et al., 2015). 

However, the femininization strategy also has side effects. Feminine forms 
are often derived from the masculine form, reinforcing the masculine form as 
the standard (Prewitt-Freilino et al., 2012). Using feminine forms can also lead 
to less favorable judgments of the person they refer to. In a study in Polish, 
applicants given a fictional feminine occupational title were evaluated less fa-
vorable than when they were presented with a fictional masculine occupa-
tional title (Formanowicz, Bedynska, Cislak, Braun, & Sczesny, 2013). The 
same was found in Italian for traditionally feminized forms (e.g. avvocatessa, 
[‘lawyer’, feminine]), though more modernly feminized forms (e.g. avvocata) 
was given similar social status to the generic masculine form avvocato 
(Merkel, Maass, & Frommelt, 2012). In a study investigating judgments of 
women using feminine and masculine occupational titles, using feminine oc-
cupational titles was found to lead to a decreased estimated salary (Horvath, 
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Merkel, Maass, & Sczesny, 2016). In addition, feminine forms may not have 
the same meaning as the masculine form. For example, in Polish, the feminine 
sekretarka (‘[female] secretary’) represents the role of a personal assistant, 
while the masculine sekretarz refers to a high governmental function (Sczesny 
et al., 2016). 

Neutralization strategies 
Another gender-fair language strategy is to circumvent or substitute gendered 
words with neutral words (Blaubergs, 1978). Circumvention can be achieved 
through circumlocutions (e.g., mail carrier instead of mailman), indefinites 
(e.g., someone to repair the… instead of repairman), or through plural forms 
that do not signal gender (e.g., ‘De mensen en hun kinderen’ [‘Humans and 

their children’, Dutch] instead of ‘De mens en zijn kinderen’ [‘Humankind and 

his children’]; p. 12, Gerritsen, 2002). Gender-marked words such as chair-
man and poetess can also be avoided altogether by using neutral words instead 
(Hellinger, 2001). The neutralization of language could be especially suitable 
for languages with natural gender such as English and Swedish, where most 
personal nouns are neutral and gender asymmetries are mostly reflected by 
masculine generics (e.g., the typical student… he; Gabriel et al., 2018; 
Sczesny et al., 2016). Neutralization strategies can also be combined with fem-
ininization strategies. For example, in Spanish, a grammatical gender lan-
guage, non-sexist language guidelines have suggested both feminizing job ti-
tles (e.g., abogados-as [‘lawyers’, masculine/feminine]) and using gender-
neutral terms such as persona [‘person’] (Bengoechea, 2011). 

Few studies have documented the effect of gender-neutral language on the 
cognitive accessibility of exemplars (Bojarska, 2011). One study compared 
man-suffix nouns such as ‘chairman’ with neutral alternatives, such as ‘chair’ 
or ‘chairperson’, and found that ‘chairman’ led to participants’ perception of 

the target as having a more masculine personality compared than when the 
neutral alternatives were used (McConnell & Fazio, 1996). Another study 
found that participants associated ‘man’-suffix nouns more strongly with men, 
and that encountering a feminine pronoun referring to such a word (e.g. “the 

chairman familiarized herself with…”) led to a greater reading effort than 

when encountering a feminine pronoun referring to a neutral alternative (e.g., 
“the chairperson familiarized herself with…”; Khan & Daneman, 2011). A 
third study compared the mental representations evoked by the masculine ge-
neric title ‘master’ and the gender-inclusive title ‘head’, inspired by Yale Uni-
versity’s switch from ‘master’ to ‘head’ in 2016. Results showed that master 
led to a stronger association with and a better memory of male masters than 
female masters, while head did not lead to this bias (Bailey, Dovidio, & 
LaFrance, 2021).  
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These studies point towards a potential for gender-neutral alternatives to 
reduce a masculine bias in the cognitive accessibility of exemplars. However, 
these studies have only tested whether neutral words reduce the cognitive bias 
of evoking male exemplars over female exemplars, and not whether gender 
information becomes less salient altogether, which is what differentiates the 
neutralization strategies from the feminization strategies. 

Gender-neutral pronouns 
 

Natural and grammatical gender languages traditionally only contain gen-
dered singular third-person pronouns. In some of these languages, there have 
been initiatives to introduce gender-neutral pronouns. Examples of this are 
singular they in English (Bradley, Salkind, et al., 2019), and hen and hun in 
Dutch (Redl, 2020). In the cases of they, hen and hun, existing neutral plural 
or possessive pronoun forms are used in their singular form as neutral generic 
pronouns. Other examples of gender-neutral pronouns are iel in French 
(Gygax, Gabriel, & Zufferey, 2019), zie and hir in English (Bradley, Salkind, 
Moore, & Teitsort, 2019), elle in Chilean Spanish, and hen in Swedish 
(Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015). These pronouns are neologisms, or ‘neopro-
nouns’ (Hekanaho, 2020). While language change happens continuously, 
changes in a grammatical class, such as pronouns, are less common. Typically, 
a change in this class happens gradually, and not all at once like in the case of 
new pronoun (Scott, 2011). 

While intended to be free from gendered associations, some neutral pro-
nouns do have a masculine bias. Research on the gender-neutral pronoun hän 
in Finnish (a language without grammatical gender) found that hän had a mas-
culine bias7. When participants were asked to write a short essay on ‘hän’, 

they were more likely to write about men than women (Engelberg, 2011). The 
masculine bias of neutral words may be due to initially neutral words losing 
their neutrality under the dominant culture’s social values and attitudes 

(Ehrlich & King, 1992), or due to their original roots in masculine forms 
(Gabriel & Gygax, 2008).  

There is evidence that new gender-neutral pronouns are free of this mascu-
line bias. When gender-neutral pronouns are used generically, to refer to any-
one, they evoke images of women and men evenly (Bradley et al., 2019; 
Lindqvist, Renström, & Gustafsson Sendén, 2019). In addition, gender-neutral 
pronouns can be used specifically, to refer to individuals with a nonbinary 
gender identity, a possibility that femininization strategies do not provide 
(Ansara & Hegarty, 2016). Gender-neutral language therefore also has the po-
tential to be be gender-inclusive.  

 
7 However, as pointed out in Hekanaho (2020), hän is not known as a nonbinary pronoun, but 
as a nongendered pronoun and an epicene. 
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Inclusive language 
 

Language planning in the previous decades has mostly focused on the vis-
ibility of women due to androcentric biases in language, and gender tradition-
ally being viewed as a binary with the two alternatives of woman or man. This 
view of gender is called the gender/sex binary, with the combination of the 
words ‘gender’ and ‘sex’ stressing the entanglement of social and biological 
factors (Fausto-sterling, 2005; Morgenroth & Ryan, 2018). In recent years, the 
binary view of gender/sex has been challenged, and recognition for gender/sex 
not being binary has increased (Ansara & Hegarty, 2016; Hyde et al., 2019; 
Morgenroth, Gustafsson Sendén, Lindqvist, Renström, Ryan, & Morton, 
2020; Morgenroth & Ryan, 2018; Tate, Youssef, & Bettergarcia, 2014). Ap-
proximately 0.3% to 2% of the UK and US population identifies beyond this 
binary (Boskey, 2014; Gates, 2011; Glen & Hurrell, 2012; Shields, Cohen, 
Glassman, Whitaker, Franks, & Bertolini, 2013; White, Moeller, Ivcevic, & 
Brackett, 2018). These individuals may experience not having a gender (e.g., 
agender, gender-neutral), their identity may include combinations of feminine 
and masculine components (e.g., mixed gender, androgynous), they may iden-
tify as a specific gender besides women or men (e.g., third gender, pangender), 
they may move between genders (e.g., gender fluid, bi/trigender), or their ex-
perience may disrupt the gender binary of women and men (e.g., genderqueer, 
genderfuck; Barker & Richards, 2015; Hegarty, Ansara, & Barker, 2018). 
These identities are often collected under the umbrella term ‘nonbinary gender 
identities’, and have in common that the person does not (only or constantly) 
identify with the sex/gender they were assigned at birth (Thorne, Yip, 
Bouman, Marshall, & Arcelus, 2019)8.  

Public policies have reflected the increased recognition for identities be-
yond the binary. For example, Germany started recognizing a third sex in 2017 
(Eddy & Bennett, 2017), Facebook introduced nonbinary gender options for 
their profile pages (Bivens, 2017), and institutes such as the American Psy-
chological Association (APA) started urging its members to “[I]nform treat-
ment, service provision, civil rights and approaches to promoting the well-
being of transgender and gender variant people” (in Ansara & Hegarty, 2012, 
p. 137). Gender-fair language planning too, is increasingly focusing on mak-
ing language inclusive to everyone, and not just to cisgender individuals. Ac-
tivists have raised the concern that the binary pronouns she and he enforce a 
binary system constituting the categories woman (she) or man (he), excluding 
individuals with nonbinary identities. Pronouns signal an important aspect of 

 
8 In this thesis, ‘trans’ is used as an umbrella term for gender identities that do not match or are 
limited to the gender/sex assigned at birth, ‘nonbinary’ as an umbrella term for gender identities 
beyond the woman-man gender binary, and ‘cis’ for gender identities that match the gender/sex 
assigned at birth (but see Darwin, 2020, for a warning against the borders of these categories 
being too rigid). 
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identity and are ‘identity-building tools’ (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; del Caño, 
2019), and have therefore been an important part in making language more 
inclusive for nonbinary individuals (Miltersen, 2016). Like people with trans 
gender identities, people with nonbinary identities often experience misgen-
dering, in that they are referred to with a gender that does not match their 
identity (Ansara & Hegarty, 2016) 9. Individuals who prefer to use a gender-
neutral pronoun for themselves often meet other people’s refusal to use such 
a pronoun (Johnson, LeBlanc, Deardorff, & Bockting, 2020). In a study in-
vestigating the importance of being represented in language (Andersson, 
2020), Swedish participants with nonbinary gender identities described how 
important gender-neutral pronouns are to them:  

It was part of the process to actually reevaluate my entire identity. It was a huge 
relief. Being able to use language and to have concepts that I felt described 
myself, that I feel I can fit into (p. 10, Andersson, 2020).10 
 
When people use the correct pronoun, (…) I feel seen. (…) It feels more like I 
am being seen and confirmed. And that is meaningful, but it’s also… that’s how 
it should be. (…) I don’t get a strong euphoria – but I am seen (p. 11, Andersson, 
2020).  
 
It is a pronoun that is needed. You need a pronoun in the Swedish language to 
talk about people, and hen is a personal pronoun for me. (…) For me it’s like: 
he is a personal pronoun describing a man. She is a personal pronoun describing 
a woman. Hen is a personal pronoun that describes a human being (p. 12, 
Andersson, 2020). 

 
Despite the increased recognition for the importance of representation in 

language for wellbeing and for combating stereotypes, ‘breaking’ this linguis-
tic binary has been met with resistance (Milan, 2016). Psychological research 
has historically played an important role in documenting prejudice, its effects 
on the individual, and to improve acceptance of variations in human experi-
ences (Hegarty, 2017). Hegarty commented on this: 

When psychologists begin to conceptualize prejudices toward a particular so-
cial group, it is often a sign that attitudes in society and in the profession are 
changing, and that prejudice itself is on the wane (p. 8, 2017). 

 
The experiences of individuals with nonbinary gender identities have only re-
cently been documented in academic work (Davis, Zimman, & Raclaw, 2014). 
Documenting and understanding the resistance to nonbinary language is an 

 
9 Consider, for example, how common it is in psychological science to only provide the alter-
natives ‘woman’ and ‘man’ in questionnaires (see Ansara, 2016; Lindqvist, Gustafsson Sendén, 
& Renström, 2020; Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015), and to investigate gender differences only 
between women and men (Lorber, 2006). 
10 All quotes from Andersson (2020) are own translations from Swedish. 
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important step in improving the acceptance of trans individuals and the lan-
guage that is inclusive to them, and contributing to the acceptance of trans 
identities in society as a whole. 
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The introduction of hen in Swedish 

Hen first drew public attention in 2012, when it was used in the children’s 

book Kivi och Monsterhund ('Kivi and Monster dog'; Lundqvist & Johansson, 
2012) and the novel Självpornografi ('Selfpornography'; Kraft, 2012). In these 
publications, hen was used as a pronoun referring to fictional characters and 
people (Milles, 2013). Nöjesguiden, a magazine, replaced hon [‘she’] and han 
[‘he’] in one of their issues (2012). Around the same time, a newspaper article 
was published entitled ‘The Swedish language needs a new word’:  

The words she and he carry an arsenal of notions of characteristics, and lan-
guage and choice of words are of great importance for how we perceive the 
world. The word hen opens up for freer interpretations because it is not con-
nected to these ideas (Milles, Salmson, & Tominic, 2012). 
 
The medial attention for hen led to a big national debate. Proponents pre-

sented hen as a multifunctional pronoun that could be used specifically, for 
nonbinary individuals, and generically, when gender is not known, unim-
portant or needs anonymizing. The suggestion for this pronoun reform is 
driven by the belief that a gender-neutral pronoun can contribute to gender 
equality in society (Milles, 2013). It is believed that hen has the potential to 
reduce the reproduction of gender stereotypes through language, and to pro-
mote inclusivity for trans individuals. 

History, attitudes and use 
Hen is the most recent example of language planning in Swedish. During 

the last decades, there have been several initiatives promoting egalitarianism 
through the Swedish language. During the end of the 1960s and the beginning 
of the 1970s, the ‘du-reform’ [‘thou-reform’] took place, where the second-
person singular pronoun du was promoted as the universal form of address 
instead of the more formal ni and titles such as fru [‘Mrs.’] and herr ['Mr.'] 
(Fremer, 2018). In the early 2000s, the word snippa was proposed as a collo-
quial word for the vulva, for which the equivalent word for the penis already 
existed (snopp, Milles, 2006, 2011b). Existing words for vulva’s were thought 

to be either too medical or too sexualized. Snippa is now commonly used. 
These examples of language planning reflect the societal circumstances in 
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Sweden at the time; a government that emphasized egalitarianism (Clyne, 
Norrby, & Warren, 2009), and both left- and right-wing governmental parties 
publicly identifying themselves as feminists (Öhberg & Wängnerud, 2014). 
Language planning in Sweden has thus been relatively successful (Milles, 
2011a).  

Hen was first conceived of by linguists in the 1950s and 1960s (e.g., Dunås, 
1966), allegedly inspired by the Finnish gender-neutral pronoun hän. Hen was 
initially suggested as a compact alternative to the paired form he or she, and 
the masculine generic he. Han eller hon [‘he or she’], or den [‘it’] were used 

increasingly instead of the masculine generic han, but the generic use of han 
persisted (Grahn, 2006; Himanen, 1990; Landquist, 2001; Svenska 
Akademien, 2005). Hen did not gain traction until the early 2000s.  

While the inventors of hen were originally concerned with the efficacy of 
the language, modern proponents were also concerned with its equity. 
LGBTQ+ communities used hen as a pronoun for individuals not identifying 
as women or men, and as a way to reduce the salience of gender (Grönblad, 
2007; Milles, 2013). For example, hen was used in a national report on the 
well-being of bisexual, gay and trans youth in Sweden (Ambjörnsson, 2010). 
However, the use of hen did not extend far beyond these communities 
(Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015). This is why hen was initially associated with 
the LGBTQ+ movement (Ledin & Lyngfelt, 2013). An internal statement 
from the editor of a national newspaper, Dagens Nyheter, telling employees 
in September 2012 to not use hen “because it can be perceived as taking a 

queer-political standpoint” (Thomsen, 2012), reflects this. 
From the end of 2012 onwards, the use of hen started to increase and 

spread. It was used for the first time in a Court of Appeal (“Hens uppgång har 

nått hovrätten [The rise of hen has reached the Court of Appeal],” 2012), and 
despite the stance of Dagens Nyheter, use in newspapers increased (Milles, 
2013). A study in 2013 found that hen was most commonly used when gender 
is not known, in anonymizing contexts, and as a generic pronoun, while using 
hen as a personal pronoun was relatively rare (Ledin & Lyngfelt, 2013).  

In the following two years, the general population’s opinion of hen im-
proved, and hen started being used more (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015).  
The use of hen increased in media, where national newspapers increased their 
use of hen greatly towards the end of 2012 (Ledin & Lyngfelt, 2013). In 2015, 
the continued use of hen led to it being added to the Swedish Academic dic-
tionary (Svenska Akademien, 2015). Between 2015 and 2018, the use of hen  
further increased, and opinions improved (Gustafsson Sendén, Renström, & 
Lindqvist, 2021). Hen can now be found in a variety of places, such as instruc-
tion texts on the Swedish national tax authorities website and in descriptions 
on the national healthcare portal.  
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Criticism of hen 
Around 2012, hen was discussed at length in national media and correspond-
ing comment sections. Commentators called hen “ridiculous” and “unneces-
sary” (Thomsen, 2012). Around this time, attitudes towards hen were predom-
inantly critical (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015). Opponents argued that hen 
would deprive children from gender information in language and confuse 
them about their own gender identities (Lagerwall, 2012). The Swedish Lan-
guage Council (Språkrådet) was initially also apprehensive about hen: 

Whether hen should be used or not should be decided with regard to the context. 
In itself, hen is a gender-neutral word which does not imply any linguistic bar-
riers, but may sometimes annoy some language users (Språkrådet, 2013). 

 
This reaction to hen was similar to the initial response to other gender-fair 

language initiatives. New words are typically initially regarded with appre-
hension, which decreases over time when the word grows more familiar 
(mere-exposure effect; Rindfleisch & Inman, 1998). For new forms of gender-
fair language, there may be additional motivations for criticism. As suggested 
by Hekanaho (2020), some arguments may function as “an overt justification 

for a deeper discomfort with the ideological motivation behind nonsexist lan-
guage reforms” (p. 69). Some research has found a relation between negative 
attitudes towards gender-fair language and negative attitudes towards women, 
and gender-specific system justification (Douglas & Sutton, 2014; Sarrasin, 
Gabriel, & Gygax, 2012). Political orientation, specifically right-wing con-
servatism, has also been related to negative attitudes towards gender-fair lan-
guage (Formanowicz et al., 2013). Others have suggested that new words may 
get a negative response because people prefer the status quo and a preservation 
of traditional gender arrangements (Black & Stevenson, 1984; Gustafsson 
Sendén et al., 2015). In a survey study from 2016, Lindqvist and colleagues 
found that participants for whom being a woman or a man is an important part 
of their identity were more critical of hen, as well as participants with sexist 
attitudes (Bäck, Lindqvist, & Gustafsson Sendén, 2018; Lindqvist, Gustafsson 
Sendén, & Bäck, 2016). Younger participants, participants with an interest in 
gender issues, and participants critical of sexist language were found to have 
more positive attitudes towards hen (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2021).  

Hen differs from many other gender initiatives that focus on feminizing 
language, because it is gender-neutral and instead of adding feminine forms, 
removes gendered information from language, and is including towards non-
binary gender identities. Opponents of hen have expressed the concern that 
hen was to replace gendered pronouns entirely. Therefore, some considered 
hen a threat to women and men’s gender identities, and expected it to affect 

social traditions such as courtship in heterosexual relationships (Lagerwall, 
2012). When hen is used in its specific form to refer to individuals with a 
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nonbinary gender identity, criticism may be related to prejudice towards trans 
individuals, a prejudice that is well-documented in Sweden and beyond 
(Clements-Nolle, Marx, & Katz, 2008; Lombardi & Malouf, 2008; Tebbe, 
2011; Winter et al., 2016; Zeluf et al., 2016). 

Studying criticism of gender-fair language initiatives is an important part 
of understanding the process of integrating new language. In many languages, 
gender-neutral pronouns have had a limited success in spreading into more 
broad, public use (Darr et al., 2016). For other initiatives, of which hen is an 
example, attitudes have grown more positive over time. It is unclear why some 
initiatives are successful and others aren’t, and what the most effective way is 
to promote gender-fair language (Bodenhausen & Gawronski, 2012; Koeser, 
Kuhn, & Sczesny, 2015). Documenting the integration of hen is therefore of 
interest for language planning and may provide insight in the early stages of 
language and ultimate success of gender-fair language planning.  
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The psychological effects of pronouns 

 

A man and his son were away for a trip. They were driving along the highway 
when they had a terrible accident. The man was killed outright, but the son was 
alive, although badly injured. The son was rushed to the hospital and was to 
have an emergency operation. On entering the operating theatre, the surgeon 
looked at the boy, and said: “I can’t do this operation. This boy is my son.” 
How can this be? (p. 311, Sanford, 1985). 
 
The above riddle is an often-used example on the power of stereotypes in 

comprehending language. Despite an influx of women in the occupation of 
surgeons since 1985 (e.g., Statistics Sweden, 2014), it may still take a moment 
to understand that the surgeon is the child’s mother11. Lexically and grammat-
ically, the riddle includes no information that indicates the surgeon is a man, 
and it is generally known that not all surgeons are male. Then why does this 
riddle initially lead to a mental hiccup? The answer lies in the mental repre-
sentations words evoke, and how they ultimately affect our perception of oth-
ers. 

 Processing gendered pronouns  
 

Understanding the riddle involves several mental processes. Amongst others, 
the lexical content of the word is accessed. For example, a surgeon is a medical 
practitioner qualified to practice surgery. Simultaneously, knowledge of what 
surgeons are typically like, how they look, and how they behave is accessed. 
A combination of these expectations form a stereotype of a surgeon (Graesser, 
Singer, & Trabasso, 1994; Stangor & Lange, 1994; van den Broek, Young, 
Tzeng, & Linderholm, 1999). Integrating stereotype information can lead to a 
better understanding of the intended meaning of a text beyond its syntactic 
and semantic content, but it also biases expectations (Bojarska, 2013). The 
stereotype of a surgeon may involve scrubs and scalpels, but also that they are 
typically men. In the case of the riddle, the stereotype of surgeons often being 

 
 11 This is the classic solution to the riddle. An additional explanation is, of course, that the child 
has two fathers. 



 37 

men leads to the initial conclusion that the surgeon is the boy’s father, which 

conflicts with the information that the boy’s father just died in a car accident12. 
This shows that language can evoke stereotypes that affect further processing 
of social information (see Kollmayer, Pfaffel, Schober, & Brandt, 2018).   

Social categories are central in social cognition (Fiske, 2004). Surgeons 
make up a rather small social category in societies, and humans are rarely di-
vided into the groups ‘surgeons’ and ‘non-surgeons’. The social category gen-
der, however, is much more prominent in how we think of others (Stangor et 
al., 1992). We are usually acutely aware of someone else’s gender (or at least 
our categorization of their gender), and it affects the expectations we have of 
them. Occupations and other social roles are often strongly associated with 
gender (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). In language, transgressing occupational gen-
der stereotypes requires formal markers, for example, ‘female surgeon’ or 

‘male nurse’ (Richards & Hewstone, 2001). Reading about a ‘male surgeon’ 

or a ‘female nurse’ is rare because, based on stereotypes, surgeons are as-
sumed to be male, and nurses female (Beukeboom, Finkenauer, & Wigboldus, 
2010; Hellinger, 2001).  

The stereotypes evoked by language have been studied by observing how 
people read and process pronouns in reference to others in writing (e.g., 
names, occupational titles, role nouns; Garnham, Doehren, & Gygax, 2015). 
The process of understanding whom a pronoun refers to is called pronoun res-
olution (Reinhart, 1981). For example,  

The pre-school teacher crossed the road carelessly. She did not look for upcom-
ing cars. 
 

In this sentence pair, ‘pre-school teacher’ does not provide any lexical gender 
information, so stereotypes are used as a source of gender information for the 
mental representation of the situation. As the stereotype of pre-school teachers 
is that they typically are women, the pronoun she is congruent with the stere-
otype of a pre-school teacher, and the mental representation of the situation is 
quickly created (McKoon & Ratcliff, 1992). However, the masculine pronoun 
he would have conflicted with the feminine stereotype, and would have lead 
to an interruption in reading or understanding the sentences. In pronoun reso-
lution, the reader attempts to find the most likely antecedent to the pronoun 
based on amongst others gender information (see Siemund, 2013). Based on 
the stereotype knowledge, the pre-school teacher may initially be considered 
an unlikely antecedent to he. Another plausible antecedent may be searched 
for, and preceding nouns revisited (Irmen & Kurovskaja, 2010; Irmen & 
Roßberg, 2004; Kennison & Trofe, 2003). Finally, the gender association that 
was evoked by ‘pre-school teacher’ is revised (Kreiner et al., 2008), and pro-
noun resolution is achieved. Pronoun resolution takes more time when there 

 
12 If the assumption is that the child only has one father. 
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are gender incongruencies such as in the combination of pre-school teacher 
and he (e.g., Braun, Sczesny, & Stahlberg, 2005; Duffy & Keir, 2004; Sanford, 
1985; Garnham, Oakhill, & Reynolds, 2002). More specifically, there is a 
reading time increase ranging from 50 to a 150 ms for the pronoun region and 
the post-pronoun region, which is also called the spillover region (see Figure 
1 for an overview of the regions; e.g., Cacciari, Carreiras, & Cionini, 1997; 
Carreiras, Garnham, Oakhill, & Cain, 1996; Duffy & Keir, 2004; Esaulova, 
Reali, & von Stockhausen, 2013). 

Using gender information in pronoun resolution speeds up the process of 
forming a mental representation of the situation one is reading about, and the 
references to social targets within the text (Macrae, Milne, & Bodenhausen, 
1994). Gender information thus helps save cognitive resources in social cog-
nition (Devine, 1989; Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977; Shiffrin & Schneider, 
1977). 

Processing gender-neutral pronouns 
 

The cost of using categorical information as an ‘energy-saving device’ comes 
with the risk of activating stereotypes related to the social category (Andersen, 
Klatzky, & Murray, 1990; Beukeboom & Burgers, 2019; Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990). Gender-neutral third-person pronouns may not have this risk, because 
they lack gender information. It has been suggested that neutral pronouns in-
stead are ambiguous, vague, and that they require more cognitive effort, be-
cause they do not offer gender categorization as a potential mental shortcut 
(Mackay, 1980; Siemund, 2013). This would lead to a disruption in reading. 
There has been little experimental research to support the hypothesis that gen-
der-neutral pronouns are disruptive in reading.  

When considering the processing cost of a gender-neutral pronoun, it is 
important to distinguish between its generic and its specific use, as they may 

Figure 1. Regions of interest in pronoun resolution 
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differ in the way they are related to gender (Bradley, et al., 2019). As men-
tioned earlier, gender-neutral pronouns can be used generically, to refer to an-
yone, or specifically, to refer to a nonbinary person and when not wanting to 
reveal someone’s gender. 

Research investigating the English singular pronoun they found that when 
they was used in a generic way referring to indefinite nouns (e.g., ‘anybody’, 

‘everyone’), it was processed faster than he or she (Foertsch & Gernsbacher, 
1997; Speyer & Schleef, 2018). Another study found that when they was used 
to refer to a specific individual, such as in “Mary decided to treat themselves 

to sushi”, they was found to lead to processing interruptions (Prasad, Morris, 
& Feinstein, 2018). The discrepancy between these findings may be explained 
as ‘anybody’ not leading to a mismatch in gender information because it is 
unrelated to gender lexically and stereotypically, while ‘Mary’ is associated 

with gender, which leads to an interruption. This suggests that it is possible 
that neutral words like ‘anybody’ lack a strong association to women or men. 
It is also important to note that gender-neutral pronouns that are also used as 
a plural pronoun, such as they in English, can also be associated with a number 
incompatibility, which can show a similar processing cost (Sanford & Filik, 
2007). 

As of yet, it is not clear whether it is possible to include gender identities 
beyond women and men into mental representations. Many people are not yet 
familiar with nonbinary gender identities, and it has been suggested that an 
‘intellectual commitment’, i.e., an openness to gender identities not being lim-
ited to women and men, is needed to be able to process gender as nonbinary 
(Prasad et al., 2018). This relates to literature that has documented that the 
ability to control prejudice is related to a person’s ideology (Devine, 1989). 
An openness to nonbinary identities is not needed to process generically used 
gender-neutral pronouns, because they may be understood as referring to 
women and men only. Consequently, generic use of gender-neutral pronouns 
may not evoke the same resistance as the specific use of gender-neutral pro-
nouns. This is supported by a study finding that attitudes towards the generic 
use of hen was more strongly predicted by a preference for the linguistic status 
quo, while the specific use of hen was more strongly predicted by beliefs on 
gender (Renström, Lindqvist, & Gustafsson Sendén, n.d.).  Traditionalism and 
conservative gender beliefs predicted negative attitudes and lower judgments 
of grammaticality of both the generic and the specific use of hen. 

In addition to this, the relative novelty of certain neutral pronouns, and the 
novelty of using neutral pronouns for nonbinary persons may also be a factor 
affecting their processing. In Lindqvist et al. (2019), most participants (96.6%) 
were familiar with singular they, but only 39.2% of participants with ze. In 
Bradley (2019), 47.5% of participants reported knowing someone who used 
they as their pronoun, compared to 15.1% knowing someone using ze. In ad-
dition, new words may lead to greater interruptions because they are judged 
as less grammatically correct (Bradley, Schmid, & Lombardo, 2019).  



 40 

In sum, it is as of yet unclear what effect gender-neutral pronouns have on 
mental representations, and whether they require more effort to process. If 
gender-neutral pronouns require more effort, this may be due to its lack of 
gender information, its specific or generic use, its novelty, and may interact 
with personal attitudes of the perceiver.  

Pronouns and gender categorization 
 
In addition to the potential costs of gender-neutral pronouns, proponents have 
highlighted their potential to reduce the importance of gender (Milles et al., 
2012). The introduction of hen also came with such expectations. In the article 
‘Swedish needs a new word’, Milles, Salmson and Tominic wrote: 

By freeing [hen] from expectations linked to traditional gender roles, an oppor-
tunity is given to meet Kivi [the main character in the children’s book] on other 
premises. It is an exciting linguistic opportunity! Why miss that chance? It is 
needed if an author, such as Jesper Lundqvist who wrote Kivi & Monsterhund, 
wants a character to be valued based on its individual characteristics and pro-
vide all children opportunity to identify with the character (Milles et al., 2012). 
 

Many proponents of hen expected the pronoun to have the potential to reduce 
gender stereotyping and discrimination through language (Wojahn, 2015). 
Two main ways can be distinguished in the research that has investigated this 
hypothesis thus far; hen may reduce stereotyping by making gender less sali-
ent in language, and hen may expand upon or challenge the traditional binary 
gender categories. 

One of the first studies on hen tested which genders were activated by de-
scribing a fictious mobile phone user with different pronouns. Results showed 
that participants assumed least frequently that the mobile phone user was a 
man when hen was used, compared to when generic han, han eller hon [‘he 

or she’], hon eller han [‘she or he’], han/hon [‘he/she’] and den [‘it’] were 
used (Wojahn, 2013). More participants indicated they had read about a per-
son who could be either a woman, a man, or someone with another gender 
identity when they read hen instead of the other pronouns. In another study, 
Lindqvist and colleagues (2019) found that many supposedly neutral words 
(e.g., ‘the applicant’) evoked the image of a man, while hen led to participants 
remembering a person of unknown gender.  

Some studies have found effects of hen on social cognition and attitudes. 
Pérez and Tavits (2019) found that attitudes towards sexual and gender mi-
norities were more positive when participants were instructed to use hen than 
when they used generic han (see also Tavits & Pérez, 2019). Lindqvist and 
colleagues (n.d.) found that reading about a fictive person referred to as hen 
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led to participants associating the fictive person with more non-normative gen-
der expressions than when the person was referred to with han/hon. The au-
thors suggested in a previous study that hen may lead to “thinking outside the 

[gender binary] box” (p.16) and a reduced salience of gender (Bäck, Lindqvist, 
& Gustafsson Sendén, 2015).  

The effect of hen on person perception requires further investigation. As of 
yet, it is unclear whether as a pronoun for nonbinary individuals, hen may lead 
to a different mental conceptualization of gender, for example as three cate-
gories, or a scale or scales of femininity and masculinity.  
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General aims  

The implementation of a new gender-neutral pronoun raises many empirical 
questions. What explains the criticism of a pronoun like hen? And is there 
empirical support for the beliefs about the effects of hen, such as its potential 
to disrupt and to reduce stereotyping? The two aims of this thesis are to gain 
understanding of the motivations for resistance against hen, and to investigate 
the effect of hen on social cognition. These aims were met through a set of 
three studies. 

Study I documented the arguments that were used against gender-neutral 
pronouns. Using taxonomies based on past criticism against other gender-fair 
language initiatives (Blaubergs, 1980; Parks et al., 1998), a framework was 
developed to capture arguments against gender-fair language, and the under-
lying motivations for being resistant. 

Study II tested whether the belief that hen interrupts reading is supported 
by empirical evidence. To this aim, the reading time of sentences including 
hen with binary pronouns (hon [‘she’] and han [‘he’]) were compared. I also 
compared whether hen interrupted reading more when it referred to role nouns 
associated with lexical gender (e.g., queen, father), stereotypical gender (e.g., 
hairdresser, carpenter), or no gender (e.g., sibling, colleague). The effect of 
hen’s novelty on the processing cost was also investigated. 

Study III investigated whether pronouns affect gender categorization and 
how this affects the memory of a face. I tested whether the pronoun hon led to 
the categorization of a gender-ambiguous face as a woman, and whether the 
pronoun han led to the categorization of a gender-ambiguous face as a men. I 
also tested whether hen reduced the effect of gender categorization. 
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Summaries of the empirical studies 

Study I Four dimensions of criticism against gender-fair 
language 
 
Vergoossen, H. P., Renström, E. A., Lindqvist, A., & Gustafsson Sendén, M. 
(2020). Four dimensions of criticism against gender-fair language. Sex Roles, 
83, 328–337. 

Aim 
The aim of Study 1 was to investigate and categorize arguments used against 
hen and compare them to arguments against past gender-fair language reforms 
that aimed to increase the salience of women in the 1970s and 1980s to the 
current implementation of hen.  

Background 
Gender-fair language strategies often face resistance. Negative attitudes have 
been documented against specific gender-fair reforms, such as the replace-
ment of the masculine generic he with the paired he/she (Blaubergs, 1980) and 
guidelines for non-sexist language (Parks et al., 1998), as well as the introduc-
tion of a gender-neutral pronoun (Bäck et al., 2015; Gustafsson Sendén et al., 
2015). In this study, we investigated what categories of arguments can be dis-
cerned from the criticism against hen. 

Past research has discerned several arguments that are used against adopt-
ing gender-fair language. Blaubergs (1980) developed a taxonomy of argu-
ments against gender-fair language in the wake of the proposal in the 1970s 
to replace the masculine generic ‘he’ with ‘he or she’. Blaubergs analyzed a 
sample of arguments in English language newspaper articles, scientific jour-
nals and other media, and established eight categories of negative arguments 
(e.g., language being a trivial concern and too difficult to change). Parks and 
Roberton (1998) extended Blaubergs’ taxonomy based on undergraduate’s ar-

guments against gender-fair language with four more categories capturing 
hostile and unempathic arguments, and arguments related to adherence to tra-
dition, and sexism being deemed acceptable. A great hostility also character-
ized the debate surrounding hen (Wojahn, 2015). 
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In the present study we investigated whether past categories also capture 
the criticism of hen, as previous studies have only documented criticism of 
forms of gender-fair language planning concerned with feminizing the lan-
guage in a different time and cultural context. If the arguments used against 
gender-neutral language planning strategies are similar, this continuity might 
indicate that people are more averse to gender-fair language initiatives than to 
the content of the reforms. 

Method 
 
Four-hundred participants participated in the study. The participants first read 
a description of how hen can be used:  

Hen can be used when it is not necessary to specify a gender, for example to 
replace ‘he/she’, or for individuals that don’t want to categorize themselves as 
she or he.”  

 
Subsequently, they described in a free-text response why they did or did not 
want to use hen. Of the participants, hundred sixty-eight participants (Mage = 
30.18, SD = 12.08, range 18-72) provided a total of 208 critical arguments, 
which were included in the analysis.  

To categorize the arguments, we used a coding scheme based on Blaubergs 
(1980) and Parks and Roberton (1998). The initial coding scheme included 12 
categories of arguments against gender-fair language13. The 208 negative ar-
guments were coded through thematic analyses (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 
approach to the thematic analyses was both deductive and inductive. The de-
ductive approach involved coding the arguments into the original categories, 
whereas the inductive approach involved synthesizing new categories from 
the arguments that did not fit into the original categories. The authors first 
individually coded the arguments into the eleven original categories. The av-
erage agreement between coders for coding arguments into the separate orig-
inal categories ranged from 33.33% (this category consisted of only 3 argu-
ments) to 100% (Magreement = 80.34%, SD = 23.4). After a joint discussion, 
some original categories were modified and two new categories were gener-
ated. When all comments were categorized, all authors were involved in an 
inductive thematic analysis of the categories to discern latent motivations for 
using these categories of criticism, in accordance with Braun and Clarke 
(2006).  

 
13 The original coding scheme can be found at https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11199-
019-01108-x 
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Results 
The coding of the 208 negative arguments against hen into categories showed 
that the majority (76.9%) of the arguments fit the categories in the original 
taxonomies from past reforms. Two original categories were modified: Sex-
ism is acceptable was modified into Sexism and cisgenderism are acceptable, 
and Change is too difficult into Change is too difficult or unnecessary. About 
a fifth of the arguments were coded into two new categories: Gender identifi-
cation is important and Distractor in communication. Two original categories 
touching upon cross-cultural and historical comparisons did not occur in this 
sample.  

In addition, the arguments were structured into four themes that capture the 
underlying motivations of criticism of gender-fair language: (a) Defending the 
linguistic status quo (39.4% of arguments, n = 82), (b) Sexism and cisgender-
ism (27.4%, n = 57), (c) Diminishing the issue and its proponents (26.9%, n = 
56), and (d) Distractor in communication (6.3%, n =13). The dimensions and 
their underlying categories are presented in Table 2. 

 
Table 2. Themes of Criticism of Gender-fair Language, Their Categories, and Def-

initions 
 
Themes 
      Categories Definitions  
Defending Linguistic Sta-
tus Quo 

Participants provide arguments to keep language un-
changed 

Change is too difficult 
and unnecessary1  

The current linguistic term is too deeply rooted in the 
language, the suggested change is too devious, or 
breaking a language habit is too difficult to justify 
implementing the change. 

Appeal to authority1 Authorities in the field of language, such as linguists or 
dictionaries but also teachers and family members, 
have a final say in what is the correct way to use 
language.  

Word etymology1 The original meaning of the word is the real meaning 
of the word, regardless of modern interpretations. 1 

Tradition1 Language is the way it is and has been this way a long 
time, and it should remain unaltered.  

Sexism and Cisgenderism Participants indicate gender hierarchies where cis-
gender identities or men are considered of greater 
importance. 

Sexism and cisgender-
ism are acceptable2 

There are only two genders, and ultimately everyone 
belongs to one of the two; there are differences be-
tween women and men, and language should reflect 
this. Originally, this category was defined as: “Men 
are superior to women, so it is acceptable if lan-
guage reflects this”  
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Gender identification is 
important3 

New category. Gender-neutral language is impersonal 
and objectifying; the wishes of those that want to be 
referred to with a gendered pronoun must be re-
spected; gender is important for one’s identity; gen-

der is important in communication. 
Diminishing the Issue and 
Its Proponents 

Participants devalue or ridicule the word or the propo-
nents of the reform 

Hostility and ridicule1 The topic of sexist language is ridiculous and poten-
tially harmful. Proponents of gender-fair language 
are malicious. 

Freedom of speech/Un-
justified coercion1 

The proponents of linguistic change attempt to control 
or censure freedom of speech through, for example, 
publication guidelines. 

Sexist language is a 
trivial concern1 

People should focus on more important forms of socie-
tal injustice than language, for example, on the 
“real” physical and economic oppression of women. 

Sexist language is not 
sexist1 

Sexist language is not sexist when there is no intention 
to be sexist. When words are perceived as sexist, the 
bias is not in the language used by the speaker, but 
in the person listening. 

Distractor in Communi-
cation 

 Participants indicate that using hen takes attention 
from the message  

Distractor in communi-
cation3 

New category. The word is too loaded; it is too much 
of a statement; it detracts from the message; when 
using it, it may invite hostility from opponents of 
gender-neutral language. 

Adjusted from Vergoossen, Renström, Lindqvist, & Gustafsson Sendén (2020). 
1 Original category based on Blaubergs (1980) and Parks & Roberton (1998) 
2 Original category, modified in present study  
3 New category  

Discussion and conclusions 
At large, critical arguments against using hen were similar to arguments used 
against the pronoun reform involving the paired form he or she in the 1970s 
and 1980s. In addition to the identified categories of criticism, the arguments 
were structured into four themes that capture the motivations underlying re-
sistance against gender-fair language. 

The dimension Defending the linguistic status quo captured a variety of 
categories that justify the current linguistic norm and the preference to keep 
the current linguistic system unchanged. Arguments within this category ap-
pealed to linguistic authorities and linguistic traditions for the final say on 
what words should be used. Many of the arguments concern habits and norms, 
and were related to the belief that linguistic habits are difficult to change. Ar-
guments in this category are similar to arguments found against linguistic var-
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iations and linguistic change without gender-fair goals (Ladegaard, 2000). Ar-
guments within this dimension may therefore be characteristic of criticism 
against linguistic change in general, and not specific to criticism of gender-
fair language change. 

The dimension Diminishing the issue and its proponents contained some 
of the participants’ most hostile comments. This hostility may be rooted in 
people’s own identities as a woman or a man being threatened, as ‘breaking’ 

or challenging the gender binary leads to strong responses when people per-
ceive it as a threat to their own gender identity (Morgenroth et al., 2020). Par-
ticipants also mentioned that they perceive gender-fair language initiatives as 
an infringement on their freedom of speech, and an ‘imposition from above’. 
This may be related to hen not being a result from a gradual change in vernac-
ular speech, but a linguistic innovation invented and reinforced by the govern-
ment, and social groups of which the participants may not be part ('[language] 
change from above'; Labov, 1994, 2001, 2010). Therefore, this dimension of 
criticism is related to what people see as means acceptable for attaining social 
justice. Initiatives like hen may be perceived as prescriptive and a form of 
language policing. They may also relate hen to other social justice initiatives 
that they oppose, such as initiatives to make public spaces such as toilets gen-
der-neutral or nonbinary inclusive or campaigns for nonbinary people to self-
determine their gender in official documentation. 

The dimension Sexism and cisgenderism captured arguments reflecting 
the belief that gender is essential, binary and immutable. The term ‘cisgender-

ism’ refers to the ideology that condemns people’s own designations of their 

genders and bodies (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014). In previous gender-fair lan-
guage planning initiatives, the strategy was to reduce androcentrism in lan-
guage by making women more visible. This strategy made women, the ‘ben-

eficiaries’ of such linguistic change, a target (Blaubergs, 1980; Parks et al., 
1998). Similarly, with gender-neutral pronouns ‘benefiting’ nonbinary identi-

ties, those individuals become a target of discrimination. Among the argu-
ments were comments targeting trans identities, for example expressing denial 
of the legitimacy of nonbinary identities. 

The dimension Gender-fair language is distracting in communication is 
related to the idea that hen disrupts communication and denies the use of vital 
gender information in communication. This dimension differs from the other 
dimensions in that it is oriented towards the efficiency of communication, and 
that hen could lead to disruption by being an ‘attention thief’. Such concerns 
have also been seen in the guidelines for authors of for example the American 
Psychological Association (APA). APA’s guidelines support gender-fair lan-
guage, but also recommend against using paired pronouns as they are “awk-

ward and distracting” (p. 74, APA, 2009). Linguistic norms like guidelines 
and policies are important motivators for using gender-fair language (Koeser 
& Sczesny, 2014). It is important that such guidelines are based on empirical 
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evidence, and future research should investigate whether gender-neutral pro-
noun forms truly are distracting in communication.  

Together, these dimensions show that criticism of gender-fair language 
shares an universality. Criticism is rooted in a variety of practical concerns 
and convictions on what language should look like and who gets to be repre-
sented in language. Despite the criticism, there are many examples of gender-
fair language that manage to enter the main-stream vocabulary. This may be 
due to critical attitudes losing intensity as time passes and new words like hen 
becoming more integrated in the Swedish language (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 
2015, 2021). Other forms of criticism may need to be addressed specifically 
to facilitate the acceptance of new gender-fair initiatives. More research is 
needed to establish how these dimensions of criticism are represented in dif-
ferent stages of implementation, and how they may be related to the imple-
mentation’s ultimate success.  
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Study II Are new gender-neutral pronouns difficult to 
process in reading? The case of hen in Swedish. 
 
Vergoossen, H. P., Pärnamets, P., Renström, E. A., & Gustafsson Sendén, M. 
(2020). Are new gender-neutral pronouns difficult to process in reading? The 
case of hen in Swedish. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, 2967. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.574356 

Aim 
The aim of Study II was to test whether hen is more difficult to read compared 
to the gendered pronouns hon and han. In particular, we tested if hen was 
harder to process when referring to someone that lexically is defined as having 
a binary gender, (e.g, a mother or a king) compared to when referring to some-
one which stereotypically is associated with gender (e.g., a hairdresser). I also 
compared these types of sentences that refererred to someone that could be of 
any gender (e.g., a colleague). 

Background 
Opponents of gender-neutral pronouns have criticized them for being difficult 
to process (Speyer & Schleef, 2018). There is little evidence supporting this 
belief, and only the processing of the gender-neutral pronoun they in English 
has been documented (e.g., Foertsch & Gernsbacher, 1997; Speyer & Schleef, 
2018). To the best of my knowledge, no studies have yet been conducted on 
processing so-called neopronouns, or pronouns that are new words in a lan-
guage (Hekanaho, 2020). If they are difficult to process, it is important to 
know whether difficulties arise because gender-neutral pronouns are new to 
language users, or because they do not match the gender information associ-
ated with the word they refer to (Sanford, 1985).  

Difficulties in understanding gender-neutral pronouns should lead to an in-
crease in reading time, which indicates more cognitive effort (Spiro, Coulson, 
Feltovich, Anderson, 2004). A way of testing whether this potential difficulty 
varies for different types of gendered nouns is by studying pronoun resolution. 
Pronoun resolution is the process of understanding whom a pronoun refers to, 
and has been used to document gender stereotype activation in occupational 
titles (Cunnings, Patterson, & Felser, 2014; Kennison & Trofe, 2003; Khan & 
Daneman, 2011; Kreiner et al., 2008). Difficulties in pronoun resolution can 
reveal what gender associations were evoked by the word the pronoun is re-
ferring to. In this study, pronoun resolution involving hen is compared to pro-
noun resolution involving the gendered pronouns hon [‘she’] and han [‘he’]. 

If hen takes more time to read, this may be due to a mismatch with the gender 
associated with the noun it is referring to (Sanford, 1985). If this is the case, 
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hen can be expected to be more difficult to process when referring to role 
nouns associated with lexical gender information (e.g., queen, father) than role 
nouns associated with stereotypes based on occupational gender segregation 
(e.g., occupational titles like hairdresser and engineer). 

Method 
Method, hypotheses and analyses were preregistered before data collection 
was completed14. One hundred and twenty participants (73% women, Mage = 
25.8, SD = 6.5) completed a reading task. The task consisted of reading 48 
sentence pairs.  
 

Table 3. Overview of combinations of nouns and pronouns in the stimulus materials.  

Noun category Noun gender Pronoun  
Lexical gender  Gendered Hon or han congruent with noun 

Hen 
Neutral 
 

Hon or han 
Hen 

Stereotypical gender Gendered Hon or han congruent with noun 
Hen 

Neutral Hon or han 
Hen 

 
Table 3 presents all combinations of nouns and pronouns in the stimulus 

sentence pairs. Half of the 48 sentence pairs included a role noun associated 
with lexical gender, and half included a role noun associated with stereotypi-
cal gender. In both the lexical and stereotypical conditions, neutral equivalents 
were included (e.g., ‘sibling’ in addition to the gendered set ‘sister’ and 

‘brother’). Within the role noun categories, 12 nouns were binary gendered (6 
feminine, 6 masculine), and 12 were neutral. The pronouns were either binary 
or hen. The binary pronouns and congruent with the gender associated with 
the noun (hon[she] or han[he]) or randomly used in relation to the neutral 
nouns. The semantic context of the sentences was kept neutral to avoid gender 

 
14 To make the choices for this study transparent, the method, hypotheses and analyses were 
preregistered before data collection was completed and can be found at 
https://osf.io/exkdx/?view_only=928fac25b06946d3bd34aab571c8ea77. Data, protocols and R 
scripts are available on FigShare: https://su.figshare.com/articles/da-
taset/Open_data_Are_new_gender-neutral_pronouns_difficult_to_process_in_read-
ing_The_case_of_hen_in_Swedish/13143158.  
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stereotyping based on other information than the role nouns and pronouns. For 
example: 

The woman[man][person] signed the contract. 
Hon[Han][Hen] looked forward to starting the new job. 
 
The nurse[carpenter][architect] signed the contract. 
Hon[Han][Hen] looked forward to starting the new job. 

 
The reading task also included 40 filler sentence pairs of similar length and 
neutral content as the target sentence pair (e.g., “Kim has borrowed a book 

from the library. The book is about life in medieval Sweden”).  
 
In this study, processing speed was operationalized as the time it takes to read 
the pronoun, the three words following the pronoun (pronoun spillover re-
gion), and the word the pronoun refers to (the antecedent in the noun region) 
(see Figure 2). An eye-tracker was used to record eye movements. 

 
Participants were also asked to report their previous experience with hen, and 
some individual factors, such as their attitudes towards hen, their sexism, and 
their use of hen. 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Regions of interest in pronoun resolution 
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Results  

Processing cost of hen 
According to Hypothesis 1, hen was expected to lead to a greater processing 
cost than gendered pronouns. All hypotheses were tested for the three regions 
related to pronoun resolution: the pronoun region, the pronoun-spillover re-
gion (the three words following the pronoun), and the noun region. As can be 
seen in Figure 3, an effect of pronoun was only found for the pronoun spillover 
region. Participant’s reading time for this region was 43 ms longer after en-

countering hen compared to hon or han. No greater processing costs were 
found for the pronoun and the noun regions. 

Processing cost of hen referring to a neutral compared to a gendered noun 
According to Hypothesis 2, hen was expected to lead to a smaller processing 
cost when referring to a noun not associated with gender compared to a noun 
associated with gender. However, the evidence pointed towards a reversed re-
lationship; hen led to a greater processing cost when it referred to a neutral 
noun compared to a binary gendered role noun (see Figure 4). 

Figure 3. Reading time (ms) for hen and hon/han in each of the three regions: (A) 
Pronoun, (B) Spillover region, and (C) noun. The graph has been truncated. Taken 
from Vergoossen et al. (2020) 
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Processing cost of hen referring to lexically gendered nouns compared to 
stereotypically gendered nouns 
 
According to Hypothesis 3, hen referring to a noun containing lexical gender 
should lead to a greater processing cost than when referring to a noun associ-
ated with stereotypical gender. However, no difference in processing cost was 
found for the different types of nouns. 

Effect of experience with hen on processing hen 
Previous experience with hen as measured through self-reports could affect 
how hen is processed. No interaction was found between self-reported previ-
ous experience with hen and type of pronoun for any of the three regions of 
interest. 

Figure 4. Reading time (ms) for hen and hon/han in each of the three regions. The 
graph has been truncated. Taken from Vergoossen et al. (2020) 
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Effect of personal attitudes on processing hen 
 
Exploratively it was tested whether personal attitudes affected hen’s pro-

cessing cost. A negative attitude toward hen was not associated with a greater 
processing cost. Strongly identifying as a feminist was related to faster reading 
behavior in all three regions, but did not interact with the type of pronoun. 

Discussion and conclusion 
This eye-tracking experiment tested whether a new gender-neutral pronoun is 
more difficult to process in reading than gendered pronouns by measuring the 
processing cost in reading. In contrast with the hypotheses, no effects of hen 
were found on reading, with the exception of a slightly longer reading time 
for the pronoun spillover region. Instead, there was strong evidence for null 
effects. Surprisingly, the cost found in the spillover region was unrelated to 
the type of gender information in the noun.  There was also no interaction with 
the processing cost and previous experience with hen.  

These findings are in line with the findings from studies on singular ‘they’, 
where they did not have a greater processing cost than gendered pronouns 
(Foertsch & Gernsbacher, 1997; Speyer & Schleef, 2018). The small pro-
cessing cost that was found for hen could be due to hen being a new gender-
neutral pronoun, whereas they is a previously existing word in English. How-
ever, novelty, as measured by self- rated previous experience to hen, did not 
affect the processing cost of hen, nor did the exposure to hen within the ex-
periment as reflected by the interaction between amount of completed trials 
and type of pronoun. In sum, this study does not support the notion that new 
gender-neutral pronouns are difficult to process.  
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Study III Do you recognize hon, han and hen? How 
binary and gender-generic pronouns affect gender 
categorization in face recognition 
 
 
Vergoossen, H. P., Sczesny, S., Lindqvist, A., Renström, & Gustafsson Sen-
dén, M. (2021). Do you recognize hon, han, hen? How binary and gender-
generic pronouns affect gender categorization in face recognition. Manu-
script. 

Aims 
The aim of Study III was to test whether gendered pronouns affect gender 

categorization of gender-ambiguous faces, and whether a gender-neutral pro-
noun can reduce this effect.  

Background 
Gender categorization is an automatic cognitive process (Hugenberg & Sacco, 
2008). It simplifies and structures social information in a way that allows lim-
ited cognitive resources to process large amounts of information (Allport, 
1954; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Sherman, Macrae, & Bodenhausen, 2000). 
Many cognitive processes aid the remembering of faces. When people encode 
a face into memory, they include information about the characteristics of the 
face (e.g., nose and mouth), as well as the social categories that are associated 
with the face (e.g., gender; Hugenberg & Sacco, 2008). This categorical gen-
der information speeds up the process of face recognition (e.g., Bodenhausen, 
Kang, & Peery, 2011). For example, when looking for a female friend in a 
crowd of people, less time is spent looking at faces perceived as male 
(Baudouin & Tiberghien, 2002). In this way, gender categorization aids in 
processing social information (Macrae et al., 1994).  

Gender categorization is usually binary, that is, a face is either categorized 
as female or male. Encoding a face into memory along with a binary gender 
category can bias how feminine or masculine the face is perceived and re-
membered to be. For example, participants remembered a moderately gender 
ambiguous face (i.e., 70% female and 30% male) as more feminine in a recall 
task (Huart, Corneille, & Becquart, 2005). This process leads to the sacrifice 
of details of the face’s characteristics when storing the face into memory 

(Huart et al., 2005). This, in turn, can affect the assumptions about someone’s 

personality, with people with masculine faces being assumed to have a higher 
competence, and people with feminine faces thought to be more warm 
(Walker & Wänke, 2017). It also oversimplifies the variety of existing gender 
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identities, as not all people identify with or express themselves within binary 
gender (Hyde et al., 2019; Lindqvist et al., 2020). Furthermore, this oversim-
plification reinforces face gender as a highly essentialized social category, 
with a lower tolerance of faces that are not typical exemplars of binary gender 
categories (Wittlin, Dovidio, LaFrance, & Burke, 2018). 

Studies have indicated that linguistic cues associated with gender can lead 
to the categorization of gender-ambiguous faces as women or men. In a study 
by Baudouin and Tiberghien (2002), participants were asked to memorize a 
gender-ambiguous face labeled with a feminine name or a masculine name 
and then asked to search for them among other faces, of which half was fem-
inine and half was masculine. Participants had to indicate when the target face 
reappeared. When participants searched for a face encoded with a feminine 
name, they spent more time looking at feminine than masculine faces while 
searching for the target face, and the opposite pattern occurred when they were 
searching for a face encoded with a masculine name. In the present study, we 
tested whether gendered pronouns similarly affect gender categorization in 
face perception. In addition, we tested how the gender-neutral pronoun hen 
affected the gender categorization of gender-ambiguous faces. We used a sim-
ilar recognition task to Baudouin and Tiberghien (2012) as an indirect way of 
measuring gender categorization (Petty, Fazio, & Brinol, 2009). In addition, 
we also assessed participants’ explicit gender categorization, and collected in-
formation on their age, gender, and gender essentialism beliefs.  

Method 
Method, hypotheses and analyses were preregistered before data collection15. 
Altogether, 428 (50.5% self-identified women, 49.5% self-identified men; 
Mage = 48.85, SD = 18.34) completed the study online. After excluding partic-
ipants in accordance with the preregistration (2 reported technical or visual 
difficulties, 34 had an accuracy of less than 60% in their responses, and 28 
participants failed the pronoun memory check), 364 participants were in-
cluded in the analyses. 

The design was a 4 (pronoun: hon [‘she’], han [‘he’], hen, control) × 2 
(gender of distractor face: feminine, masculine) mixed-participant design. 
Participants were randomly assigned to the conditions. The main dependent 
variable was the average response time participants looked at feminine and 
masculine distractor faces. The accuracy of identifying the target face and the 
accuracy of dismissing the distractor faces were also calculated.  

The experiment was presented as a memory task. In the encoding phase,  
participants were asked to memorize a gender-ambiguous target face which 
they could observe for as long as they wanted. The instructions containing the 
manipulation were presented above the gender-ambiguous target face and 

 
15 Vergoossen, Gustafsson Sendén, Lindqvist, & Renström (2020). 
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were kept identical, except for the pronoun (see Figure 5). The control condi-
tion included ‘the person’ instead of a pronoun, indicating how participants 

categorize the target face without the presence of pronouns. 

In the recognition phase, participants saw a series of 21 faces (9 feminine, 
9 masculine, 3 repetitions of the target face) in a randomized order and were 
asked to indicate as quickly as possible whether a face matched the target face 
or not. The third repetition of the target face was always presented last, to keep 
the participant focused. Each face was displayed on the screen until the par-
ticipant responded with a keyboard press (‘F’ = target face, ‘J’ = not the target 
face). Each face was displayed after a 200 ms delay. Participants did not re-
ceive any feedback on their responses. Finally, as a manipulation check, par-
ticipants were asked which pronoun was used to introduce the face. They were 
also asked about their gender categorization of the target face.  

Results and discussion 
On average, participants correctly identified the target face in 87.66% (SD = 
20.79) of trials. To test the hypothesis that pronouns affect gender categoriza-
tion, we computed a 4 (pronoun: hon, han, hen, no pronoun) × 2 (gender of 
distractor face: feminine and masculine) mixed ANOVA with response time 
as the dependent variable. Pronoun was the between-participants factor and 
gender of distractor face the within-participants factor. There was no main 
effect of pronoun, F(3, 360) = 1.322, p = .267, partial η2  = .011, but there was 

Figure 5. Example of a gender-ambiguous face and the introductory text containing the 
different pronoun label options. 
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a significant effect of gender of distractor face, F(1, 360) = 1528.393, p < .001, 
partial η2  = .809, such that participants looked longer at feminine faces (M = 
1338 ms, SD = 756 ms) than masculine faces (M = 1168 ms, SD = 579 ms). 
In support of the hypothesis, there was a significant interaction between face 
gender and pronoun, F(3, 360) = 11.649, p < .001, partial η2  = .088. Post hoc 
comparisons using a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons revealed 
support for the differentiating effect of gendered pronouns on response time 
to feminine and masculine faces, but only for binary pronouns; in the hon con-
dition, participants looked longer at feminine faces (M = 1323 ms, SD = 668) 
than masculine faces (M = 1042 ms, SD = 501 ms), t(103) = 6.904 , p < .001, 
Cohen’s d = 0.48 . In the han condition, participants looked longer at mascu-
line at faces (M = 1378 ms, SD = 719 ms) than feminine faces (M = 1245 ms, 
SD = 745 ms), t(95) = 2.381 , p = .019, d = 0.18. However, contrary to our 
hypothesis that participant in the hen condition would spend the same time 
looking at feminine faces and masculine faces, we did find a significant dif-
ference in response times. Participants in the hen condition looked longer at 
the feminine faces (M = 1454 ms, SD = 863) than the masculine faces (M = 
1199 ms, SD = 623 ms); t(82) = 3.058 , p = .003, d = 0.34. In the control 
condition, participants also spent significantly more time looking at feminine 
faces (M = 1331 ms, SD = 757) than masculine faces (M = 1054 ms, SD = 
471); t(78) = 4.057 , p < .001, d = 0.44.  

Table 4. Overview of the average response time (SD) for each of the conditions (ms) 
 

Condition Feminine faces Masculine faces 
Hon (n = 104) 1323 (668) 1042 (501) 
Han (n = 96) 1245 (745) 1378 (719) 
Hen (n = 83) 1454 (863) 1199 (623) 
Control (n = 79) 1331 (757) 1054 (471) 

 
Accuracy 
We also tested whether participants correctly identified the target face (pre-
sented 3 times), and whether accuracy deferred depending on what pronouns 
were used. On average, participants correctly identified the target face in 
87.66% (SD = 20.79) of trials. A univariate ANOVA with pronouns (han, hon, 
hen, control) did not indicate any differences between conditions, F(3, 361) = 
1.327, p = .265, (Mhon = 85.58%, SD = 22.16; Mhan  = 91.32%, SD = 18.89; 
Mhen  = 83.93, SD = 22.91%, MControl =  89.87%, SD = 17.99%). There were 
also no differences in how quickly they identified the target face, F(3, 361) = 
1.703, p = .166 (Mhon = 2277 ms, SD = 1682 ms; Mhan  = 1973 ms, SD = 1289 
ms; Mhen  = 2115 ms, SD = 1763 ms, MControl =  1796 ms, SD = 1101 ms).  
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Auxiliary analyses 
Because the analyses revealed a main effect of gender of distractor face, 
where participants looked longer at feminine faces than masculine faces in 
three of the four conditions, we exploratively compared how participants 
reported categorizing the gender-ambiguous face after the experiment (see 
Table 1). Participants in the control condition without a pronoun reported 
categorizing the gender-ambiguous faces as a woman (62.0%), a man 
(15.2%) or as a non-binary person (0%), and 22.8% reported not catego-
rizing the gender-ambiguous face. The distribution of the control condition 
was used as a reference in a chi-square goodness of fit test to test whether 
the pronouns affected gender categorization in expected directions. The 
distribution of all pronoun conditions differed significantly from the dis-
tribution in the control condition (hon, X2 (3, N = 50) = 40.25, p < .001, 
han, X2 (3, N = 72) = 101.11, p < .001, hen, X2 (3, N = 59) = 19.19, p < 
.001.) 
 
Table 5. Frequencies and percentages of the reported categorization of the gender-
ambiguous faces by condition (n = 396) 
 

Pronoun 

Condition 

Correctly 
remem-
bered pro-
noun 

Categorized as 

Woman Man Non-bi-
nary 

Did not
categorize 

Hon n = 105 105  (100%) 92  (88.6%) 2  (1.9%) - 10  (9.5%) 
Han n = 102 97  (95.1%) 18  (18.6%) 47  (48.5%) 6  (6.2%) 26  (26.8%) 
Hen n = 90 83  (92.2%) 41  (49.4%) 10  (12.0%) 2  (2.4%) 30  (36.1%) 
Control n = 99 79  (79.8%) 49  (62.0%) 12  (15.2%) - 18  (22.8%) 

 
 

Participants in the hon condition were more likely to categorize the gen-
der-ambiguous face as a woman (88.6%) and less likely to categorize the 
face as a man (1.9%) in comparison to the control condition (62.0% and 
15.2%, respectively); and they were less likely to indicate that they did not 
gender categorize the face (9.5% compared to 22.8% in the control condi-
tion). In the han condition, participants were more likely to categorize the 
face as a man (48.5 %), and less likely to categorize the face as a woman 
(18.6%) compared to the control condition; they were also more likely to 
indicate that they did not categorize the face (26.8%). In the hen condition, 
participants were less likely to categorize the face as a woman (49.4%), 
less likely to categorize the face as a man (12%) compared to the control 
condition, and more likely to report not categorizing the face (36.1%). 
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Table 5 shows that participants often categorized faces memorized with 
hon as a woman and faces memorized with han as a man. However, not all 
participants reported having categorized the face in accordance with the gen-
der of the pronoun. To test whether there was an effect of self-reported gender 
categorization on response time, and whether it interacted with pronoun, we 
computed a 2 (pronoun: hon, han) x 2 (gender of distractor face: feminine and 
masculine) x 2 (self-reported gender categorization: woman, man) mixed 
ANOVA with response time as the dependent variable, pronoun as the be-
tween-participants factor and gender of the distractor face as the within-par-
ticipants factor. There was no main effect of face gender on response time, 
F(1, 195) = 1.695, p = .195, partial η2 = .009, and no main effect of pronoun 

on response time, F(1, 195) = 0.542, p = .388, partial η2 = .004. There was 

also no interaction between gender of distractor face and the gender categori-
zation of the target face, F(3, 195) = 0.882, p = .451, partial η2 = .013. Like 

in the main analysis, we did find an interaction between gender of distractor 
face and pronoun again, F(1, 195) = 6.283, p = .013, partial η2 = .031.  

In addition, Table 5 shows that there were 84 participants who reported not 
having gender categorized the target face at all (nhon = 10, nhan = 26, nhen = 30, 
nno pronoun = 18). To test whether not categorizing the face affected response 
time, and to test whether this interacted with pronoun, we computed a 4 (pro-
noun: hon, han, hen, no pronoun) x 2 (gender of distractor face: feminine and 
masculine) mixed ANOVA with response time as the dependent variable, pro-
noun as the between-participants factor and gender of the distractor face as the 
within-participants factor. The goal of this analysis was to test whether partic-
ipants who reported not having categorized the face, spent an equal time look-
ing at feminine faces and masculine faces. We found that for these partici-
pants, there was no significant difference in response time to the feminine and 
masculine faces, F(1, 80) = 0.227, p = .294, partial η2 = .014 and no differ-
ence in response time between the pronoun conditions, F(1, 80) = 0.768, p 
= .515, partial η2 = .028. There was also no interaction between the pro-
noun the participants had encountered and the feminine and masculine 
faces, F(1, 80) = 1.700, p = .174, partial η2 = .060. 

Discussion and conclusion 
In the present study, we tested whether pronouns affect gender categorization 
in a face recognition task. We used a paradigm in which participants were 
instructed to memorize and identify a gender ambiguous face that was pre-
sented together with either a binary pronoun, (hon, han), a gender-neutral pro-
noun (hen) or without a pronoun (control). In the recognition task, participants 
were presented with feminine and masculine faces together with the gender 
ambiguous target face. In line with previous research, the linguistic labels in-
fluenced gender categorization and recognition such that participants looked 
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longer at faces that aligned with the gender category they assigned the target 
face.  

As expected, labeling a gender-ambiguous face with a binary pronoun (hon, 
han) influenced participants to categorize a gender ambiguous face in line 
with the binary pronouns (i.e., hon = woman, han = man). Participants that 
searched for a target faces labeled as hon looked longer at feminine faces, 
whereas participants that searched for a target face labeled as han spent more 
time looking at masculine faces. These findings are consistent with evidence 
indicating that linguistic cues evoke gender categorization (e.g., Baudouin & 
Tiberghien, 2002; Huart et al., 2005). The data on participants self-reported 
gender categorization also supported the finding that binary pronouns affect 
gender categorization. Participants in the hon and han conditions were more 
likely to report having categorized the face as a woman or a man, respectively. 
This indicates that binary pronouns evoked gender categorization.  

The present research also included the effect of a generic-neutral pronoun 
on gender categorization. For the gender-neutral manipulation, we found that 
36.1% of the participants indicated that they did not gender categorize the 
face, and that 2.4% categorized the face as belonging to someone with a non-
binary gender identity. Yet, 49.4 % categorized the face as a woman, and 12% 
as a man. This means that hen did not extinguish binary gender categorization, 
and participants spent more time looking at feminine faces than masculine 
faces. However, when only looking at participants who indicated they had not 
categorized the face, participants spent a similar amount of time looking at the 
feminine and masculine faces. This suggests that a gender-generic pronoun 
can reduce the chance of gender categorizing a face.  
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General discussion 

 
The two aims of this thesis were to (a) gain understanding of the motivation 
for the resistance against hen, and to (b) investigate the effect of hen on social 
cognition. Hen challenges assumptions of language and gender, and this thesis 
combines qualitative research and experimental research to give insights in 
the effect hen has on attitudes and cognitive processes. Together, the three 
studies lead to four main conclusions. This thesis adds to the understanding of 
resistance against gender-fair language through the findings 1) Resistance 
against hen and other gender-fair language reforms is largely uniform, and 2) 
Resistance against hen and other gender-fair language reforms is largely mo-
tivated by gender beliefs. Furthermore, this thesis gives insights in the effect 
of a neopronoun—hen—on social cognition. Based on an eye-tracking exper-
iment and a face recognition experiment, this thesis suggests that 3) Hen does 
not appear to be difficult to process, and 4) Hen reduces the effect of binary 
gender categorization. 

Resistance against gender-fair language reforms is 
largely uniform 
One of the main questions in this thesis was whether the criticism of hen was 
similar to criticism of previous gender-fair language initiatives. Previous re-
search has documented criticism of gender-fair language initiatives in the 20th 
century (specifically the 1970s and the 1990s, Blaubergs, 1980; Parks et al., 
1998) and have focused on criticism in the United States on language femi-
ninization strategies in the English language. The primary goal of these initi-
atives was to reduce androcentrism in language by making women more visi-
ble. Hen differs from these initiatives in multiple ways, because it was intro-
duced in a different time, language, and cultural context. In addition, it differs 
from the other initiatives in its form and goal. Hen is an example of a neutral-
ization strategy, which instead of focusing on making another (cis) gender 
more visible, instead reduces the genderedness of language. Another im-
portant difference from feminizing language initiatives is that hen is inclusive 
towards people with nonbinary gender identities, which language feminization 
cannot. 
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In Study I I found that, despite the differences in strategy, criticism of hen 
was very similar to criticism of other gender-fair language initiatives. Like in 
previous studies, participants expressed hesitance to change their linguistic 
habits, hostility towards the proponents of linguistic change, a lack of under-
standing for the necessity of the reform, and used authorities’ opinions to jus-

tify not using hen. A majority of the arguments could be captured by catego-
ries established in previous research. This continuity in criticism may in part 
be rooted in a general hesitance towards linguistic change and a preference for 
the status quo (Jost et al., 2004). In addition to this, it may be that for people 
who are critical of gender-fair language initiatives, it is not the linguistic 
change that evokes resistance, but rather the way the initiative challenges their 
believes on what language and gender are, do, and should look like. 

Resistance against gender-fair language is motivated by 
gender beliefs 
In addition to comparing the criticism of hen with criticism of other gender-
fair language initiatives, I isolated themes of motivation for resistance against 
gender-fair language. I found that part of criticism of gender-fair language is 
of ideological nature. This finding adds to previous research on the relation 
between resistance to gender-fair language and personal beliefs such as nega-
tive attitudes towards women, gender-specific justification (Douglas & 
Sutton, 2014; Sarrasin et al., 2012), and right-wing conservatism 
(Formanowicz et al., 2013). This thesis adds to this relation by documenting 
that criticism against gender-fair language can also be related to prejudice to-
wards nonbinary individuals.  

In Study I, the relation between resistance against hen and personal convic-
tions became especially clear when participants described what gender iden-
tities should be represented in language. I found that resistance against hen 
was frequently motivated by cisgenderism, or the ideology that condemns 
people’s own designations of their genders and bodies (Ansara & Hegarty, 
2014). Cisgenderism has not been documented as being part of criticism 
against the gender-fair language initiatives focused on the femininization of 
language. In past taxonomies, classical and hostile forms of sexism (e.g., ‘men 

are superior to women’) were common. In Study I, no participants expressed 
such forms of sexism, but a similar hostility was expressed against people with 
trans identities. Trans identities were explicitly or implicitly neglected (e.g., 
“I don’t see that a few hurt people should change language”), and pronouns 
for individuals with nonbinary gender identities were deemed unnecessary be-
cause, some participants expressed, there are no individuals who are neither a 
woman or a man. The hostility found in these comments is akin to hostility 
documented in other studies when the gender/sex binary is challenged 
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(Morgenroth et al., 2020). Repercussions for individuals violating these ex-
pectations, such as members of the LGBTQ+ community, and women and 
men who violate gender norms are well-documented (Katz-Wise & Hyde, 
2012; Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Rudman, 2010; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, 
Phelan, & Nauts, 2012), and there is increasing evidence for the same happen-
ing to individuals with nonbinary identities (Broussard & Warner, 2018; 
Johnson et al., 2020; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). The specific use of hen makes 
individuals with trans identities visible as a distinct social group and makes 
them the “beneficiaries” of the change, and therefore the target of criticism. 

In showing that there may also be a relation between prejudice towards 
trans individuals, this thesis also highlights the redefinition of what it means 
for language to be inclusive that has taken place (Stroumsa & Wu, 2018). 
Where gender-fair language initiatives, which were commonly called non-sex-
ist language (e.g., Blaubergs, 1980), previously focused on making women 
more visible in language, this has now broadened beyond the inclusion of only 
cisgender individuals.  

To progress understanding resistance against gender-fair language, in par-
ticular those initiatives that also promote inclusivity of (or at least do not ex-
clude) nonbinary gender identities, a greater understanding of prejudice to-
wards nonbinary gender identities is needed. Following this, research can fur-
ther establish how these personal convictions relate to resistance again gender-
fair language, and how this information can be used for language planning. 

Hen does not appear to be difficult to process 
 
Besides ideological motivations, many participants in Study I had pragmatic 
arguments for not using hen. They expressed not being used to hen yet, or as 
a participant put it: “[Hen] feels artificial”. The argument that new pronouns 
feel strange has been a common argument against many gender-fair language 
initiatives. In a study published in 1980, a participant is cited saying “Her or 
his may also be used, but it sounds awkward” (p. 144, Blaubergs, 1980). This 
is similar to an opinion of a participant cited in a study on gender-neutral pro-
nouns from 2006, saying “my sense of language says it’s wrong” (p. 23, 
Grahn, 2006)16. New words may subjectively ‘feel’ unusual or wrong by lan-

guage users because familiar words, or the linguistic status quo, are preferred 
(Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015). While a common argument, it may also be 
an argument that is subject to change. The use of hen already showed signs of 
normalization with increased use and fewer negative attitudes over the span 
of two years between 2012 and 2014 (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015). In a 
follow-up study, Gustafsson Sendén et al. (2021) show a further increase of 

 
16 Own translation from Swedish 
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use and opinion of hen between 2015 and 2018 in the Swedish population. 
Arguments towards hen that are of practical nature may therefore simply 
change by it having been part of the language for a longer period of time 
(Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015), through the effects of mere exposure 
(Rindfleisch & Inman, 1998), as well as through exposure to arguments for 
using gender-fair language (Koeser & Sczesny, 2014).  

The subjective experience of hen ‘feeling’ unusual by users is also related 
to the concern that gender-neutral pronouns are disruptive and hard to under-
stand. Linguists have long suggested that singular they may be ambiguous, 
conceptually unavailable, problem referents and vague (Mackay, 1980). How-
ever, there has been little evidence to support this, and this thesis provides 
evidence for the opposite. Study II revealed that, in simple sentence pairs, hen 
hardly had a processing cost. Furthermore, as observed in Study II and III, hen 
did not affect participants’ performance on memory and recognition task, nor 
did the tasks take more time to complete. This is surprising, as the belief that 
gender-neutral pronouns are difficult and distracting is common.  

It is important to note that participants in Study II were relatively familiar 
with hen, and that processing costs may be more visible when a word is newer. 
In addition, participants were relatively young and had relatively positive at-
titudes towards hen in comparison with the general population. Further re-
search is needed to investigate whether more difficult tasks and more repre-
sentative samples lead to a greater processing cost of hen. 

Hen reduces binary categorization 
Gender-fair language planning has historically been motivated by the desire 
to reduce an androcentric bias in language (Liddicoat, 2011). Many words that 
are used generically to refer to individuals of all genders have been found to 
have masculine biases. Masculine words that are used generically, such as 
‘mankind’ and ‘he’ have been found to more commonly lead to associations 
with men than with women (Moulton et al., 1978). Even supposedly neutral 
words, such as the Finnish gender-neutral pronoun hän, and nouns such as 
‘applicant’ and ‘person’ have been found to more commonly lead to associa-

tions with men than with women (Engelberg, 2011; Lindqvist et al., 2020).  
Gender-neutral pronouns are intended to be free of this androcentric bias. 

However, singular they has been found to have a masculine bias (Lindqvist et 
al., 2019). It is possible that neopronouns do have the potential to be free of a 
masculine bias. This thesis found some evidence for hen to function “as in-

tended”, that is, without a tendency to be interpreted as masculine or feminine. 
In Study II, the main aim was to investigate the effect of different types of 
gender information on the processing of hen. An interaction between binary 
gender associated with a role noun and hen (e.g., a difference in processing 
cost between ‘the hairdresser… hen’ and ‘the carpenter… hen’) could have 
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indicated a gender bias in hen. For example, if ‘the carpenter… hen’ had less 
of a processing cost than ‘the hairdresser… hen’, this could indicate that hen 
is more closely associated to masculinity than femininity. Such a difference 
was not found. This finding seems to indicate that hen does not have a mas-
culine bias, which is in line with previous research that has found that hen 
leads to equal associations to women and men (Lindqvist et al., 2019). How-
ever, the question whether hen increases the visibility of nonbinary gender 
identities in language remains unanswered.  

More research is needed to establish whether hen is free from a masculine 
bias, gender-neutral, increases the mental representation of nonbinary individ-
uals, and whether this association changes over time as it gradually replaces 
other generic forms. In addition to this, it is important that future research 
distinguishes between hen’s generic and specific form, about which more be-
low.  

Limitations and future directions 
In addition to the suggestions made above, this thesis has opened up further 
opportunities for research on the attitudinal and cognitive effects of gender-
neutral pronouns. 

Individual differences in the processing of hen 
In Study II, the effect of personal attitudes on the processing cost of hen were 
explored. The expectation was that personal attitudes, such as strongly identi-
fying as a feminist, would affect the processing cost of hen. Unexpectedly, I 
found evidence for personal attitudes, such as strongly identifying as a femi-
nist, not interacting with type of pronoun, but leading to a smaller processing 
cost in general. As the stimuli contained varying levels of gendered infor-
mation (e.g., queen, carpenter, colleague), this could indicate that personal at-
titudes affect how gendered information is processed in general. For example, 
previous research has established that occupational titles can evoke associa-
tions with gender due to stereotypes (e.g., Irmen & Roßberg, 2004; Kennison 
& Trofe, 2003), which lead to interruptions in reading when encountering in-
formation incongruent with this stereotype (e.g., the carpenter… she). It is 

possible that such interruptions are less severe or absent for individuals who 
resist gender stereotypes. In addition to this, individuals who resist gender ste-
reotypes may be interrupted by stereotypical gender information, for example 
referring to a carpenter of unknown gender as ‘he’. The relationship between 
personal factors and attitudes and their relationship to processing gender in 
language remains to be investigated further, especially considering the limita-
tions of our sample, which had a relatively positive opinion of hen. This to 
further test the hypothesis that representing nonbinarity cognitively involves 
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an ‘intellectual commitment’, i.e., that an openness to gender identities not 
being limited to women and men is needed to cognitively represent gender as 
nonbinary, as suggested by Prasad et al. (2018). 

The complexities of face categorization 
Further evidence for individual differences in the processing of hen were 
found in Study III, where hen led to more participants reporting that they had 
not categorized the gender-ambiguous face, and these participants spending a 
similar amount of time looking at feminine and masculine faces. However, 
other participants did categorize the faces as a woman or a man. In addition to 
the evidence for the effect of pronouns on gender categorization, this study 
also indicates the different ways in which gender information is or is not inte-
grated in gender categorization. In previous research, gender categorization 
has been measured either through explicit measures or implicit measures. By 
having access to both, I have found that linguistic cues affect gender catego-
rization on a group level, but that there are individual differences in the cate-
gorization that is made. In addition to this, I found a relation between age and 
the gender of the distractor faces. Because both are results from exploratory 
analyses the study was not adequately powered for, further study is needed to 
investigate the interaction between gendered linguistic information and per-
sonal factors. 

Methodological considerations 
This thesis includes a variety of methods investigating the effect of the pro-
noun hen. The combination of qualitative and experimental methods provide 
a broad insight in the variety of psychological processes that take place in the 
processing of gender-neutral pronouns. In these studies, I employed a variety 
of methods, such as eye tracking and face recognition tasks. The studies have 
been based on paradigms used in previous research on the stereotypical con-
tent of role nouns and on the gender categorization of faces. The use of such 
paradigms has brought to light some conceptual and practical issues that are 
important to address in this thesis, as well as in future research studying gen-
der-neutral pronouns and their mental representations. 

The multiple uses of hen  
Gender-neutral pronouns can be used generically and specifically (Renström 
et al., n.d.). Hen too can be used generically to refer to people of any gender, 
or specifically as a pronoun for nonbinary identities (Svenska Akademien, 
2015). A limitation of the studies included in this thesis is that they have not 
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distinguished between these interpretations. Based on Study I, I cannot be cer-
tain that criticism of hen is identical for the generic use and the specific use, 
because participants were not asked to specify this. Some participants volun-
tarily offered this information in their arguments, sometimes expressing sup-
port for the generic use of hen, but being critical of its specific use, or the other 
way around. However, this was relatively rare. Renström et al. (n.d.) found 
that when participants were asked to give their opinion on the generic and the 
specific use of hen, their opinion was the same for both. However, when being 
asked to judge text with hen being used specifically or generically, there was 
a difference, such that specific hen was evaluated more negatively than ge-
neric hen. The same has been found for other gender-neutral pronouns, such 
as the English singular they (Bradley, Schmid, et al., 2019). Attitudes thus 
seem to differ for the specific and the generic use of hen, which requires fur-
ther investigation. 

In Study II and III, the intention was to use hen specifically, by having hen 
refer to a specific person, e.g., ‘the teacher’ in the sentences in Study II, or a 
specific face in Study III. However, participants were not asked whether they 
interpreted hen as a person with a binary gender identity whose gender was 
obscured, whether they interpreted hen as a person with a nonbinary identity, 
or whether they interpreted it as a misspelled hon or han. In a study in which 
the spontaneous use of hen was studied, participants more frequently used hen 
in a generic way than in a specific way (Renström et al., n.d.). Therefore, it is 
possible that in Study II and III, hen was mostly interpreted generically. In 
future research, it is important to ascertain what interpretation of hen is evoked 
in different contexts. The multiple meanings of hen differentiate in association 
with nonbinarity, and are related to personal attitudes in different ways. 
Strahan (2008) found that participants did not associate singular they in Aus-
tralian English with political correctness when it was used in a context unre-
lated to a minority group, such as ‘toddlers’. Renström et al. (n.d.) found that 
traditionalism is related to attitudes towards and use of generic hen, and that 
binary gender beliefs are related to attitudes towards and use of specific hen. 
Because I have suggested the interaction between personal variables and the 
effect of hen is of interest, it is important to distinguish between these inter-
pretations, as they may lead to different patterns of results. 

Operationalizing gender-neutrality, nonbinarity and androgynity 
In this thesis, the concept of gender-neutrality was explored from a semantic 
point of view; hen is considered gender-neutral because it does not contain 
binary gender information. However, as of yet, little is known about whether 
and how gender-neutrality is represented mentally when processing social in-
formation. Much has been written about social categorization being a ‘cogni-
tive monster’ (Bargh, 1999), whose desire to structure the world is impossible 
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to suppress. It is currently unknown whether it is possible to postpone the bi-
nary gender categorization of others, and whether nonbinarity can be its own 
category in gender categorization.  

To develop this knowledge, it is important to carefully define and distin-
guish between terms such as ‘gender-neutral’, ‘nonbinary’ and ‘androgynous’. 

Some of these definitions have changed over time. The paired binary gender 
form he or she has been called ‘gender-neutral’ (Paterson, 2020), while with 
the rise of pronouns like singular they and hen, this term has become reserved 
for pronouns without binary gendered distinctions. However, while writing 
this thesis, a substantial amount of time has been spent considering whether 
to call hen a gender-neutral pronoun, because it touches upon the same ques-
tion as defining gender identities; do we multi-gender by adding another gen-
der category, or de-gender, and challenge the importance of gender altogether 
(Morgenroth & Ryan, 2018)? 

Distinct definitions are important for testing the effect of gender-neutrality 
on cognition, for example in face perception paradigms employing gender-
indistinct faces. Currently, neutral faces are operationalized in many different 
ways. Typically, the faces created are called androgynous, a term which im-
plies the presence of both distinctive feminine and masculine characteristics. 
This term has been avoided in this thesis, as I would argue that the methods 
used to create “androgynous” faces rather lead to faces free from any distinc-
tive feminine and masculine traits. I have therefore called these faces ‘neutral’ 

throughout this thesis. 
To create neutral faces, some studies use real faces (e.g., Baudouin & 

Tiberghien, 2002; Walker & Vetter, 2016; Webster, Kaping, Mizokami, & 
Duhamel, 2004), while others use computer-generated faces (e.g., Todorov & 
Oosterhof, 2011). To create neutral faces, some morph feminine faces with 
masculine faces, and either use the middle point (50% feminine face, 50% 
masculine face) as the gender-indistinct face, or select morphs that are rated 
to be in the middle of a femininity/masculinity continuum by participants, of-
ten without disclosing proportions (e.g., Webster et al., 2004; Baudouin & 
Tiberghien, 2002; Huart et al., 2005). In other studies, femininity and mascu-
linity vectors are developed and are applied to face spaces (e.g., Komori, 
Kawamura, & Ishihara, 2011). Some studies use real faces for their stimulus 
material (e.g., Baudouin & Tiberghien, 2002; Walker & Vetter, 2016; Webster 
et al., 2004), while others use computer-generated faces (e.g., Todorov & 
Oosterhof, 2011). In sum, there are many different ways in which stimulus 
materials are created, of which the implications for gender categorization are 
rarely discussed. 

In Study III, the faces that were created with the intention of being gender 
indistinct, often were categorized as a woman. Multiple studies have docu-
mented that faces created to be gender-indistinct are not rated in the middle of 
a feminine-masculine continuum (e.g., Hoss, Ramsey, Griffin, & Langlois, 
2005; Storrs & Arnold, 2012; Webster et al., 2004). It is possible that binary 
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gender categorization is unavoidable, but the way gender ambiguous faces 
have been operationalized may also play a role. The variety of these different 
approaches may also reveal a disconnect between the stimulus faces used in 
studies and how faces look in real life. In sum, clearer (and perhaps several 
distinct) definitions are needed for the concepts of gender-neutrality, gender-
nonbinarity, and androgynity to be able to test the mental representation of 
these concepts. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this thesis, I documented several aspects of the implementation of the gen-
der-neutral pronoun hen in the Swedish language. I was especially interested 
in investigating the resistance against hen, and to investigate the effect of hen 
on social cognition. I found that arguments against gender-fair language are 
mostly universal, regardless of strategy, and that four underlying motivations 
can be distinguished. Furthermore, some of the arguments used against gen-
der-fair language were tested experimentally. The argument given by oppo-
nents, that hen leads to a greater processing cost than its gendered counterparts 
hon and han, was not supported by the findings in this thesis. These findings 
add to the previously documented assets of gender-fair language. The argu-
ment given by proponents, that hen can reduce binary gender categorization 
was partly supported in a face recognition study. There are many more critical 
arguments towards gender-fair language that remain to be substantiated by 
empirical research. 

Finally, I want to point out that while this empirical approach can establish 
whether gender-fair language is effective, unbiased and able to reduce gender 
categorization, it cannot answer the question that discussions on gender-fair 
language invariably lead to: Should we use hen? With the experiments con-
ducted in Study II and III, I found evidence for hen not taking much of an 
effort to read, and that it may reduce the effect of gender categorization in face 
perception. Previous research has established the importance of pronouns for 
identity and inclusivity. But as established in Study I, there is much more to 
hen than simply establishing its efficacy and potential. Such evidence may not 
sway the participants who were critical of hen in Study I, because hen is not 
merely a question of maintaining an efficient language. It touches on how we 
believe language should look, the importance of gender in our social interac-
tions, whether people believe language is a tool for achieving gender equality 
(if they desire to live in an egalitarian society at all), who decides who gets to 
be represented in language, and who ultimately gets represented in language. 
In the end, the future of a word is in the language users’ hands and mouths. 
And despite the initial resistance, the use of gender-neutral pronouns contin-
ues increasing, and hen seems here to stay.   
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