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Abstract: This article investigates how corpus linguistics can be used to analyze 

gendered language differences in English. By examining linguistic patterns exhibited by 

male and female speakers across various contexts, including formal vs. informal settings, 

and written vs. spoken language, this study utilizes data from corpora such as the British 

National Corpus (BNC) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). 

Features such as vocabulary choice, sentence structure, politeness strategies, and discourse 

markers are explored. The findings reveal that while some linguistic features are strongly 

gendered, others are more context-dependent. This study also highlights the role of societal 

norms and cultural expectations in shaping gendered language patterns.  
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Introduction. The relationship between gender and language has been a prominent 

topic of study within sociolinguistics for decades. Traditional qualitative studies of 

gendered language, such as Lakoff’s (1975) seminal work on women’s language, laid the 

groundwork for understanding how societal norms influence linguistic behavior. However, 

with the advent of corpus linguistics, researchers have been able to quantitatively analyze  
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large bodies of text and speech, enabling more precise conclusions about the ways in which 

men and women use language differently. 

This study investigates male and female speech patterns in English through a corpus-

based lens. Using large-scale corpora such as the British National Corpus (BNC) and the 

Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), we examine how gender influences 

various linguistic features, including lexical choices, sentence structures, politeness 

strategies, and discourse markers. The study’s comparative approach reveals how these 

gendered linguistic differences manifest across different contexts, such as formal vs. 

informal settings and spoken vs. written discourse. 

Literature Review. Gender and Language: Theoretical Perspectives   

Early research into gendered language focused on anecdotal evidence and 

observational studies. Lakoff (1975) argued that women’s language was characterized by 

hedging, tag questions, and polite forms, which reflected their subordinate social position. 

Tannen (1990), in her work on gendered communication styles, emphasized that differences 

in male and female language use stem from distinct cultural expectations. She suggested 

that men tend to prioritize status and independence, while women emphasize connection 

and intimacy in their speech. 

Other sociolinguists, such as Cameron (2007), have critiqued these essentialist views 

of gendered communication, arguing that the differences observed in language use are the 

result of socially constructed roles rather than inherent gender differences. Contemporary 

studies often focus on how intersectional factors such as class, race, and age further 

complicate the relationship between gender and language (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 

2013). 

Corpus Linguistics in Gender Studies 
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Corpus linguistics has offered a new dimension to gender and language studies by 

providing the tools to analyze vast amounts of real-world language data. Studies using 

corpus methodologies have confirmed many of the claims made in earlier sociolinguistic 

research. For example, Baker (2014) used the BNC to investigate gender differences in 

speech and found that women tended to use more pronouns, intensifiers (e.g., “so,” 

“really”), and emotional vocabulary, while men used more articles and numerals, reflecting 

their tendency to be more factual or objective in communication. 

Holmes (1995) found that women are more likely to use hedges and tag questions to 

maintain interpersonal relationships, while men use fewer markers of uncertainty. These 

differences are not uniform across all contexts; they are often mediated by social factors 

such as power relations, audience, and formality. 

Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the main linguistic differences between male and female speech in 

English as revealed by corpus data? 

2. How do these differences vary across different contexts (e.g., formal vs. informal 

settings, spoken vs. written language)? 

3. To what extent are these linguistic differences reflective of societal gender norms 

and cultural expectations? 

Methodology 

Corpus Selection 

This study utilizes two primary corpora: the British National Corpus (BNC) and the 

Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). The BNC is composed of spoken and 

written texts from a variety of contexts, collected from the late 20th century, making it a  
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valuable resource for analyzing British English. COCA, which contains over one billion 

words of American English, spans from 1990 to the present and includes a wide range of 

genres, including spoken, fiction, academic, and news texts. 

The spoken components of both corpora were primarily used for this study, as they 

contain rich data on everyday conversational speech. This allows for a detailed analysis of 

gendered language use in informal settings. Written texts were also analyzed to compare 

how gendered language manifests in formal settings, such as academic writing and news 

reporting. 

Data Extraction and Analysis 

Using corpus software tools such as AntConc, we extracted linguistic features 

relevant to gendered speech patterns, including: 

- Lexical features: Word frequency and the prevalence of gendered lexical items 

(e.g., emotional vs. factual language). 

-Sentence structure: Length of sentences and the use of complex vs. simple sentence 

structures. 

- Politeness strategies: Frequency of modal verbs (e.g., "could," "might"), hedging, 

and tag questions. 

- Discourse markers: Usage of fillers like "um," "you know," "like," and their 

frequency in male vs. female speech. 

Data were analyzed using frequency counts, collocation analysis, and keyness 

measures (i.e., words that are statistically significant compared to a reference corpus). 

Additionally, comparisons were made across different genres and contexts to determine 

how linguistic features vary depending on the formality of the setting and the mode of 

communication (spoken vs. written). 
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Results and Discussion 

1. Vocabulary Choices  

The analysis revealed distinct differences in the vocabulary used by men and women. 

Women were more likely to use words related to emotions and social relationships, such as 

"happy," "love," "feel," and "excited." This supports the findings of Holmes (2006), who 

noted that women tend to emphasize relational language. Conversely, men were more likely 

to use words related to objects and activities, such as "car," "work," and "game," reflecting 

a focus on action and factual information (Baker, 2014). 

These findings suggest that women’s speech is more likely to reflect emotional and 

social concerns, while men’s speech is more focused on practical or task-oriented topics. 

However, these differences were more pronounced in informal, spoken contexts; in formal 

written texts, both men and women used more neutral and objective language. 

2. Sentence Structure   

Our analysis showed that women tend to produce longer and more complex 

sentences, particularly in formal contexts such as academic writing. This is consistent with 

the findings of studies by Cameron (2007), which suggest that women are more likely to 

use subordinate clauses and create more nuanced statements. In contrast, men often prefer 

shorter, more direct sentences, especially in informal settings like conversations or social 

media posts. 

For example, in the spoken component of the BNC, women frequently used sentences 

like "I think that’s a really good idea, because it would help solve a lot of the problems 

we’ve been facing," while men often used simpler constructions like "That’s a good idea." 

3. Politeness Strategies 
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Politeness strategies, such as the use of modal verbs and hedging, were found to be 

more prevalent in female speech across all contexts. Women were significantly more likely 

to use modal verbs like "could" and "might" to soften requests or statements, while men 

were more likely to use direct forms such as "can" and "will." This aligns with the findings 

of Coates (2013), who noted that women tend to employ more indirect forms of 

communication to maintain social harmony. 

Tag questions (e.g., "It’s nice, isn’t it?") were also more frequent in female speech, 

particularly in informal conversations. This supports Lakoff’s (1975) assertion that women 

are more likely to seek affirmation from their conversational partners, though recent studies 

(e.g., Holmes, 1995) suggest that tag questions can also be a strategic tool for controlling 

the conversation. 

4. Discourse Markers  

Discourse markers like "like," "you know," and "so" were more commonly used by 

women, particularly in informal spoken contexts. These markers often serve to soften 

statements, indicate uncertainty, or engage the listener (Macaulay, 2005). Men, on the other 

hand, were more likely to use fillers such as "um" and "uh" to signal hesitation or to buy 

time while formulating their next statement. 

The frequency of discourse markers in female speech aligns with the findings of 

Tannen (1990), who argued that women’s conversational style tends to be more cooperative 

and inclusive. In contrast, men’s use of fillers and hesitations may reflect a more 

competitive conversational style. 

5. Contextual Variation  

Gendered language differences were found to be more pronounced in informal 

settings, such as everyday conversation and social media. In these contexts, women were 

more likely to use hedges, politeness markers, and emotional language. However, in formal  
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settings such as academic writing, these differences were less apparent. Both men and 

women adhered to more standardized, formal grammatical rules, suggesting that context 

plays a crucial role in shaping gendered language use (Biber, 1998). 

For example, in the academic writing component of COCA, men and women both 

used formal, objective language, with little variation in sentence structure or vocabulary. 

This contrasts with informal speech, where women’s language was more expressive and 

relational, and men’s language was more concise and factual. 

Discussion. Social and Cultural Influences on Gendered Language   

The findings of this study reinforce the idea that gendered language reflects broader 

societal and cultural norms. Women’s greater use of politeness strategies, hedges, and 

emotional language can be seen as a reflection of societal expectations for women to be 

cooperative, nurturing, and emotionally expressive (Holmes, 1995). These norms are 

reinforced through socialization processes, where girls are often encouraged to prioritize 

relationships and emotional sensitivity in their communication. 

Conversely, men’s use of more direct language, shorter sentences, and factual 

vocabulary reflects cultural norms that associate masculinity with assertiveness, 

independence, and control. These gendered language patterns are not inherent but are 

shaped by social expectations and roles (Cameron, 2007). 

The Role of Context in Gendered Language  

The contextual variation observed in this study suggests that gendered language use 

is not fixed but is highly influenced by the communicative setting. In informal settings, 

where conversational norms are more relaxed, gender differences are more pronounced. 

However, in formal settings, such as academic or professional writing, these differences 

diminish as both men and women conform to standardized norms of communication. 
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This supports the theory of situated gendered identity (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 

2013), which argues that individuals may adopt different linguistic styles depending on the 

social context and the roles they are expected to play. In formal settings, where there are 

clearer expectations regarding language use, gender differences are less relevant. In 

contrast, in informal, conversational contexts, individuals may rely more on gendered 

linguistic strategies that align with societal expectations. 

Implications for Language Teaching and Gender Equality  

Understanding how gender influences language use has important implications for 

both language teaching and efforts to promote gender equality. In language education, 

corpus-based data can be used to raise awareness of gendered language patterns, helping 

students reflect on how societal norms shape their own language use. Educators can also 

encourage students to critically analyze how gender roles are reinforced through language 

and to explore ways to use language more inclusively. 

Additionally, this study highlights the need for greater awareness of gender biases in 

communication. Women may be judged more harshly for using linguistic strategies such as 

hedging or emotional language in professional settings, even though these strategies are 

often effective for maintaining interpersonal relationships. By understanding the role of 

gender in communication, we can work towards more equitable and inclusive language 

practices. 

Conclusion. This corpus-based study highlights the significant role gender plays in 

shaping language use in English. By analyzing large-scale corpora such as the BNC and 

COCA, we have identified key differences in how men and women use language across 

various contexts. While some differences, such as the use of politeness strategies and 

discourse markers, are consistent across contexts, others are more context-dependent, with 

gendered language patterns being more pronounced in informal settings. 
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The findings suggest that while gender influences language use, these patterns are not 

rigid and can change depending on social and situational factors. Future research should 

explore how gendered language patterns evolve over time and in response to changing 

societal norms, particularly in digital communication contexts where new forms of 

interaction are emerging. 
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