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Men's and women's language

• Robust gender differences:
• Phonology

• Lexicon

• Grammar

Labov 1990; Tannen 1994; Rayson et al. 1997; Coates 1998; Biber et al. 1998; Biber & Burges 2000; Härnqvist et al. 2003; Pennebaker 
et al. 2003; Newman et al. 2008; Yuasa 2010; Keune 2013; Warriner et al. 2013; Podesva & Kajino 2014; Verheijen & Spooren 2017; 
Hilte et al. 2020, 2022.



Lexicon
• No noticeable differences in vocabulary size

• Noticeable differences in individual words:

Brysbaert et al.  2019



Lexicon and Grammar

• Differences:
• Men: 'report' vs. women: 'rapport'

• Men: 'informative' vs. women 'involved'

Tannen 1994; Biber and Burges 2000; Brownlow et al. 2003.



Diachrony



Lexicon and grammar

more involved
'rapport'

more informational
'report'

Biber & Burges (2000)



Lexicon and grammar

• articles from Dutch CCLAMP corpus (1880-1999)

• 117 articles, 80611 words, 59 female authors, 58 male authors

• Tscan software (Kraf & Pander Maat 2009; Pander Maat et al. 2019)



in praesentia (syntagmatic) men more complex, female-to-male convergence

Size used to matter



in absentia (paradigmatic) men less complex, female-to-male convergence

Frequency and lexical diversity



in absentia (paradigmatic) men more complex, female-to-male convergence

Semantics



in praesentia (syntagmatic) men more complex, male-to-female convergence

Syntax



Explanations

• For the difference:
• Conformity to social roles (gender as social construct)

• Biological differences (behavioral dimorphism)

• For the convergence
• Decreasing behavioral dimorphism (in occupational roles etc.)



Differences in the explanation

• In linguistics: heavy reliance on gender as a social construct

• In social psychology: readiness to accept evolutionary accounts
• Sexual selection

• Linguistic complexity as a Zahavi handicap (Zahavi 1997)

• Ostentatious display in a moderate tournament species

"Effective verbal courtship is a reliable fitness indicator precisely because it is costly 
and difficult." (Miller 2000: 382)

"[T]he idea that language evolved for verbal courtship solves the altruism problem by 
identifying a sexual payoff for speaking well. (...) Language complexity could have 
evolved through a combination of runaway sexual selection, mental biases in favor of 
well-articulated thoughts, and fitness indicator effects." (Miller 2000: 353)

"Good language skills may indeed enhance reproductive success.” (Christiansen & 
Chater 2008: 498)



Lexicon
• Men use more complex words in flirtatious contexts (Rosenberg & Tunney 2008)

• Women are more attracted to verbal display (according to themselves) (Cohen's d  0.24, p < 0.05) (Lange 2011)

• Language proficiency is an important factor in attraction, especially with female assessors (Lange et al. 2014)

video stimuli

audio stimuli

♀

♂

depicted gender

depicted gender

♂

♀



Lexicon

• Men use more complex words when talking to an attractive women, even in non-flirtatious 
contexts (Essers & Van de Velde 2020)

Effect plot linear mixed-model

Cohen's d = 0.11

Cohen's d = 1.31



Support for the evolutionary account

• (Young urban) men use more English code-switching / nonce borrowings in mixed-gender settings 
(Zenner et al. 2014)

• Effect of attraction on story telling creativity (Griskevicius 2006)



Conclusion

• Robust differences between men and women 

• Men use more complex language, especially in praesentia

• This does NOT mean that men are more proficient in languages

• Differences are small, and diminishing through time, maybe in respons to decreasing behavioral 
dimorphism
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