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Abstract 
The research conducted within the linguistic subdiscipline of language and gender was 
carried out as early as in the 1970’s, when Lakoff (1975) identified nine main traits for 
female language. Based on Lakoff’s research, this project investigates Swedish 
students’ attitudes to and perceptions of gender stereotypes in speech. The aim of this 
study is to examine the attitudes and perceptions of the participants and to investigate if 
there has been a change in the way a speaker interprets a speech act in comparison to 
the 1970’s. A survey was carried out in order to be able to identify and elicit the 
attitudes and perceptions of stereotypical gender speech of the participants. The survey 
was based on the traits that Lakoff (1975) found to be typical for female speech. The 
survey consisted of a first part where the participant had to identify the gender of the 
speaker and a second part where the participants were asked about typical gender 
stereotypes in speech acts. The main finding was that Swedish students have a negative 
attitude toward filing individuals in categories based on their gender. In addition, it was 
found that the participants have unconscious prejudices toward both men and women 
based on learnt gender patterns. In conclusion, this study has shown the pattern that 
there has been an attitude change toward gender stereotypes since the 1970’s. However, 
it revealed that the students in Sweden participating in the study have a tendency to 
unconsciously apply gender stereotypes when interpreting a speech act. 

 
Keywords 

Gender, stereotype, speech act, perception, attitude, awareness, prejudice, dominance. 
 



 

 

 
Contents 
1. Introduction ................................................................................... 2	
2. Previous Research ........................................................................... 3	

2.1 Female Language ............................................................................ 3	
2.1.1 Language and Woman's Place ........................................................... 3	
2.1.2 Gender Differences in Using Language ................................................ 5	
2.1.3 Thimm, Koch and Schey ................................................................... 5	

2.2 Stereotype and Categorization .......................................................... 6	
2.3 Dominance theory ........................................................................... 6	
2.4 A Patriarchal Gender Ideology ........................................................... 6	

3. Methodology .................................................................................. 7	
3.1 Method and Material ........................................................................ 6	
3.2 Participants .................................................................................... 6	

4. Results .......................................................................................... 7	
4.1 Manner .......................................................................................... 9	
4.2 Grammar and Vocabulary ……………………………………………………………………12 
4.3 Amount of Spoken Time ................................................................. 15	

5. Discussion and Conclusion .............................................................. 16 
5.1 Discussion of Results ....................................................................... 6	
5.2 Awareness, Perception and Attitudes .................................................. 6	

References ....................................................................................... 18	
Appendix A ...................................................................................... 19  

Appendix B ...................................................................................... 20	
	
 

 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 



 

 2 

1. Introduction 

In the beginning of the 1970’s, the focus on gender issues grew larger and began to be 
investigated through the medium of language (Xia, 2013). Early researchers within 
language and gender such as Lakoff (1975) focused on male dominance in society as a 
whole and how this was reflected in speech acts and language use. During the early 
stages of research conducted on language and gender, men and women were treated as 
belonging to two clear and opposed categories both from a social point of view as well 
as individually (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2013). Not much research had been done 
within the specific area of language and gender until Robin Lakoff (1975) presented a 
theory that explained the differing speech patterns of men and women as if they were 
polar opposites. She began examining the connection between language and gender 
roles and how this affected individuals as well as the societal structure. A common 
misconception before the feminist era of the 1970’s commenced was that women and 
men differed in the way they spoke. Consequently, it was believed that choice of words 
and use of language was based on your sex (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2013). 
However, according to Lakoff’s research and the most recent research such as Xia 
(2013), a more tenable view is that the differences in speech is due to an ingrown 
pattern dependent on identity and not gender. Thus, the notion that women and men do 
not share the same language is a stereotypical frame created by society and the people 
within it. 
 
The common perception of gender stereotypes within speech, such as women basing 
their speech acts on assertiveness and men on affiliation, can become an issue. For 
example, it can divide and place individuals of different genders in frames and through 
that create prejudices within our society (Xia, 2013). The notion that a man speaks a 
certain way and a woman another way is a social construct of gender stereotypes within 
language and speech. The current issue in this linguistic subdiscipline of language and 
gender is that societal factors teach people how to speak and interpret a person, based on 
existing stereotypical concepts of a male and a female (Xia, 2013). 
 
A great deal of previous research has been carried out regarding female and male 
language (Xia, 2013; Lakoff, 1975); however, no previous research has been conducted 
on Swedish student’s attitudes to and perceptions of gender stereotypes expressed 
through speech. In addition, there have been no recent studies investigating if there has 
been a change or not regarding the interpretation and perception of stereotypical speech 
acts that were common in the 1970’s. In order to determine whether a state of equality 
between women and men has been reached, it is of significance to analyse perceptions 
and attitudes towards gender roles and stereotypes within language. The aim of this 
project is to show whether stereotypes and prejudices exist toward both genders in 
society and to investigate how students in Sweden perceive speech acts in relation to 
gender stereotypes. In addition, the study will investigate if there has been a change in 
the way a speaker interprets a speech act in comparison to the traits of female language 
that Lakoff found in the 1970’s. The hypothesis underlying this study is that speech acts 
do not differ between the two genders: they differ between individuals. In my view, the 
stereotypical notion of speaking a certain way based on your gender has been generated 
by humans growing up within frames that explain how to speak if you are born a 
woman or a man. Based on the previously described presuppositions, this essay will try 
to answer the following research questions:  
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How high is the awareness of gender stereotypes in speech amongst Swedish university 
students with English as a second language? 
 
How do Swedish university students perceive speech acts in relation to gender 
stereotypes?  
 
What kind of attitudes do Swedish university students with English as a second 
language have towards stereotypical gender and speech images? 
 
The results of the study will be analysed with the feminist approach that there is a 
societal hierarchy where men and women are positioned differently. The aim of the 
feminist approach is to investigate and understand the reason for gender inequality in 
society (Bucholtz, 2014). It will be based on the image of stereotypical gender roles 
constructed from general tendencies of female language that Lakoff (2004) and Xia 
(2013) examined, and this will add to the body of work on language and gender. 
 
 
2. Previous Research 

2.1 Female Language  

 
2.1.1 Language and Woman’s Place 

 
Within the linguistic discipline of sociolinguistics there is a subdiscipline that is 
dedicated to examining the relationship between language and societal variations, 
specifically language and gender. The earliest research conducted in this area during the 
early 1970’s by Lakoff claimed that a man and a woman based their speech and 
interpretations of speech on their sex or the sex of the speaker. Thus, males and females 
were seen as polar opposites and placed into different categories. However, more recent 
research has shown that the choice of a certain speech act is not based on your sex or 
gender but rather on your identity and personality (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2013). 
The purpose of these categories was to maintain a structured society with a clear view 
of what was expected of a man and a woman. Robin Lakoff is an example of a 
researcher taking a feminist stand and introducing the opinion that a speech act is not 
based on the gender of the speaker but rather the identity and personality of the assigned 
speaker. In her book Language and Woman’s Place first published in 1975, Lakoff 
(2004) explains that the socializing process that a small girl undergoes when growing up 
can be vital for her speech when she becomes an adult. If she speaks a language viewed 
as boyish by society it can lead to people with influence in her life, for example her 
parents, teachers or friends, explaining to her that this is not the appropriate way to 
speak for a girl. By doing this, they exert a great influence on the young girl to keep her 
in place as part of a stereotypical notion created by society. The previously described 
process of socializing is vital but when it is used in an incorrect way to keep someone in 
a demeaning position it could be damaging.  
 
In a study conducted by Lakoff (1975) in the 1970’s, she mentions that there was an 
ongoing change in society where women were more likely to absorb and use the male 
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language while men stayed in the territory of their own language and would avoid any 
use of a female language. In addition, the author stated that the overall language use for 
men is very restricted. The restriction that men might feel regarding language can be 
traced to the fact that the use of female language and speech could radiate the feeling of 
femininity, thus damaging the male speaker’s reputation and image. Further, Lakoff 
(1975) adds that the kind of features of language we identify as female language might 
not always only fall under the category of femininity since it could be used by other 
groups as well (e.g. hippies and academic men) and that it might rather concern a 
language used by someone who is “uninvolved” and “out of power”.  
 
In order to examine the attitudes towards female and male language Lakoff had to 
identify what female language was. The nine main aspects and general tendencies of 
female language that Lakoff (2004) found in the 1970’s based on her research, were: 

• That women often have a large stock of words related to their specific interest, 
often connected to a female occupation such as sewing or decorating. Thus, a 
woman typically has a large spectrum of names for different colors.  

• The use of empty adjectives, e.g. divine, charming and cute is seen as 
stereotypically female. These elements are applied to soften and add a friendly 
tone to the sentence, although they do not add any particularly meaningful 
content. 

• The use of question intonation where declaratives are expected, and inclusion of 
tag questions and rising intonation in statement contexts.  

• The use of hedges is seen as a female trait since it expresses uncertainty, e.g. 
words such as kind of, well, little bit, sort of and I guess. 

• The use of the intensive “so” in sentences to reinforce a strong emotion or 
opinion. 

•  The usage of hypercorrect grammar. According to Lakoff, this entails that 
women should not talk rough like boys and should preserve a correct grammar.1 

• The use of superpolite forms in order to uphold social conventions, e.g. a 
consistent use of words that depict politeness, such as please and thank you. 

• The fact that women do not tell jokes, have no sense of humor and lack the 
ability to understand and perform a joke.  

• That women have a tendency to speak in italics, which means that they use a 
certain intonation to put emphasis on a word or an expression.  

 
In addition, Lakoff (2004) claims that female speakers more commonly use affiliative 
language, language used to affirm or positively engage the other speaker, e.g. showing 
support or expressing agreement. On the other hand, men tend to use assertive 
language, which could be explained as language used to advance one’s personal agenda, 
for example criticizing or directing the other speaker. 
 
Even though Lakoff’s theory of two separate languages divided by gender was widely 
accepted by linguists as well as by non-linguists it was criticized at a later stage. Talbot 
(2003) was one of the linguists that criticized the early work conducted by Lakoff as 
well as the basis of her interpretations and research. According to Talbot (2003), Lakoff 
based her interpretations of her research on the image of women as disadvantaged 
                                                        
1 However, according to Oxford Dictionaries, hypercorrection describes the use of an incorrect form based on 
similarities to a prestigious form. 
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language users rather than portraying them as equals to men. It is proposed that Lakoff 
was heavily influenced by gender stereotypes when conducting her study since she 
knew the sex of the different speakers and interpreted their speech based on that. In 
addition, she used the male language as a norm instead of comparing the perhaps female 
speech to a neutral source or aspect of language. In her research she only examined how 
women spoke and did not care to view the male speech as a deviation as well. Hence, 
Talbot (2003) indicates that Lakoff was biased in her work and that it was faulty to put 
female speech against a stereotypical image of male language.  
 
 
2.1.2 Gender Differences in Using Language 

 
In line with Lakoff, Xia (2013) discusses similar aspects of female language but focuses 
on the differences between the genders rather than only observing female speech. She 
approaches the issue of male and female language from a social point of view and 
claims that most societies differentiate between the two genders. According to Xia 
(2013), these social differences between men and women are due to three causes that 
are: different psychology, different social status and different cultural background. 
Firstly, the factor of a differentiating psychology denotes that the idea that men and 
women are different and speak differently is accepted. Secondly, the cause of different 
social status is due to differences in level of education and roles in society. Men are 
more likely to have a higher position in society with regard to occupational and societal 
status. On the other hand, women tend to have little or no power, which makes them 
submissive and inferior to men. An example of this is the use of the generic he when 
referring to mankind as a whole. However, Xia (2013) states that society is undergoing 
a change where the awareness of the existing gender roles is becoming bigger. As a 
result, there is an increasing amount of both women and men trying to overcome the 
stereotypically created gender roles by choosing to interpret a speech act without bias. 
The third cause, that is different cultural background, refers to the fact that men and 
women come from different social backgrounds and that language is greatly connected 
to society. Xia (2013) explains that language is a cultural phenomenon that is affected 
by the people speaking it, thus a language community will undergo a change if a change 
is happening in society. 
 
 
2.1.3 Thimm, Koch and Schey 

 
In their article, Thimm, Koch and Schey (2003) discuss different approaches to the 
research conducted within language and gender. They mention a study carried out by 
Tannen (2003), which investigated male dominance in societal verbal communication. 
The main difference between previous research and the research conducted by Tannen 
(2003) is that she approaches the issue with the presupposition that gendered 
communication is biased in the way it portrays women and female language (Thimm et 
al., 2003). When a study regarding language and gender is carried out it is generally 
based on the opinion that women are passive and helpless objects while men have an 
active role. The reason why the assumption that women could have an active role in 
communication and society is not often applied could be due to the hierarchical system 
created by society where women are archetypically seen as inferior to men (Thimm et 
al. 2003, p. 530). Another approach that is discussed by Thimm et al. (2003) is that 
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women might not necessarily have been put into a stereotypical framework but have 
actively positioned themselves into the role by using female language. However, even 
though some women have actively and consciously constructed their own identity as 
feminine through speech and communication, the societal influences and gendered 
stereotypes still need to be taken into consideration to be able to investigate general 
tendencies of stereotyping based on sex. 
 
 
2.2 Stereotype and Categorization 

 
When discussing language and gender it is of importance to define the different terms 
sex, gender, masculine, feminine and stereotype. According to Goddard and Patterson 
(2009) there is a huge difference between the two notions sex and gender and it is 
important to keep them apart. Firstly, the term sex refers to the biological characteristic 
of a person, while gender refers to the socially expected and created characteristics of 
an individual. While the words man and woman refer to the biological differences of 
people, masculine and feminine concerns the expected attributes of what is expected of 
you dependent on your gender and personality (Goddard & Patterson, 2009).  In order 
to determine what a gender stereotype is one must define the term stereotype. The 
human mind is strongly connected to language and culture and it is through these two 
elements that we understand and create the world (Goddard & Patterson, 2009 p. 50). A 
stereotype can be explained as a concept created using the social experience of the 
human ability and need for categorization. The reason why humans categorize entities 
into groups is because the daily input of information is exceedingly large, so that we 
cannot process it all. In order to be able to process the large amount of data we need to 
simplify it and become selective, which means that categorization is a vital and 
automatic process needed for us humans in order for us to be able to understand 
everything we experience (Goddard & Patterson, 2009, p.47). According to Talbot 
(2003), the process of stereotypical categorization by speech is when an interlocutor 
interprets a speech act by the behaviour, personality and language choice of a speaker 
and exaggerates certain characteristics.  
 
 

2.3 Dominance Theory  
 

Fishman (1978) examined the hierarchy created through conversation between a couple 
consisting of a male and a female. The power relation that is applied to female and male 
speech in a conversation is often due to social organization, economy and the state of 
the home. The preliminary data of her study showed that the male participant in the 
conversation was much more likely to control the situation and conversation by leading 
it in a certain direction or choosing a specific subject. In addition to controlling the 
conversation, the man usually did not care about the woman or her intentions. Similarly 
to the preliminary results of her study, Fishman (1978, p. 400) found that women and 
men use different strategies when speaking to each other. To begin with, she found that 
women tend to ask more questions in a conversation with a man. In contrast to Lakoff’s 
(2004) belief that a question is a tool that is used when the speaker is insecure, Fishman 
(1978, p. 404) theorizes that the focus should be on the function of the question rather 
than generalizing every question as a sign of insecurity. She emphasizes that a question 
could be a powerful utterance that is used as a tool to evoke further utterances to ensure 
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an answer. Secondly, minimal response with expressions such as yeah, mhm and huh 
was used by both the male and the female participant in the conversation but with 
different purposes. Men had a tendency to use minimal response when attempting to 
discourage the interaction and showing a lack of interest in the other participant of the 
conversation. In contrast, women used these expressions to demonstrate their interest 
and participation in the conversation and as support work for the other participant. In 
conclusion, Fishman found that the female speech pattern was active, supporting and 
asking questions in order to maintain the conversation. On the other hand, the male 
speech pattern was not as active, relying on statements while often discouraging the 
other speaker.  
 
 
2.4 A Patriarchal Gender Ideology  

 
According to Suzanne Romaine (2000) the societal class structure has been unequal 
between men and women in a historical perspective and has been most beneficial for the 
male gender (2000, p. 115). The image of a gender-specific occupation or tendency has 
improved but still exists in society today. An occupation typically viewed as feminine is 
often characterized by being poorly paid while the worker is unrecognized as making a 
difference or anything of higher importance. In the classic and out-dated image of the 
nuclear family where the father is seen as the head of the family, the status is defined by 
his work. The social structure or hierarchy of society today might have improved since 
1970’s because equality between the genders has started being treated as a political 
issue of enough importance to pursue a change (Romaine, 2000).  

 
In the 1970’s when Lakoff began researching the linguistic area of language and gender, 
the Women’s Liberation Movement adopted the idea of cross-cultural research on 
gender ideologies (Philips, 2003, p. 254). This movement was situated in the United 
States and was based on the political and societal view that women are not equal to men 
and claimed that women did not have the opportunity of controlling their own and 
others’ lives in contrast to men who did possess the ability and prospect of control. 
Hence, the women in society were dominated by men in their surrounding environment 
such as in their homes, in the workplace and by religion and politics. According to the 
Women’s Liberation Movement, the control possessed by men was due to patriarchal 
gender ideologies that justified the position of women as if their rightful position was to 
be dominated by men. The patriarchal gender ideologies focused on the aspect that 
women are biologically inferior to men (Philips, 2003). However, in these theories the 
biological factors and the inferiority of women were not always included. The only 
notion that was necessary was that there was a cultural understanding that women had a 
lower standing position than men and that they had no amount of power or authority. 
Lastly, Philips (2003) explained that the movement believed that it is when these 
ideologies become implicit and turn into common assumptions that it could be a danger 
since it often goes unnoticeable. 

 
3. Methodology 
 
3.1 Method and Material 
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A survey was carried out in English in order to identify and elicit the attitudes and 
perceptions of Swedish university students toward stereotypes in the English language 
with the focus on spontaneous daily speech. The survey consisted of three parts with an 
introductory part that involved questions about their personal information and two parts 
concerning their attitudes to and perceptions of speech acts (see Appendix A and 
Appendix B). Part one of the questionnaire was dedicated to identifying the students’ 
unconscious prejudices and attitudes toward what may seem as typical male or female 
language. It consisted of four examples with two transcribed sentences each in which 
the participants were asked to identify the gender of the speaker of the two sentences 
based on the gender stereotypes that they are aware of. Further, they were requested to 
answer a follow-up question to the best of their ability about why they answered as they 
did. This was done in order to examine how the average student perceives gender and if 
individuals intuitively judge a person or a speech act based on gender rather than 
identity. The second part of the survey was aimed toward the attitudes to and 
perceptions of common stereotypical notions of female and male language. In order to 
collect the information needed the second part of the survey involved six questions that 
would make the participants reflect about the stereotypes they are exposed to and 
analyse what they believe is stereotypical and why. To be able to analyse and receive 
valid results from the survey, earlier studies were used as a template. The sentence 
examples demonstrating stereotypical gender speech in the survey were taken from Xia 
(2013) and Lakoff’s (2004) study. The survey was given out to the participants in a 
various amount of environments such as cafés, universities and other places where the 
participants would feel comfortable to answer the questions. The main aspect of 
creating a comfortable scenario for the informants was the importance of not disturbing 
them with anything that could affect or bias their answers. In addition, the participants 
had the opportunity to answer in both Swedish and English depending on what language 
they felt most comfortable with. This prospect increased the validity of the results since 
there might be constraints when answering in a second language. The survey was pilot 
tested in order to ensure and uncover problems before the study was carried out. A 
measure that was taken was to place the part of the survey, where the participant is 
supposed to identify the gender of the speaker, first to avoid bias or steer the informants 
in any direction. This procedure helped to secure the validity and reliability of the 
results. 

 
3.2 Participants 

The participants taking part in the study were chosen based on their occupation, age and 
spoken languages. In order to participate in the study the requirements were that the 
informant was or had been a student at a Swedish university, be within the age span of 
18-29 years old and to have Swedish as a native language and English as a second 
language. Due to time limitation, the survey was handed out to 40 informants, equally 
distributed between the genders. Further, because of the low number of participants it 
will not be possible to make any generalizations for the perception and attitudes of 
students. Thus, this study will merely investigate general patterns that might occur 
among the participants.  
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4. Results  

The result of the study was divided into three different groups based on what area of 
linguistics the questions and examples in the survey dealt with, in order to present them 
effectively. The first group of results is manner, which contains the aspects that depict 
how you as an individual choose to use a certain speech act, i.e. politeness, interruption, 
requests and affiliative and assertive language. The second category is grammar and 
vocabulary that comprises word and grammar use, i.e. empty adjectives, hedging, 
swearwords and hypercorrect grammar. The last group of results is amount of spoken 
time. 

4.1 Manner 

 

 
Figure 1. An outline of the gender division of the answers where the participants had to identify the 
gender of the speaker in the sentences Speaker A: “Open the door!” and Speaker B: “Would you 
open the door?” 

 
As can be seen in Figure 1, 30 out of 40 participants believed that the demanding speech 
act “Open the door!” was spoken by a man whilst 28 out of 40 participants interpreted 
the more polite variant “Would you open the door?” as a female speech act. A common 
stereotypical image of a man is that he is more demanding in his choice of speech act. 
In comparison, a woman is typically more polite and requesting in her way to speak 
(Lakoff, 2004). Both of these stereotypical gender features can be seen in Figure 1 and 
these results suggest that society has held onto the view of stereotypical speech patterns 
that were identified by Lakoff in the 1970’s. Xia (2013) implies that the reason men 
might use the slightly more impolite phrase “Open the door!” more often is due to the 
desire to create an identity that makes them appear more masculine and authoritative. 
However, if a woman were to use a demanding phrase she would rather be connected to 
a negative trait, e.g. unpleasant. Xia (2013) continues by explaining that the reason for 
the existence of these stereotypical traits is most likely due to the different social 
background of the sexes. Historically, men have had a higher authoritative position 
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where they were allowed and taught to take up a lot of space and dominate the 
surrounding speech environment. 
 

 
Figure 2. An outline of the gender division of the answers on the question “Who is most likely to 
interrupt during a conversation?” 
 
As can be expected based on previous research, men were believed to interrupt in a 
conversation more often than women and this is most likely due to what Fishman 
(1978) explains as a part of her dominance theory. Specifically, 25 out of 40 
participants believed that men interrupt more frequently in a conversation. Based on her 
study, Fishman (1978) claimed that women were interrupted more frequently than men 
and did not receive the equal amount of verbal support as the male interlocutors. In 
addition, she claims that women need to devote more effort in a conversation in order to 
be heard by other individuals. The researcher explains that the origin for this 
construction is the socially created hierarchy where men are considered as superior to 
women. According to Xia (2013, p. 1487), there is a significant difference in manner 
between men and women. Researchers such as Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2013) 
support the claim that women more commonly demonstrate politeness when conversing 
with other individuals. Another factor that is important to have in mind is that women 
have a tendency to show the other speaker a certain courtesy by being patient and 
waiting until the other speaker has finished talking. Thus, Xia (2013, p. 1487) states that 
men often have a dominant role in a conversation with a woman and that the woman 
will embrace the role of the patient listener. In addition, women commonly have a 
higher use of affiliative language and encourage the other speaker to talk rather than 
being eager to speak up (Lakoff, 2004). On the other hand, the informants that answered 
that women had a tendency to interrupt more often, 7 out of 40, explained in the follow-
up question that they based their interpretations on the stereotypical female trait of 
gossiping (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003, p. 108).  
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Figure 3. An outline of the gender division of the answers on the question “Who is most likely to use 
affiliative language in a conversation?” 
 

 
Figure 4. An outline of the gender division of the answers on the question “Who is most likely to use 
assertive language in a conversation?” 
 
As mentioned in section 2.1.1, Lakoff (2004) claims that the stereotypical female 
speaker has a tendency to use affiliative language, while the stereotypical male speaker 
would use assertive language. According to the results of the questions seen in Figures 3 
and 4, Swedish students’ perception is in line with Lakoff’s claims. In similarity to the 
notion of interruption, assertive and affiliative language could be explained in terms of 
dominance. While women have a motherly characteristic that could include the act of 
supporting another individual, men have the instinct to advance themselves to battle for 
power and dominance (Fishman, 1978). The fact that the answers of the two questions 
are very clearly divided between the two genders suggests that this is a representative 
perception of how the two different speech acts are interpreted and displayed. The 
participants that chose the alternative None/Equal as an answer diverged from the 
stereotypical norm. According to their explanations, they based their answers on 
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personal experiences with similar speech acts and claimed that it is not dependent on 
gender rather than it being an identity trait.  
 
 
4.2 Grammar and Vocabulary  
 
 

 
Figure 5. An outline of the gender division of the answers where the participants had to identify the 
gender of the speaker in the sentences Speaker A: “Oh dear, you've put the peanut butter in the 
refrigerator again.” and Speaker B: “Shit, you've put peanut butter in the refrigerator again”. 
 
The two sentences used in the examples in Figure 5 are based on Lakoff’s (1975, p. 50) 
research where she explains that the interpreter would most likely perceive speaker A as 
a woman and speaker B as a man. Furthermore, she claims that recent developments 
indicate that the use of profanity is becoming more regular with women even though the 
men in the linguistic community commonly disapprove of the female use of that certain 
speech act. As expected, the results of the example seen in Figure 5 are in line with 
Lakoff’s (1975) nine traits of female language, i.e. swearwords are viewed as a typical 
speech tool used by the male gender. Based on these results, it seems as if this gender 
stereotype is still applied as a ground for the interpretation of a speech act. In addition, 
the participants of this study emphasized the fact that profanity is often connected to a 
certain identity, e.g. a rough and manly one, and this is not how the stereotypical 
woman would speak.  
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Figure 6. An outline of the gender division of the answers where the participants had to identify the 
gender of the speaker in the sentences Speaker A: “We are going to go to the park today. Let’s go.” 
and Speaker B: “We are gonna go to the park today. It’s time to go.” 
 
The results in Figure 6 are not in correspondence with the traits that Xia (2013) and 
Lakoff (1975) identified as female speech. Based on previous research such as Lakoff 
(1975) and Xia (2013) speaker A was created as a stereotypical female while speaker B 
was intended to represent a male speaker. The stereotypical trait that was included in 
this sentence was a formal and an informal version, going to and gonna, where women 
have a tendency to choose the standard variety that is going to in this case. In addition, 
there is a difference in women and men’s attitudes towards language and language 
variation. Men are inclined to be drawn to the ‘non-standard’ and women the ‘standard’ 
variety of a language (Lakoff, 1975). In contrast to the original idea of the question, the 
participants answered according to a pattern that did not display the stereotype that 
women make a greater effort to use the standard variety of a language as well as being 
stricter regarding the rules of the language (Xia, 2013). Thus, the participants did not 
interpret the sentences as expected in accordance to the gender stereotype. A conclusion 
that could be drawn is that grammatically gendered elements of speech are not affected 
and influenced by the common stereotype.  
  
A few of the participants identified speaker A and speaker B on the basis of the activity, 
going to the park, in the question and commented that both of the speakers were 
women. Supposedly, this was due to the fact that going to the park is stereotypically 
seen as an activity that is feminine or motherly.  
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Figure 7. An outline of the gender division of the answers on the question “Who is most likely to use 
hedges in a conversation?” 
 
The results in Figure 7 confirm that the use of hedges is stereotypically viewed as a 
female trait. Many of the participants identified the speech act of hedging as an 
indication of insecurity, which is in relation with the fact that women are seen as more 
likely to use more timid language and behaviour. In contrast, the 14 informants that 
claimed that the use of hedges is equal between the genders, motivated it by arguing 
that it depends on what role models you have when growing up. Eckert and McConnell-
Ginert (2013, p. 154) explain that the act of using hedges in speech is to position a 
speaker as uncertain or defensive. Thus, the 14 participants answering that it is not 
gender specific argue for the conclusion that hedging is dependent on identity rather 
than gender. Eckert and McConnell-Ginert (2013, p. 155) support the theory that 
identity plays a large role in the interpretation of a speech act. The researchers claim 
that the interpretation is heavily influenced by how the speaker’s position has been 
perceived at an earlier point in the conversation.  
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Figure 8. An outline of the gender division of the answers on the question “Who is most likely to use 
empty adjectives in a conversation?” 
 
In parallel to the act of hedging seen in Figure 7, the use of empty adjectives in speech 
is seen as characteristically female. However, 14 participants answered that they believe 
that it is not necessarily connected to the gender of the speaker. In Lakoff’s (2004) 
description of female language that this study is based on, she did not include neutral 
empty adjectives, e.g. terrific, but limited it to words that appear feminine. This could 
have made the participants biased and be the reason for why a very small amount of the 
participants chose to answer Women or None/Equal instead of Men.  
 
 
4.3 Amount of Spoken Time 

 

 
Figure 9. An outline of the gender division of the answers on the question “Who is most likely to 
have the largest amount of spoken time in a conversation?” 
 
As Fishman (1978) discusses in her theory of dominance, the male counterpart has a 
tendency to control and form the conversation according to his own interest and 
intention. In Figure 9 it is evident that the participants of the study have the 
presupposition that men have the largest amount of spoken time in a conversation 
between a man and a woman. In addition, Fishman (1978) states that it is the social 
values and societal structure created by a community that is the reason behind the 
hierarchy applied in a conversation between a man and a woman. This statement is 
enforced by the answers given by the informants, where it is clear that they believe that 
men have the larger amount of spoken time mainly due to dominance. However, 12 of 
the participants mentioned that they do not believe that the amount of spoken time in a 
conversation was based on gender but rather on identity or personality. The participants 
that believed that it was dependent on the identity of the speaker motivated it by 
claiming that it is reliant on the situational context and environment.  
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5. Discussion and Conclusion 
 
5.1 Discussion of Results 

The general results of the questionnaire demonstrate that the informants that 
participated in the study answered in line with Lakoff’s (1975) nine traits of female 
language. The fact that the majority of the participants interpreted the given speech acts 
based on stereotypical gender images indicates that these traits are widely accepted and 
applied on a societal level. A common motivation behind the answers was that it was 
based on personal experience, which proves that the common individual is daily 
exposed to situations with prejudiced interpretations of speech. In addition, it implies 
that Swedish students have a general tendency to divide language into a male and a 
female variant, where the female language is viewed as more likely to use formal 
speech, be more polite and passive. In contrast, the male language is often denoted with 
characteristics such as dominance, activeness and profanity. However, a generalisation 
for a universal behaviour and perception of gender stereotypes cannot be made based on 
the minor study conducted in this project. Instead, general and commonly occurring 
patterns amongst the participants can be identified. The study suggests that the students 
participating did not view themselves as prejudiced. When the students were asked to 
motivate their answer it revealed they were not as aware as they thought they were of 
stereotypical notions in speech. Many participants explained orally that they felt biased 
when answering the questionnaire because they realized that they had unconscious 
prejudices toward men and women regarding speech acts. It seems as if this study 
served as an eye-opener for many of the participants. A pattern that was found in the 
results of the study was that the students participating had a negative attitude towards 
filing individuals based on stereotypical gendered frameworks. This shows that while 
there might not be a change in awareness and perception, the aspect of attitude has 
undergone a process that could be viewed as an improvement from the view that was 
common in the 1970’s.   

 
5.2 Awareness, Perception and Attitudes 

As mentioned in 5.1, there has been a significant change in attitudes towards the 
stereotypical approach and societal hierarchy since Lakoff designed the model for 
describing female language in the 1970’s. This significant change is that the participants 
are extremely aware of the existence of stereotypical speech acts and are against these 
gender stereotypes. A pattern that was found in the study is that the participants claim 
that the aspect of speech and language choice is dependent on identity and personality 
rather than the typical gender stereotypes created by society. However, by answering the 
questionnaire in a certain way the informants implicitly demonstrated a judgement 
based on stereotypical gender images. The majority of the results point to the fact that 
the participants appear to have a similar stereotypical interpretation of a speaker as 
assumed in the theory Lakoff presented forty years ago regarding female and male 
speech. Thus, the study suggests that there has been a change in attitudes but no or little 
change in the interpretation of gender stereotypes through speech over the decades. A 
conclusion that can be drawn based on that is that the gender stereotypes we have in 
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society are deeply rooted and something that we are taught as children. In addition to 
the unconscious patterns of the Swedish students, the awareness of gender stereotypes 
in speech is not as high as hypothesized. Many of the informants claimed that they were 
not aware about their own judgements and subconscious prejudices. This suggests that 
the awareness is high amongst the participants in regard to social structure and 
hierarchy but not on an individual level and the assumption that prejudices still exist to 
a large extent can be made. 

 
The unawareness about the stereotypical notions the participants unconsciously apply to 
individuals could be due to the fact that they have undergone the process of 
normalization. Normalization could be explained as the “act of making something fit a 
normal pattern or condition” (Tickner & Sjoberg, 2013, p.74). An example of 
normalization could be the process of the stereotypical characteristic of female 
language, passivity in a conversation, becoming a norm that is applied on all women in 
society. It is when a person begins to evaluate a speaker based on gender rather than on 
the speech act itself that the concept has become normalized. To categorize individuals 
and different concepts into groups is a vital tool for the human mind but it is when the 
unconscious process bases the interpretation on gender rather than the speech act that it 
becomes problematic. As mentioned in 2.4, Romaine (2000) claims that an early theory 
within the Women’s Liberation Movement was that women were not necessarily 
biologically inferior to men but that the position of women was socially and culturally 
understood. The fact that there might be a universal understanding, both socially and 
culturally, could be connected to the opinions of the participants partaking in the study. 
Furthermore, it could be the reason for why the participants generally have the 
unconscious presupposition that a woman speaks a certain way and that a man speaks a 
certain way. 

In conclusion, this study indicates that there has been a change in attitude since the 
1970’s when research on language and gender was introduced. However, there has been 
little or no change regarding implicit prejudices and perceptions of gender stereotypes 
in speech acts. It is important to understand that organising and placing individuals in 
certain categories is vital for the human mind. It is only when this process becomes 
implicit that it could be damaging and dangerous (Philips, 2003). Even though this 
study implies that there has been a change in attitude, there is a long way to go to reach 
a state where there are no stereotypical prejudices based on the gender of the speaker. 
Societal influences and patterns are transferred to children who learn how to place men 
and women in these frames based on their speech acts. Furthermore, the study showed 
that the area of language and gender is an area of importance and in need of 
improvement in order for the humanity to reach a state of total equality between the 
sexes both on a societal and individual level. An aspect that future studies conducted 
should take into consideration is to base the theory on neutral language and not 
presuppose male language as the norm. 
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Appendix A 

 

 

THE PERCEPTION OF AND ATTITUDES TOWARD 

STEREOTYPICAL GENDER ROLES WITHIN SPEECH 

 

Researcher Sara Bogren 

      Research conducted as part of the Bachelor Course in English at Stockholm 

University 
 

You have been invited to participate in a research study within the linguistic area of 

sociolinguistics, specifically language and gender. The aim of this study is to examine the 

stereotypes and prejudices that exist toward both women and men in society and to show that 

this is an important matter to have in mind as we struggle for equality between the sexes. To 

find out how university students in Sweden perceive stereotypical gender roles within speech I 

will collect information about the participant’s opinion about linguistic concepts and particular 

phrases or statements that some people may interpret as biased toward men or women. 

Participants must be native speakers of Swedish with English as a second language.  

 

In this study you as a participant will be asked to answer 14 questions. The questionnaire is 

divided into two different parts. The first part will involve examples of a few transcribed 

sentences and the task will be to identify the gender of the different speakers. The second part of 

the questionnaire will consist of six multiple-choice questions that will focus on your perception 

of gender stereotypes within speech. Completing this survey will generally take 10 minutes. The 

information that you and other participants provide will be analysed and reported in a research 

paper. 

 

Your responses to this survey will remain anonymous. The survey will not ask for any 

information that can uniquely identify you, and no such information will be available to the 

researcher. Your responses to the survey will be grouped with those of all other participants in 

the analysis of the results. 
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Appendix B 

PERSONAL INFORMATION 
 
Question 1. 
 
What is your gender? 
 
 
Man        Woman Other  
 
 
Question 2. 
 
How old are you? 
 
_________________________________________________ 
 
 
Question 3. 
 
What is your occupation (e.g. student)? 
 
_________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Question 4. 
 
What is your native language? 
 
_________________________________________________ 
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PART ONE 
 
Basing your answer on the gender stereotypes you are aware of please read through the 
transcribed sentences and conversations and try to identify the gender of the speakers. Please 
answer the follow-up questions to the best of your ability. 
 
Example 1. 
 
Speaker A: Oh dear, you’ve put the peanut butter in the refrigerator again. 
 
Speaker B: Shit, you’ve put the peanut butter in the refrigerator again.  
 
Please specify the gender of the two speakers:  
 
Speaker A: ______________________________________ 
 
Speaker B: ______________________________________ 
 
Why do you believe it is so? 
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Example 2. 
 
Speaker A: I was wondering if you could help me. 
 
Speaker B: Please give me a hand. 
 
Please specify the gender of the two speakers:  
 
Speaker A: ______________________________________ 
 
Speaker B: ______________________________________ 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
Example 3. 
 
Speaker A: We are going to go to the park today. Let’s go.  
 
Speaker B: We are gonna go to the park today. It’s time to go. 
 
Please specify the gender of the two speakers:  
 
Speaker A: ______________________________________ 
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Speaker B: ______________________________________ 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Example 4. 
 
Speaker A: Open the door! 
 
Speaker B: Would you open the door? 
 
Please specify the gender of the two speakers:  
 
Speaker A: ______________________________________ 
 
Speaker B: ______________________________________ 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
PART TWO  
 
Question 1. 
 
Based on your own perception, who is most likely to interrupt during a conversation? 
 
 
Men    Women   None/Equal 
 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 2. 
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Based on your own perception, who is most likely to have the largest amount of spoken time in 
a conversation? 
 
 
Men Women   None/Equal 
 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Question 3. 
 
Based on your own perception, who is most likely to use hedges (words used to express 
uncertainty, e.g. kind of, well, little bit, sort of and I guess) in a conversation? 
 
 
Men Women   None/Equal 
 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Question 4. 
 
Based on your own perception, who is most likely to use empty adjectives (an empty adjective 
is applied to soften and add friendly elements to the sentence, although they are do not add any 
particularly meaningful content, e.g. divine, charming and cute.)?  
 
 
Men Women   None/Equal 
 
 
Why do you believe it is so? 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Question 5. 
 
Based on your own perception, who is most likely to use affiliative language (language used to 
affirm or positively engage the other speaker, e.g. showing support or expressing agreement)? 
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Men Women   None/Equal 
 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Question 6. 
 
Based on your own perception, who is most likely to use assertive language (language used to 
advance one’s personal agency, for example criticizing or directing the other speaker)? 
 
 
Men Women   None/Equal 
 
 
Why do you believe it is so?  
 
________________________________________________________________ 
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