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Abstract

This dissertation investigates the views of University students in regard to language and gender.  It examines a number of the myths surrounding this area of language and provides an insight into why certain attitudes prevail.  Through investigating some of the myths, this study encompasses the portrayal of identity and considers attitudes towards masculinity and femininity. 

My desire to investigate Language and Gender for my dissertation was initiated by courses such as Ling 153 in my first year of study at Lancaster and Ling 207 in my final year.  I studied Sociology at A’Level and in my first year at University and feel that this influenced my choice of study and the approaches taken during the dissertation, leading me to investigate the link between a speaker’s identity and their linguistic behaviour.
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Introduction

The aim of this dissertation is to investigate the views currently held by students about stereotypes surrounding language and gender.  The main questions being asked in this investigation are ‘What are the myths about language and gender?’ and ‘To what extent do people believe these myths to be true of language users?’  These questions can be further divided into investigating which sex holds which opinions and to what extent the stereotypes affect people’s speech styles.  

My interest in this area of study was initiated by courses about language and gender completed in previous years at University and by my background in sociology.  I aim to gain an insight into how and why stereotypes persist regarding the way we, as members of a group (be it males, females, students) ‘should’ speak.  I will collect data for this investigation using a number of techniques including questionnaires and a focus group.  Further details of these techniques will be discussed in the Methodology (Chapter 3) alongside information regarding the participants (undergraduates at the Universities of Lancaster and Derby).  

I hypothesise that a study of the literature about language and gender will reveal a number of stereotypes about the way men and women are believed to use language.  I expect to find that people are aware of these stereotypes and that they will have some strong opinions regarding the truth about them.  I also expect to find that men and women will appear to conform to the stereotypes, simply because they reflect the values they have always been taught by society.  In my analysis of these stereotypes I will consider how the portrayal of one’s sexuality is affected by the ways in which we use language.  I will focus on some particular stereotypes, such as that suggesting that men fail to use the same vocabulary of colour terms as women.  I will also aim to establish whether one of the sexes is apparently more stigmatized for using the speech style usually associated with the opposite sex.  Such a question raises issues of identity and the expression of the self through language use.

Chapter 2 Literature Review

This chapter consists of a review of the literature providing the background to my investigation.  Here I have produced a summary of the knowledge gained from and the relevance of the literature.  My discussion begins with a brief consideration of the four key approaches to language and gender addressed over the past 40 years; Deficit, Dominance, Difference and, the current thinking, Discourse.  The focus will then move to the myths about language and gender.  This section will relate most directly to my own investigation.  I will then discuss the concept that men and women belong to two different cultures.

2.1 Theories of language and gender

2.1.1 Deficit approach 

The first of the four key approaches to a study of language and gender is the deficit approach.  Initiated in the early1970s, this approach sees women as disadvantaged as language users, with their language deviating from an implicit male norm.  The main protagonist of this theory was Robin Lakoff.  Her work is discussed by Finch (2003:137):

The overall picture which emerges from Lakoff’s study is that women’s speech is generally inferior to men’s and reflects their sense of personal and social inferiority.

Lakoff describes the way women’s speech style includes features which are ‘expressive of uncertainty, lack of confidence, and excessive deference or politeness’ (Lakoff in Finch:2003:137).  These features include tag questions, rising intonation and hedges.

2.1.2 Dominance approach
The second approach, of the mid to late 1970s is the dominance approach.  Criticised by Talbot (1998:131), this approach interprets language patterns as ‘manifestations of a patriarchal social order.’  In this view, men dominate linguistic interaction in the same way that they dominate the world in general.  Talbot (1998:132) concludes that this approach can be viewed alongside the difference approach discussed below and that the two approaches ‘provided an early model for the analysis of language and gender in the social sciences’.  

2.1.3 Difference approach

The third approach is difference.  The emphasis here is on the way in which men and women grow up in different subcultures with different social organisations.  In this approach, it is claimed, ‘behaviour previously perceived as men’s efforts to dominate women is reinterpreted as a ‘cross-cultural’ phenomenon’. (Talbot:1998:131).

According to Crawford (1995:1), ‘men and women…are fated to misunderstand each other unless they recognise their deeply socialized differences’.  Crawford goes on to describe how the ‘fundamental differences between women and men shape the way they talk’.  These differences are, according to Crawford, ‘located within individuals’ and are differences in ‘personality traits, skills, beliefs, attitudes, or goals’.  I will explore such concepts through my focus group and my questionnaires to discover whether such a view about men and women does actually prevail.

The Difference approach, according to Johnson and Meinhof (1997:9) can be criticised because it ‘fails to address why women and men belong to different subcultures’.  Such an issue cannot be addressed in a small study such as mine because the issues under scrutiny would have deeper origins than simply language use or personality traits.  
2.1.4 Discourse approach

There is a great deal of overlap between the three approaches previously mentioned and although each one is now criticised, they did in fact pave the way for a great deal of early feminist work.  Linguists now prefer a discourse based approach to studying language and gender, with the emphasis on the way in which discourse helps to construct gender identities.  As Cameron states in Johnson and Meinhof (1997:49):

Whereas sociolinguistics traditionally assumes that people talk the way they do because of who they […] are the postmodernist approach suggests that people are who they are because of (among other things) the way they talk.

The new approach displays greater interest in men and masculinities and is more interdisciplinary, with focus on a range of areas including sociology, psychology and cultural studies.  

2.2 The myths about language and gender

It would appear that many of our typical views about the way men and women use language are based upon stereotypes which we have, at some stage, ‘learnt’ and therefore regurgitate when asked about language and gender.  Frank and Ashen (1983:27) claim that:

Perhaps the most common stereotype about women’s speech is that women talk a lot…there seems to be no study which supports this belief, while there are several which show just the opposite

According to Graddol and Swann (1989:2) ‘Stereotypes of women’s and men’s speech are plentiful and they seem to have an extremely long history’.  These stereotypes, Graddol and Swann say, are ‘perpetuated through proverbs, jokes, journalism, literature and even by serious language scholars’.  Through these stereotypes, women are ‘consistently portrayed as chatterboxes, endless gossips or strident nags patiently endured or kept in check by strong silent men’.  

The suggestion that many of our views are based purely on stereotypes ‘passed on’ to us is supported by the following claim by Berryman and Eman (1980:196):

Although very few actual cultural differences in the speech of males and females are empirically documented, there is a persistence of stereotypical assumptions, perceptions and expectations concerning the linguistic behaviour of the sexes

These expectations about the way men and women ‘should’ use language appear to affect the way in which they actually do use language; Broverman et al (1972) in Berryman and Eman (1980:196) state that ‘existing sex-role standards exert real pressure upon individuals to behave in prescribed ways’.  Although this claim is clearly an important one, the study fails to explain from where these ‘sex-role standards’ arise and why they are perpetuated.  As with the claims made by Johnson and Meinhof regarding men and women belonging to different subcultures, this claim could not be fully addressed by an investigation as limited as my own.  However, I do aim to attempt to discover if there are ‘sex-role standards’ and if these affect men and women in different ways.  

2.3 Stereotypes 
Certain features must be thought to be prevalent in the speech styles of men and women for the previously mentioned stereotypes to persist in contemporary society.  In this section I will attempt to examine what these stereotypes are and the effect they have upon the use of language.  

Romaine (1999:4) posits the following:

‘Stereotypes about how men and women speak reveal insights into our attitudes about what men and women are like or what we think they are supposed to be like.  Perceived gender differences are often the result of these stereotypes about such differences, rather than the result of the actual existence of real differences’.  

So, it would appear, the stereotypes do affect the way men and women use language because they inflict certain constraints upon what is a ‘normal’ linguistic style for a man and for a woman.  

Hall and Bucholtz (1995:406) discuss how both Gal (1989) and Ochs (1992) comment on the ‘lack of direct indices of gender difference…No single feature can be found, verbal or nonverbal, universally to characterise women’s speech across different cultures’.  So, it would appear it is not specific attributes of language styles which we can pin down to each gender, but something more broad in terms of the language used by men and women.  Hall and Bucholtz (1995:406) state that:

Through daily processes, certain words or grammatical expressions become the basis of discourse differences that both create and recreate the situations of gendered lives

It seems that as we use language, and as it changes over time, we tend to associate some elements most strongly with one gender than with the other.  It would appear, from personal experience and from the literature, that the words we class as, for example ‘typically male’ are part of a cline; according to Graddol and Swann (1989:8) ‘…gender, unlike sex, is a continuous variable.  A person can be more or less ‘feminine’ and more or less ‘masculine’’. 

Key (1975:13) describes how ‘the differentiated use of language by males and females is more than just a matter of linguistic forms; it is the use of these forms in society’.  She goes on to give specific examples of ‘feminine usage’, including ‘precious’, ‘cute’ and ‘oh dear!’  Key then describes how, for males, the ‘continuum moves toward strong or brutish terms such as ‘belly’ or ‘guts’’.  

Another of the common stereotypes about men and women is the way they use colour terms differently.  Talbot (1998:38), in her discussion of Robin Lakoff’s work on language and gender (‘Language and Woman’s Place’ of the 1970s) quotes the following:

‘Lakoff reports seeing a man ‘helpless with suppressed laughter at a discussion between two other people as to whether a book jacket was to be described as “lavender” or “mauve” (1975:9).  She concludes from this that from a man’s point of view such fine distinctions are trivial and beneath their notice.’
I will investigate this idea about the differing usage of colour terms by conducting an experiment with males and females. 

Topics of conversation are also stereotypically associated with a certain sex; Coates (2003:44) discusses a number of all-male conversations, claiming that ‘the topics of these extracts are stereotypically masculine: they are about cars, about modern technology, about drinking, about travel’.  

In this section I have examined the stereotypes associated with the different sexes.  This research into what supposedly occurs in conversations will provide the basis for my own investigation into language use.  Some quotes will be taken directly and used as points for discussion in my focus group, whilst other claims will appear in the questionnaire to ascertain what people think about the stereotypes.  

2.4 Using the speech style of the opposite sex

I would like to discover people’s attitudes to adoption of the speech style associated with the opposite sex.  I am particularly interested in which sex is more stigmatised for using the ‘wrong’ style.  

Coates (2003:134) describes cases of ‘untypical’ stories in which women talk of ‘achievement’ and men’s stories involve ‘people and relationships’.  These, she says, ‘illustrate the point that male and female speakers are not straight-jacketed by conventional expectations’.  

It has been claimed (Thorne:1975:19) that ‘there are obvious constraints against [using the speech style associated with the opposite sex] - women who use forms associated with men may be put down as aggressive and unfeminine; men who ‘talk like women’ are called ‘effeminate’ and regarded with disdain’.  Thorne (1975:19) goes on to say that ‘men who use female forms seem to be more stigmatised than women who use male forms’.  This issue will be addressed and investigated in my own research, both in the focus group and in the questionnaire.  This, I hope, will establish whether such a suggestion is true of language use in today’s society.  Today sexuality itself is a much more open issue and therefore the same may well be true of the language used to describe it and the attitudes surrounding it.

2.5 Two sexes, two cultures?

Crawford (1995:86) describes the ‘two cultures approach’ which ‘proposes that talk between women and men is fraught with potential misunderstanding for much the same reasons that communication across ethnic groups is’.  Such a claim implies that the communication ‘problems’ between men and women can be compared to those of ‘cross-cultural miscommunication’.  This idea will be questioned and discussed in my investigation, with an emphasis on whether people actually feel that men and women can be viewed as members of two cultures.   Crawford (1995:89) then takes the two cultures approach further and claims that ‘Every aspect of personality, motivation and language is polarized’.  As an example she describes how women use an indirect speech style, whilst men use a direct style.  

However, it has been pointed out (Johnson and Meinhof:1997:11) that:

The two sexes are…drawing on the same linguistic resources.  Ultimately, there must be some degree of similarity or overlap in the speech of men and women, otherwise it would be impossible to envisage a situation where they could ever communicate’.

Crawford (1995:93) claims that within the two-cultures approach, ‘Ways of talking thought to characterise women can be positively revalued’.  She posits that terms such as ‘gossip’ can be described as ‘talking about’ as opposed to the negative ‘talking ‘against’, thus gossip ‘can serve crucial functions of establishing intimacy and rapport’.

The idea that the two sexes conform to, and perhaps construct, two different cultures is supported by claims which suggest that women can adopt certain strategies in order to assimilate into the dominant (male) group.  Coates (1993:10) lists a number of such strategies, including use of deeper (lower pitch) voices, use of swearing, and the adoption of a more assertive style in group interaction.  

However, Coates also stresses that typically masculine qualities such as aggression and competitiveness have been re-evaluated, and the findings suggest that ‘such qualities are not always socially functional’.  

Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter is a description of the collection and analysis of my data.  I have outlined the methods used and the reasons behind my choices.

3.1 Combining methods

From the outset of this research project I was aware that I would require both qualitative and quantitative data.  This is because the research is based upon people’s opinions of the stereotypes about language and gender and I believed it was unlikely that I would obtain ‘natural’ opinions purely through quantitative research methods.  By combining the two methods of research, I felt my data would be of greater use to me in this investigation.  It has been said (Bilton et al:1997:110):

…there has been an honourable tradition for many years of the more quantitative-minded using qualitative research at an early stage of fieldwork in order to pilot surveys for later delivery…using a range of methods in tandem…to provide different types of data which can - it is hoped - be mutually supportive.
Qualitative research was important to my research because it provides ‘the detail and depth of observation’ (Bilton et al:1997:110) and can be combined at a later stage with quantitative research which ‘provides a greater sense of representativeness and reliability’ (Bilton et al:1997:110).  

Despite the fact that ‘knowledge cannot be separated from the knower’ (Steedman:1991:53 in Alvesson and Skoldberg:2000:1) I was confident that I would obtain sufficient useful information from respondents in a focus group to provide interesting data for this research project.  I decided that I would engineer a focus group to discuss the myths surrounding language and gender.  This, my first piece of research, would then provide the basis for the quantitative research, appearing in the form of a questionnaire.

3.2 Focus Group
The focus group for this investigation took place in October 2003 with 2 male and 3 female participants (including myself).  Instead of allowing the focus group to progress simply as a conversation about language and gender, I wanted to instigate some debates and provoke reactions regarding the stereotypes.  I produced a series of questions and statements based upon the stereotypes presented in the literature.  I wanted to feel sure that I could guide the focus group into the important areas of discussion but also that if an interesting topic arose, or if the interaction within the group itself demonstrated a particular feature of language, I would be able to allow it to flow more freely.  As stated by Mason (2002:225), in qualitative interviewing, ‘The style is conversational, flexible and fluid, and the purpose is achieved through active engagement by interviewer and interviewee’.  

3.2.1 Participants

I wanted the participants to feel comfortable in their discussion, and also with the presence of the tape recorder.  For these reasons I decided to ask friends to participate instead of strangers or people I did not know particularly well.  Also, I was aware that it was likely to take some time to get the discussion flowing and that this would impose too greatly on a group of people with whom I was not familiar.  

I wanted the data to be representative of both sexes and so the focus group comprised two male friends, who know each other very well, and both of whom I have known for approximately one year.  I also asked two female friends who also know the males to join in the focus group after the initial discussion with the males.  All of these participants are students at Lancaster University and all were aged between 20 and 22 at the time of the focus group.  

I told the participants that the recording was being made as part of an investigation for my dissertation.  I explained the purpose of the focus group, as I felt this would not influence the answers greatly.  However, I explained using only examples which were not repeated in my actual questions for discussion as I did not want to influence the responses.  I reassured the participants that all names would be kept confidential and would be changed in my transcription and analysis.

The participants were required to listen to my questions and statements and then were free to discuss their answers with each other and with me.  I told the participants that there were no ‘right or wrong’ answers, as they were clearly concerned that they would distort my data by saying the ‘wrong’ thing.  I reassured them that, as a linguist, my position was a descriptive one as opposed to a prescriptive one, and so any answers obtained would be considered interesting in their own right.

3.2.2 Recording the interaction

The recording took place in my bedroom, where I felt the participants would all feel as relaxed as possible.  I ensured that mobile phones and the radio were switched off to avoid any background noise or distractions.

I made the recording using a portable cassette recorder with an in-built microphone.  From previous experience, I was aware that nervous participants tend to move about a great deal, and I wanted to avoid such movement being picked up by the tape.  This was avoided by ensuring the tape recorder was set firmly on a table, out of the reach of the participants, but close enough to pick up each of their voices.

3.2.3 Researcher’s role

I prompted the participants with some ‘test’ questions so that they knew what to expect. Once the participants were familiar with what they were required to do I switched on the tape and began my role as ‘interviewer’.  As the focus group leader I asked a series of previously prepared questions.  I had predicted that some of these questions may well lead to further discussion and some might fall ‘flat’.  This was indeed the case and I allowed this to happen and attempted to control the discussion according to how fluently the participants responded to the questions.  At times the participants faltered and began to find the questions tedious.  At such points I stopped the tape and allowed ‘normal’ conversation to flow until we were all ready to resume.  

As the researcher I did participate in the discussions although I attempted not to guide the responses in any particular way.  Such researcher bias could have produced entirely different answers to the naturalistic ones I wanted:

The types of questions an interviewer asks, and the way they listen to and interpret the answers they are given, undoubtedly help to shape the nature of the knowledge produced.

(Mason:2002:231)

3.2.4 Transcription

In total I recorded approximately 90 minutes of discussion in a focus group situation.  The first 20 minutes was discussion with just the male participants.  After this time the two other females joined in the discussion.  

Details and analysis of the data transcribed will appear in chapter 4 - ‘Results and Analysis of the Focus Group’.  I did not produce a full transcription of the focus group because many of the comments were relevant only in context and many comprised examples needed simply to explain a point to the other members of the group.  Instead of transcribing the whole recording I simply selected and transcribed the relevant points.  

3.3 The Colour Study

When researching the subject of language and gender it became clear that a number of stereotypes revolve around what men and women are expected to talk about and what they are not expected to talk about.  As I discussed in the Literature Review, it is claimed that men have a limited knowledge of, interest in, and vocabulary to describe, colour terms.  

I decided to investigate how true this claim is by producing a simple experiment.  I collected a number of paint charts and selected twelve colours from these.  I chose a wide variety of colours and purposefully chose different shades of a single colour to see how easily these could be differentiated.  I attached the colour samples to a piece of paper (see Appendix 2) and asked five male and five female participants to write down the name of each of the colours.  I then produced a table of the results, the details of which will be discussed in chapter 5 - ‘Results and Analysis of the Colour Experiment’.

3.4 The questionnaire

I listened to the tape recording of my focus group and, using certain sections from this, and stereotypes introduced in the literature review, I compiled a series of questions.  I included some questions from which I would obtain quantitative data, and some which required a written response, thus providing me with some qualitative data also.  One question was formed using data obtained from a survey compiled by the BBC.  The data and its accompanying article appeared on the BBC News Website.
  The survey in which ‘A hundred bar staff in the UK were asked to eavesdrop on discussions between male customers’ found that ‘wallpaper paste, deodorants and the relative merits of cotton and polyester mixes are far more pressing issues for men than flash cars.’  

I wanted to discover how true these details were and so I rearranged the subjects found to be the top nine topics of men’s conversation into alphabetical order.  The respondents of the questionnaire were asked to arrange the topics in the order they would expect to be true of men’s conversation.  

Three of the questions required the respondents to answer using a Likert scale.  This technique was used to allow respondents to express how strongly they agreed or disagreed with the issues raised.  In two out of the three questions with a Likert scale, I also asked the respondents to explain their answer as fully as possible.  Expanding the question in such a way would, I hoped, provide extra detail to that gained by the closed scale response option.  

I also asked a question which simply required a tick in one of three boxes.  This, I felt would make responding easier and quicker for the participants and would also provide me with some data which would be easy to process.
3.4.1 Distribution

After producing the questionnaire I decided to limit my investigation primarily to the views of students and young people due to a lack of access to other age groups.  I distributed 45 questionnaires amongst students at Lancaster University and amongst a group of students via a contact at Derby University.  

3.4.2 Analytical techniques

Because I will have a mixture of both quantitative and qualitative results from my questionnaire I will have to utilise a number of analytical techniques.  I plan to use tables and graphs for the quantitative data.  The qualitative data, I hope, will provide some interesting responses which can be discussed within my data analysis and with relation to the studies investigated in my literature review.

The analysis of the data collected from the focus group will provide further qualitative data which will enable me to consider people’s views about language and gender.  I also have the benefit here of being in close and regular contact with those who participated in the focus group so I am able to study their actual use of language and gain a deeper insight into their opinions in their normal everyday interaction.  

A copy of the questionnaire which I distributed appears at the end of this dissertation as Appendix 4.  I have not included any of the completed questionnaires although the full set is available on request.

Chapter 4: Results and analysis of the focus group
In this chapter I will discuss the results obtained from my focus group.  The relevant excerpts of the discussion can be found in Appendix 1.  I decided against producing a full transcription of the focus group because I felt this would be unnecessary as I am analysing only the content of the discussion.  All of the names used are fictional. 

The background to this focus group was discussed in the Methodology section.  Here I will focus purely on the results.  My discussion here will be brief because the focus group comprised just five participants and so although there are a number of interesting issues for me to raise, I can draw no real generalisations about language and gender.  

4.1 The results

The responses from the dominant male in the group were very close to the stereotypical views I had read about in the literature.  In response to the statement ‘A woman’s talk is unstructured and several subjects can be discussed at any one time, with no conclusions being reached’, (Pease:1999:60), Robert made a number of sweeping statements, including:

‘Women tend to jump between topics and there’s no structure whatsoever’
‘Women just say what comes into their head - they don’t think it through’
The latter of these claims is significant for my study of the myths about language and gender.  The claim is made by a male and is based upon no data other than the stereotypes and myths regarding women’s use of language.  

4.1.1 Sociological and psychological issues

As the focus group developed I was able to build upon what the participants had already said to produce additional questions and discussion points.  I found that the focus group provided a great deal of data only vaguely related to language usage but strongly related to sociological and psychological issues such as the differing emotional needs of men and women.  However, this in itself provides interesting linguistic matter.  After much discussion about the failure of men to discuss problems, I asked the following question:

‘How would men discuss a problem…if a male friend approached you with a problem how would you react?’
The immediate response from Robert was ‘I’d probably take him down the pub’.  This would suggest that it is true that males struggle to comprehend discussing problems, instead they find a material solution.  The males in my focus group called this ‘getting someone to talk practically about their problems, rather than emotionally.’  This idea was emphasised by Robert’s response to the next question - ‘How would women discuss a problem?’  This time he claimed that ‘women pander towards emotions when it’s not necessary’ and demonstrated that as a male, he would find a practical solution.

4.1.2 The stereotypes

The focus group, although small, appeared to demonstrate that the stereotypes about language and gender really do prevail.  In an attempt to understand these stereotypes more fully, I asked further questions which could be investigated in my questionnaire.  From the focus group I discovered that it was felt that ‘men don’t have a stereotypical conversation’.  The males stated ‘if you talk like a woman’ then it means ‘you giggle a lot and natter and don’t really get to the point’.  The participants all felt that women’s conversational style has negative connotations, and the males felt that it is much harder to define a male style: ‘You wouldn’t say you talk like a man’.

4.1.3 The contributions of the females

The females made fewer comments than the dominant male in the focus group.  However, the comments they did make were valid, often relating issues to the wider context, pointing out the importance of friendship groups and treating different situations with the necessary individuality.  Overall, the females discussed each issue at greater length than the males did.  This discussion involved supporting the comments made by the other females present.  The males failed to discuss the issues in this way, with the dominant male simply producing his answer, and sometimes attempting to involve the other male more.  He did however interact with the females, often disputing their points of view.
4.2 The shortcomings of the focus group

One male dominated the discussion and at times initiated further conversations and issues which often provided useful additional data.  However, despite the majority of this male’s contributions being extremely useful, I have approached some of his comments with caution.  I am aware that he has studied English Language to A’Level standard and consequently sometimes appeared to be producing the answers he thought I wanted for my investigation, as opposed to his personal views.  The other male present in the focus group failed to respond to many of the issues raised, leaving the dominant male to hold the floor.  In this respect the data is very limited to the opinions of just one 20 year old male.  

As with any such discussion, it is debatable whether the responses given in my focus group were the true opinions of those involved.  As Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000:202) claim, the responses from people in such situations ‘can differ from what they ‘really’ think’.  

However, the focus group did produce a number of interesting responses, which, on a larger scale could be used to draw conclusions about the opinions of today’s young people.

Chapter 5 Results and analysis of the colour study

From reading the background literature it appeared that as a researcher I would find that men and women use colour terms very differently.  As described in the methodology chapter, I produced a small scale experiment with 10 participants as a study into the use of colour terms.  

5.1 The male respondents

The five male respondents all took longer to complete the experiment than the females had done, with two of them taking approximately 20 minutes longer.  Alongside this apparent difference in completion time was a difference in the attitude toward the experiment.  The male respondents were clearly not comfortable with what they were being asked to do; they reacted as though I were asking them to do a test, worrying about putting the ‘wrong answer’ and wanting to discuss their views with each other and with me.  I prevented them from doing so as I wanted the results to be independently produced.  The other male respondents did not take as long, but did seem to struggle more than the females had done. 

5.2 The results

The results from all of the participants can be found in Fig.1 and Fig.2, the tables which follow on the next two pages.  They show that the males and the females generally chose similar colour terms.  Such similarities can be seen in the choice of terms for colour number one.  Three males labelled this ‘pink’, and the others used ‘raspberry’ and ‘red’.  Two of the females labelled number one ‘raspberry’ one chose ‘magenta’ and the others chose ‘pink’ and ‘dark pink’.  Although the colour terms chosen by the different sexes were not identical, they did share the same qualities.  Differences between the responses can be attributed quite simply to personal opinions and so my focus is instead on the type of colour term chosen (that is whether the males produced stereotypical responses such as ‘light’ and ‘dark’ to distinguish two tones of a single colour) and the ease with which the task was carried out.

In some instances, it would appear that the males in fact chose more unusual names for the colours, producing answers such as ‘hazel’ (colour number 9) and ‘barley’ (colour number 12) in comparison with the females ‘light brown’ (no.9) or ‘terracotta’ (no.9) and ‘peach’ (no.12).  Another colour which demonstrated a difference between the males and the females was number 5.  Three out of the five males described this as ‘(British) Racing Green’, the others labelling it ‘fir tree’ or ‘forest’ green.  None of the females used the former of these colour terms.  

However, it is impossible to say that the colours chosen by the participants in my study are those which would be used in everyday circumstances.  For instance, in the context of this study, the respondents were aware of what was being asked of them and thought carefully about what colour terms to use.  In the context of for example, describing the colour of a wall in general conversation, the results may be entirely different.  This suggestion is supported by the fact that during the experiment the males made a number of comments such as ‘it would have been easy if you’d given us red, blue and yellow’ and ‘how can you distinguish between three blues?’
Fig.1 Male respondents
	
	1 (Aged 23 student)
	2 (Aged 20 student)
	3 (Aged 22 student)

	1


	Pink
	Pink
	Raspberry

	2
	Cream
	Magnolia
	Cream

	3
	Sky blue
	Baby blue
	Sky blue

	4
	Mint
	Mint
	Lime green

	5
	British racing green
	Racing green
	Fir tree green

	6
	Electric blue
	Blue
	Ocean blue

	7
	Navy blue
	Navy blue
	Midnight blue

	8
	Red
	Red
	Blood red

	9
	Terracotta
	Hazel
	Terracotta

	10
	Brown
	Maroon
	Earth brown

	11
	Purple
	Dark purple
	Aubergine 

	12
	Fawn
	Barley
	Eggshell 


Fig.2 Male respondents continued

	
	4 (Aged 21 student)
	5 (Aged 23 teacher)

	1
	Pink 
	Red

	2
	Cream 
	Cream 

	3
	Light blue
	Sky blue

	4
	Light green 
	Apple green

	5
	British racing green 
	Forest green 

	6
	Navy blue
	Velvet blue

	7
	Royal blue
	Dark blue

	8
	Red 
	Right royal red

	9
	Orange 
	Dark orange

	10
	Maroon 
	Maroon 

	11
	Brown 
	Purple

	12
	Flesh 
	Lentil soup


Fig.3 Female respondents

	
	1 (Aged 20 student)
	2 (Aged 21 student)
	3 (Aged 21 student)

	1
	Raspberry 
	Magenta 
	Raspberry 

	2
	Cream 
	Beige 
	Cream 

	3
	Sky blue
	Sky blue 
	Sky blue

	4
	Mint green 
	Mint green 
	Mint green 

	5
	Emerald green 
	Dark green 
	Bottle green 

	6
	Royal blue
	Royal blue
	Dark blue 

	7
	Navy blue
	Dark blue 
	Navy blue 

	8
	Red 
	Reddy brown 
	Red 

	9
	Terracotta 
	Light brown 
	Burnt orange 

	10
	Brown 
	Dark brown 
	Dark maroon 

	11
	Mauve 
	Dark purple 
	Grey/purple

	12
	Peach 
	Dark peach 
	Pale brick 


Fig.4 Female respondents continued

	
	4 (Aged 20 student)
	5 (Aged 22 teacher)

	1
	Dark pink
	Pink 

	2
	Cream 
	Apricot white

	3
	Pastel blue
	Cloud blue

	4
	Lime green
	Apple green

	5
	Forest green 
	Pine green

	6
	Royal blue
	Royal blue

	7
	Peacock blue
	Midnight blue

	8
	Deep red
	Red 

	9
	Brick 
	Terracotta 

	10
	Burgundy 
	Dark red 

	11
	Dark purple 
	Mauve 

	12
	Peach 
	Eggshell orange 


5.3 Summarising the colour study

It has been claimed (Romaine:1999:2) that ‘when we hear someone describe a colour as “baby blue”, “carnation pink”, “lavender” or “mauve”, we imagine the speaker to be a woman rather than a man.’  In agreement with Romaine, it would appear that we make such personal claims because we expect men and women to conform to the stereotype.  My pilot study into the use of colour terms appears to suggest that such a distinction cannot be made and therefore that the stereotype cannot be true of all males.

This suggestion was confirmed for me personally when in general conversation some days after he participated in my colour study, one of the males (number three in the table) made what would appear to be a stereotypically feminine comment.  He described two jumpers he had been considering purchasing as ‘aubergine’ and ‘tealish’.  The male was labelled ‘so gay’ for this comment in the discussion by the other male involved.  This seems to indicate that males do not always conform to the stereotype of not using descriptive colour terms.  It also emphasises that there was something very unnatural about the experiment I conducted as the speaker in the conversation used ‘tealish’ and ‘aubergine’ instinctively whereas in my experiment he apparently found colour naming very difficult.  

Instead of agreeing with the claims made by Talbot as discussed in my Literature Review, I suggest that men do have the capability and the knowledge to use the same colour terms as those used by women.  However, when men do use specific colour terms they may be labelled ‘gay’ because it is not ‘expected’ of a male.  Perhaps then, men fail to use certain colour terms simply because of the risk of such stigmatisation. 

A number of changes could be made to reproduce this colour experiment, following my pilot study.  As an alternative, participants could be asked to describe the colours of a range of objects.  This, I feel, would make the environment less ‘testing’ and would provide more naturalistic data.  Also, instead of asking the respondents to record their ‘answers’ in writing, I would ask them to state the colours verbally and would record these answers with a tape recorder.  This would capture more accurately the thought process of choosing to use a certain colour term.  Such a thought process was lost in my pilot study, in which I received only the participant’s final decision about the name of the colour.

Chapter 6: Results and analysis of the questionnaire

In this chapter I will be analysing the data obtained from my questionnaires.  I will examine the results from each question in turn and will conclude with a summary of my findings.  The full set of tables and graphs to accompany my results can be found in Appendix 3.  Each question asked is presented in italic font at the beginning of each analysis section.  

6.1 Question 1 
1. The following is a list of topics found to be those which men discuss over a pint in the pub.  I have arranged the topics in alphabetical order.  

Please arrange the topics in the order you would expect to be true (one being the most popular topic) by writing the numbers 1-9 in the right hand column of the box below.
6.1.1 The BBC Survey

As mentioned in Chapter 3, this question was based upon a survey which appeared on the BBC news website under the headline ‘What do men say over a pint?’  The survey was compiled in February 2000 by ‘a hundred bar staff in the UK [who] were asked to eavesdrop on discussions between male customers’. 

Mick Cooper, an expert in masculinity from Brighton University commented on the results of the survey on the website, saying that ‘such findings are not wholly unexpected’.  He went on to describe that ‘There is a myth that men are only interested in sex - a myth which is promoted by men's magazines’.   

It was also reported in the article accompanying the results of the BBC’s survey that ‘Men, it seems, are particularly adept at using discussions about work, shopping and property to showcase their achievements, triumphs and successes’.  Such a suggestion supports that which I found in my focus group, that men use language for practical purposes. 

The results in the table below (Fig.5) show the results of the BBC survey.  These results are replicated in the first column of my own tables for ease of reference.  The findings of my own questionnaire are shown in Fig 6 and Fig 7:
Fig.5 The BBC survey results:
	1
	Local gossip

	2
	Work 

	3
	Clothes and grooming

	4
	Homes and DIY

	5
	Football 

	6
	TV

	7
	Current affairs

	8
	Sex 

	9
	Cars 


Fig.6 Male respondents from my questionnaire
	BBC 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9

	9
	Cars
	0
	0
	6
	6
	2
	4
	3
	3
	0

	3
	Clothes & grooming 
	0
	0
	0
	0
	3
	4
	5
	6
	6

	7
	Current affairs
	0
	5
	2
	4
	3
	4
	2
	4
	0

	5
	Football
	10
	8
	0
	0
	3
	0
	3
	0
	0

	4
	Homes & DIY
	0
	0
	0
	3
	0
	0
	2
	9
	10

	1
	Local gossip
	0
	0
	4
	0
	9
	5
	4
	0
	2

	8
	Sex
	2
	8
	0
	4
	0
	4
	2
	0
	4

	6
	TV
	0
	0
	8
	4
	10
	0
	2
	0
	0

	2
	Work
	10
	3
	2
	2
	0
	3
	2
	2
	0


Fig 7. Female respondents from my questionnaire
	BBC
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9

	9
	Cars 
	0
	6
	5
	3
	4
	0
	2
	0
	0

	3
	Clothes & grooming
	0
	0
	0
	0
	4
	0
	6
	10
	0

	7
	Current affairs
	0
	0
	3
	0
	2
	5
	2
	5
	3

	5
	Football
	13
	3
	4
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	4
	Homes & DIY
	0
	0
	0
	1
	3
	0
	8
	4
	4

	1
	Local gossip
	0
	0
	0
	3
	2
	4
	1
	0
	10

	8
	Sex 
	2
	10
	5
	0
	2
	1
	0
	0
	0

	6
	TV
	0
	0
	2
	8
	4
	5
	1
	0
	0

	2
	Work
	2
	3
	2
	9
	1
	2
	1
	0
	0


6.1.2 Analysis of my results

The results in the tables above demonstrate that the male and the female respondents had similar views about what would be the rating of most topics in male conversation.  However, only ‘TV’ achieved a similar rating to the BBC survey, with my respondents rating it 4 or 5 and the BBC survey rating it 6.  

My results suggest that people’s views do correspond fairly closely to the stereotypes about language and gender; it is commonly believed that men talk primarily about football and girls.  Wardhaugh (1992:319) discusses this point, saying that one piece of research found that ‘when men talked to men, the content categories of such talk focused on competition and teasing, sports, aggression and doing things’.  

The majority of the male and the female respondents from my questionnaire rated ‘football’ and ‘sex’ at 1 or 2 on the scale.  The results from the BBC survey indicate it to be rated much lower than this.  Other topics such as work and current affairs were differently viewed by male and female respondents.  The males placed current affairs at positions 2,3,4 or 5, whilst the females indicated that they felt it would appear at around 6,7,8 or 9.  The most outstanding difference is apparent in the positioning of ‘Local gossip’ as a topic.  The BBC survey suggested that this was the number one topic of conversation, whilst my male respondents placed it at 4,5 or 6 and 50% of my female respondents indicated number 9 for the topic.  

6.1.3 Criticism of question 1

The differences between the findings of the BBC survey in comparison with my own can be attributed to a number of factors.  Firstly, it is likely that there was an age difference between the participants.  The BBC survey was conducted in pubs and although its summary of the findings does not specify the age of the participants, it does refer to ‘25-year-olds’ with ‘careers and relationships’.  This contrasts with my research, in which the participants were aged 20-22 and, in most cases, studying at University.  

Secondly, the categories depicted in the BBC survey, and repeated in my own questionnaire are subjectively produced; the description of the survey implies that the results were obtained from listening to men’s conversations in pubs.  Therefore, the topics discussed were classified into one of the possible categories, the contents of which could be disputed by other parties examining the results.  For example, I obtained some feedback from some participants when they returned my survey and many commented that they discuss girls, but not sex.  Such a problem was also discovered with the topic ‘football’ as some respondents said that they discuss ‘sport’ a great deal, but not specifically football.  

This leads me to discuss another problem with my questionnaire.  The participants may have not fully understood question one.  Instead of listing the topics of conversation as they would expect them to be true of males, some may have rated the topics as they were true of themselves.  This of course would provide an entirely different perspective to one demonstrating what people are led to believe to be true of males.  

6.2 Question 2

2. ‘Cross cultural miscommunication’ is a phenomenon whereby the people from two different cultures fail to fully understand the other’s point of view.  The result may be a misunderstanding about, for example, politeness or timing.  It has been claimed that this theory can be applied to the communication between men and women.  

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with this claim on the scale below.

One indicates a strong DISAGREEMENT with the claim (i.e that men and women do not represent the ‘two cultures’ prone to miscommunication) and five indicates AGREEMENT with that claim.

6.2.1 The results

Fig 8 Male respondents
	Likert Scale 
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Agreement with claim
	0
	0
	6
	18
	0


Fig 9 Female respondents
	Likert Scale
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Agreement with claim
	0
	2
	8
	10
	0


6.2.2 Quantitative results

The results from the male respondents indicate agreement with the claim that miscommunication between men and women can be labelled ‘cross-cultural’.  Eighteen out of the twenty-four males chose number 4 on the scale (5 indicating complete agreement).  The females were less sure about the claim, with half of them indicating a 4, but with 40% choosing number 3, representing that they neither agreed nor disagreed with the claim.  

6.2.3 Qualitative results

In the second part of question two I asked the respondents to explain the answer they gave on the likert scale in part one.  Here I will discuss a selection of the responses, the full set of which can be found in Appendix 3 as fig.10 and 11.  One female respondent described the communication issues between men and women as ‘cultural differences on a smaller scale’.  In this respect, this respondent does draw a resemblance with viewing men and women as belonging to difference cultures.  Responses from the males included the suggestion that men and women ‘have different values and therefore talk about things in different ways’ and that ‘most of the time the problem is when the man doesn’t listen fully’.  Another, more interesting response from a male was as follows:

‘There are fundamental differences between the male and female psyches but the rest is imposed upon us by society’.

This response was of great interest to me, and appears to link closely with the intended direction of this dissertation.  It points to the role which society plays in shaping our views, suggesting that it is not just our biology which makes us different, but also the way we are brought up with certain values.  This moves the discussion from one of nature to one of nurture.  Such an issue was raised by Johnson and Meinhof (1997:19) in their discussion of ‘pluralizing masculinity’ in which they ‘emphasize the nature of masculinity as socially constructed, highly conceptualised, hence fluid and variable’.

6.3 Question 3

3. The table below contains five statements about language and gender.  

Please indicate on the scale of one to five your agreement with these statements. 

One indicates disagreement, and five indicates complete agreement.

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Women gossip more than men


	
	
	
	
	

	Men interrupt more than women in mixed-sex conversations
	
	
	
	
	

	Women use a more tentative style than men (e.g ‘would it be possible...’, ‘do you mind....’) 
	
	
	
	
	

	Men tend to disagree with or ignore each other’s utterances
	
	
	
	
	

	Women tend to build on each other’s utterances (i.e to continue with & expand on the same topic)
	
	
	
	
	


The results of question three were highly varied and can be found in full in the tables in the appendix (fig.12 and 13).  From the male respondents, statements one and three produced the strongest reactions, with 50% indicating virtual agreement (number 4) with claim one, and 58% indicating number 4 for claim three.  However, over 16% of the males disagreed firmly with this claim (‘Women use a more tentative style than men’).  

The female respondents indicated similar views to the male respondents, with the majority of them choosing numbers 3 or 4 on the likert scale for each claim, indicating that they neither agreed nor disagreed strongly with the statements.  

6.4 Question 4

4. It has been suggested that men and women can change their gender through their speech.  A man who uses the speech style associated with women may be classed ‘effeminate’ and a woman who uses the style associated with men may be classed ‘aggressive’ and ‘infeminine’.

What, in your opinion are the characteristics of women’s speech which would, if used by a man, appear ‘effeminate’?

What, in your opinion, are the characteristics of men’s speech which would, if used by women, appear ‘aggressive’?

This question employed the terms ‘effeminate’ and ‘aggressive’ as used by Thorne (1975:19).  However, it was noted by some respondents that use of the latter term appeared to attach an attribute to the women’s speech style in a different way to the word ‘effeminate’.    

Question four produced some very interesting data about views of the stereotypical women’s conversation.  I will deal with this section of the question first and then my discussion will move on to the characteristics of men’s speech.  Both the male and the female respondents suggested a number of characteristics of women’s speech which would, if used by a man, appear effeminate.  Twenty-three characteristics were identified in total for women’s speech, whilst 16 were identified as characteristic of men’s speech.  

6.4.1 The characteristics of women’s speech 

The most notable finding from question 4 is the content of these characteristics of speech.  Many of the features of women’s speech noted by the male respondents reflect negatively upon women.  Their list included ‘girly words’, ‘talking about clothes’, ‘pointless conversation’ and ‘over-analysing’.  

The female respondents on the other hand, stated features such as ‘higher pitch’, ‘wider intonation’, ‘use of colour terms’ and ‘being polite’.  Although some of the features noted by female respondents could be negatively valued (‘having few opinions about things’ and ‘gossipy’), the overriding reflection was one of the physical characteristics of speech such as tone and voice quality as opposed to the content of the speech as suggested by the comments from the male respondents.  

6.4.2 The characteristics of men’s speech

However, this negative view was also implied of the speech characteristics of men.  I asked the respondents to list the characteristics of men’s speech which would, if used by women, appear aggressive.  The responses from the males included ‘swearing’, ‘bluntness’, ‘dirty jokes’ and ‘interruptions’.  As with the characteristics of women’s speech, the female respondents listed the physical quality ‘talking loudly’ and also the more complimentary ‘being very positive’.  Also noted by the female respondents were ‘interruptions’, ‘commanding the conversation’ and ‘sometimes abusive words’.  

6.5 Question 5

5. It has been claimed that men who use a speech style typically associated with women are more stigmatized than women who use a typically male style.  

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with this statement on the scale below. 

1
2
3
4
5

Please explain your answer as fully as possible.

6.5.1 Quantitative results

Fig 18 Male respondents
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	6
	6
	6
	4


Fig 19 Female respondents
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	0
	0
	6
	14
	0


The quantitative results from question 5 were mixed, with the answers from the male respondents encompassing every possible category on the likert scale.  The female respondents however, suggested more strongly (70% of them indicating number 4 on the likert scale) that they were in agreement with the concept that men who use a speech style typically associated with women are more stigmatised than women who use a typically male style.

There could be a number of reasons for the differences of opinion between men and women about the stigmatism.  One such reason is that women may simply be more aware of the stigmatism, whereas males may laugh it off as a joke or ignore it.  Although in the majority of cases the stigmatism probably is intended in a jocular way, it does demonstrate a certain (and probably current) attitude towards sexuality.  Another reason for the differences is that once the label ‘gay’ has been applied to a man, he may then make attempts to reassert his heterosexuality, thus denying the stigmatism.  

6.5.2 Qualitative results.

The discussion section of question 5 complemented the previous section, with responses such as ‘men are said to be gay if they are more feminine, whereas if girls are more ladish they are just said to be up for a laugh’.  This indicates that the associations with a woman using a more masculine style are positive, whereas a male using a more feminine style virtually automatically appears gay.  Coates (2003:198) posits that ‘…in groups of more than two speakers, men are anxious not to be seen to be displaying characteristics which could be labelled ‘feminine’ and therefore ‘gay’.  

Although they chose lower numbers on the likert scale in part one of this question, the majority of the male respondents indicated a different opinion in the discussion section.  Many expressed the view that a male using a more feminine style would be more stigmatised, producing responses such as ‘he would be branded gay’ and ‘effeminate males are seen as sissy’.  It is clear from these responses that the label ‘gay’ is strongly stigmatising for a straight male and they will do their best to avoid such criticism.

Such accounts of stigmatism can be viewed in contrast with the writing of Cameron in Holmes and Meyerhoff (2003:459) in which language features typically associated with women are positively valued and are seen as the ‘new linguistic ideal’.  Such features include ‘rapport-building, emotional self-reflexivity [and] “active” listening’.  The article highlights the importance and excellence of the feminine qualities, suggesting that they are a requirement for personal progression in today’s society.  

Both the male and the female respondents also produced answers to suggest that women who use a more masculine style receive less negative stigmatism than would appear to be true of men using a more feminine style.  One female respondent stated that a woman using a more masculine style (she specified using a lower pitch) may be viewed as ‘sexy’.  

It would appear that although women may well be stigmatised to a certain extent for using typically masculine features such as dirty jokes, interruptions and commanding the conversation, this stigmatism would take a very different form to that which would be applied to a man in the reversed situation.    

Labelling men as gay when they tend towards a feminine language style contrasts with the work of Cameron in Holmes and Meyerhoff (2003:463) in which she claims that a man ‘will often be particularly applauded for his “sensitivity”’.  She does however, also state that this will occur only if ‘he remains clearly a man’.  Feminine features noted by Cameron to be positive acquisitions for men are those which demonstrate ‘language of emotional expressiveness and rapport’.  

6.6 Question 6

6. The table below contains a number of qualities of speech. 

Please indicate beside each one whether you consider it to be a feature of speech most strongly associated with men or women or with both sexes.

	
	Men 
	Women 
	Both

	Competitive
	
	
	

	Cooperative
	
	
	

	Aggressive
	
	
	

	Tentative
	
	
	

	Chattering
	
	
	

	Emotional 
	
	
	

	Practical
	
	
	

	Many tag questions (that’s good, isn’t it?’)
	
	
	


6.6.1 Results

Fig.20 Male respondents 
	
	Men
	Women
	Both

	Competitive
	10
	4
	10

	Cooperative
	0
	11
	13

	Aggressive
	13
	0
	11

	Tentative
	0
	11
	13

	Chattering
	0
	17
	7

	Emotional
	0
	17
	7

	Practical
	13
	3
	8

	Many tag questions
	8
	3
	13


Fig.21 Female respondents
	
	Men
	Women
	Both

	Competitive
	14
	0
	6

	Cooperative
	0
	14
	6

	Aggressive
	18
	0
	2

	Tentative
	0
	12
	8

	Chattering
	0
	12
	8

	Emotional
	0
	18
	2

	Practical
	2
	6
	12

	Many tag questions
	0
	14
	6


The results from both sexes for question 6 demonstrate that both chattering and emotional language are believed to be more typical of the speech of females.  Nobody indicated that either of these qualities was associated more with men, although 29% of the male respondents indicated that both emotional language and chattering are typical of both men and women.  

For the male respondents, practical was a quality associated overridingly with men, whilst over half of the women indicated that this is a quality typical of both sexes.  Seventy per cent of the female respondents indicated that a competitive style is more typical of men than of women, with the same majority indicating that they associate cooperative language with women.  An even larger proportion (90%) of female respondents associated an aggressive style typically with men, whilst there was no indication from either sex of this quality being associated with women.  

Chapter 7 - Conclusion

7.1 Conclusion of my findings

This investigation into the attitudes of students regarding the stereotypes surrounding language and gender has produced some interesting results.  I can conclude from this study that, as predicted, a number of myths about how language is used and should be used by men and by women are supported by people’s attitudes.  The results of the colour study, although small in scale, allowed me to question whether differences really are present between the way the sexes describe colours and indeed whether this difference is due to men’s ‘lack of knowledge’ of colour terms.  I discussed in my Literature Review that previous studies (Lakoff:1975:9) have suggested that, for men, ‘such fine distinctions [between colours] are trivial and beneath their notice’.  My colour study drew my attention to the attitudes of men towards using such terms.  It led me to doubt whether it is a lack of knowledge of colour terms or a lack of willing which makes men so wary of discussing colours.

My focus group gave me an insight into views about language and gender, at many points suggesting that people do conform to the stereotypes.  The stereotypes apparently confirmed by the focus group included that described by Graddol and Swann (1989:2) in my Literature Review that women are ‘consistently portrayed as chatterboxes’.  The attitudes of the male participants and their insistence on describing the difference between ‘nattering’ and ‘discussing’ were of great interest in relation to the literature I had studied.  The focus group presented me with details about language and gender, both through the responses to my questions and through the development of the conversations themselves.  The ways in which the males presented their answers contrasted greatly with that of the females, providing interesting data about the way men and women discuss and present their feelings.

The questionnaire also produced some interesting data; the first question was analysed in comparison to the BBC survey regarding men’s conversations.  The results demonstrated that the expectations of my respondents were closer to the ‘stereotypical masculine’ conversations described in my literature review by Coates (2003:44).  

The responses from question 5 indicate that Thorne’s ‘obvious constraints’ (1975:19) discussed in the literature review do appear to exist; the respondents all felt strongly that people are stigmatized for using the ‘wrong’ speech style.  The males appeared particularly conscious of this in their responses in the qualitative section, with comments such as ‘he would be branded gay’.  

Overall, in the majority of the responses, the males and females appeared to demonstrate similar opinions, the majority of which supported claims regarding the ‘persistence of stereotypical assumptions’ as posited by Berryman and Eman (1980:196) in my literature review.

7.2 Limitations and weaknesses of my investigation

My results were limited to a very specific group of people, namely University students.  This gave my dissertation a more specific focus, allowing me to assess a small group but did not allow for a great deal of breadth to produce generalizations.

A further limitation was the size of my focus group.  Ideally I would have conducted and discussed more focus groups with a variety of participants.  In hindsight, a focus group with only female participants would have been wise because the males dominated the mixed sex group and the females failed to produce many responses.  The limitation of space in this dissertation prevented me from going into details about each of the ideas discussed in the focus group.

7.3 Possibilities for future research
If another investigation into the stereotypes about language and gender was to be completed there would be a number of improvements and adaptations to be made.  A wider age sample would perhaps reveal greater insight into attitudes, possibly establishing whether, for example, it is indeed just the younger age group which is most comfortable with labels such as ‘gay’ being applied at will.  The essential elements of further investigation would be larger samples and expansion of the colour experiment to increase the validity of comparisons.   As previously mentioned, some of the questions (such as Question 1 in which participants were asked to list the male topics of conversations in the ‘correct’ order) in my questionnaire could be adapted for discussions in larger focus groups.  

Also, as a much greater extension of this dissertation, any results obtained from questionnaires, experiments and focus groups could be combined with a study of what people actually do with language.  It is only when comparisons with naturally occurring language can be made that we can really understand the extent to which people really comply with the stereotype.

References

Berryman and Eman (1980) ‘Communication, Language and Sex’: Newbury House

Cameron, D ‘Gender and Language Ideologies’ In Holmes and Meyerhoff (2003) ‘Handbook of Language and Gender’: Oxford:Blackwell

Coates, J (1993) ‘Women, Men and Language’: Longman Group UK

Crawford, M (1995) ‘Talking Difference - on gender and language’: SAGE

Finch, G. (2003) ‘Word of Mouth’: Palgrave

Frank and Ashen (1983) ‘Language and the sexes’: State University of New York

Graddol and Swann (1989) ‘Gender Voices’: Oxford:Blackwell

Hall and Bucholtz (1995) ‘Gender Articulated - Language and the socially constructed self’: Routledge

Johnson and Meinhof (1997) ‘Language and Masculinity’: Blackwell

Key, M (1975) ‘Male/Female language’: The Scarecrow Press

Lakoff, R (1975) ‘Language and Woman’s Place’: New York: Harper and Row

Pease, A and Pease, B (1999) ‘Why women can’t read maps…and won’t stop talking’: Pease Training International 

Romaine, S (1998) ‘Communicating Gender’: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates 

Talbot, M (1998) ‘Language and Gender - An introduction’: Polity Press

Tannen, D (1995) ‘Talking from 9-5’: Virago Press

Thorne (1975) ‘Language and Sex:Difference and Dominance’: Rowley, Mass:Newbury House

Wardhaugh, R (1992) ‘An Introduction to Sociolinguistics’ 2nd Ed.: Blackwell Publishers

Appendix 1 – Focus Group

The words in blue italic font in this reproduction of the tape recording of the focus group signify the questions asked by myself as the interviewer.

A woman’s talk is unstructured and several subjects can be discussed at any one time, with no conclusions being reached.

Robert: It’s called nattering

Claire (with agreement from others): But do lads not do it?

Robert: No we don’t natter - we discuss - discussing is a lot more productive

Robert: Men tend to stick on one subject and don’t jump about as much

Robert: Women tend to jump between topics and there’s no structure whatsoever

Robert: Women just say what comes into their head – they don’t think it through.

Robert: Men are more simple in their conversational techniques – suggested this is more effective BUT also quite slow – only one topic at a time

Robert: Women tend to talk more about emotion – men don’t do this ‘at all’
Robert: Women’s conversations tend to revolve around personal feelings – they like to get their feelings out into the open a lot more than men do.

Robert: Men might be more likely to open up emotionally when talking to a woman – because of the way their conversation is structured – ‘when you’re with men you’re not tested like that – whereas with women they like to do that to you’
Can the differences between men and women be seen as ‘CROSS CULTURAL’? 

Robert: NO – men and women just easily adapt to mixed gender conversations well – it’s just natural...it’s easy to understand and doesn’t fell wrong...it’s just a different type of conversation

Robert: Dominance in male conversation comes across in quantity rather than quality – the more dominant will be the person who says the most – although they’re not normally the people who start the conversation or choose the topics.  The more dominant people take over the conversation once the others have started it.

Robert: Men don’t talk about their problems – they sort it out in their head whereas women like to vocally voice their problems and look for outside influence from conversation before they make their decisions.

What’s the difference between ‘nattering’ (women) and ‘discussing’ (men)?

Robert: Discussing is a lot more productive – an issue is brought up, both sides are put across.

Robert: Nattering achieves absolutely nothing except for making yourself feel better.

Females: Oh no! Nattering is necessary…it passes the time of day

Robert: Men can’t abide nattering – it triggers something in the brain which makes them say ‘why?!’
Robert: Women start conversation which is not relevant to the situation.

Claire (with agreement from all females): nattering is going off on random tangents which never get anywhere

How would men discuss a problem – if a male friend approached you with a problem how would you react?

Robert: ‘I’d probably take him down the pub’ 

Robert and Ben – noted the difference between getting someone to talk emotionally versus practically about their problem.

How would women discuss a problem?

Robert: If Claire’s dog died, Ben would tell her to get a new dog whereas you [women] might be more ‘aawww’.

Robert: Women pander towards emotions when it’s not necessary...and they need men to sort out their problems.
Robert: Women’s conversation is stereotyped whereas men’s isn’t.  Men don’t have a stereotypical conversation.

Robert: You wouldn’t say ‘you talk like a man’ but if you say ‘you talk like a woman’ then it means they giggle a lot and natter and don’t really get to the point.

Ben: Women’s conversation has negative connotations.

Ben: With practical problems like putting up shelves men would prefer to talk to a man.

Topics

Robert: Men talk about things that they know they have a shared interest in – not religion or politics – the controversial things.

Robert: There are the 5 standard male topics – football, computer games, cars, technology

Robert: Men talk about situational things like friends through a club

Robert: The stereotypical conversation about girls is more a ‘sub-topic’ 

Robert: Conversation would be less structured if talking to female friends but that depends how well you know them – more likely to talk about stuff that wouldn’t be talked about with male friends.

Robert: Male conversation flows naturally, women’s conversation doesn’t.

Robert: Men’s conversation is like a river, whereas women’s is like a poorly working water fountain.

Claire: no - they tend to flow but we change topics a lot.

It only seems like women are talking over the top of you.  It’s because women can speak and listen simultaneously.

Robert: yeah – they’re just all there going on at the same time...this is why [men] ignore nattering...we can cope with it, it’s just really grating.
Robert: Men will interrupt each other and if you’re interrupted as a man – you stop, but they don’t tend to talk over the top of each other’
Would you be more likely to interrupt a man than to interrupt a woman?

Robert: Yes – just due to politeness – a man wouldn’t take it personally whereas a woman would

Robert: Men know how male conversation works – the unwritten rules are lost in mixed-sex conversations

Appendix 3 – Questionnaire Results
Fig.1 Male respondents – Colour Study
	
	1 (Aged 23 student)
	2 (Aged 20 student)
	3 (Aged 22 student)

	1


	Pink
	Pink
	Raspberry

	2
	Cream
	Magnolia
	Cream

	3
	Sky blue
	Baby blue
	Sky blue

	4
	Mint
	Mint
	Lime green

	5
	British racing green
	Racing green
	Fir tree green

	6
	Electric blue
	Blue
	Ocean blue

	7
	Navy blue
	Navy blue
	Midnight blue

	8
	Red
	Red
	Blood red

	9
	Terracotta
	Hazel
	Terracotta

	10
	Brown
	Maroon
	Earth brown

	11
	Purple
	Dark purple
	Aubergine 

	12
	Fawn
	Barley
	Eggshell 


Fig.2 Male respondents continued

	
	4 (Aged 21 student)
	5 (Aged 23 teacher)

	1
	Pink 
	Red

	2
	Cream 
	Cream 

	3
	Light blue
	Sky blue

	4
	Light green 
	Apple green

	5
	British racing green 
	Forest green 

	6
	Navy blue
	Velvet blue

	7
	Royal blue
	Dark blue

	8
	Red 
	Right royal red

	9
	Orange 
	Dark orange

	10
	Maroon 
	Maroon 

	11
	Brown 
	Purple

	12
	Flesh 
	Lentil soup


Fig.3 Female respondents – Colour Study

	
	1 (Aged 20 student)
	2 (Aged 21 student)
	3 (Aged 21 student)

	1
	Raspberry 
	Magenta 
	Raspberry 

	2
	Cream 
	Beige 
	Cream 

	3
	Sky blue
	Sky blue 
	Sky blue

	4
	Mint green 
	Mint green 
	Mint green 

	5
	Emerald green 
	Dark green 
	Bottle green 

	6
	Royal blue
	Royal blue
	Dark blue 

	7
	Navy blue
	Dark blue 
	Navy blue 

	8
	Red 
	Reddy brown 
	Red 

	9
	Terracotta 
	Light brown 
	Burnt orange 

	10
	Brown 
	Dark brown 
	Dark maroon 

	11
	Mauve 
	Dark purple 
	Grey/purple

	12
	Peach 
	Dark peach 
	Pale brick 


Fig.4 Female respondents continued
	
	4 (Aged 20 student)
	5 (Aged 22 teacher)

	1
	Dark pink
	Pink 

	2
	Cream 
	Apricot white

	3
	Pastel blue
	Cloud blue

	4
	Lime green
	Apple green

	5
	Forest green 
	Pine green

	6
	Royal blue
	Royal blue

	7
	Peacock blue
	Midnight blue

	8
	Deep red
	Red 

	9
	Brick 
	Terracotta 

	10
	Burgundy 
	Dark red 

	11
	Dark purple 
	Mauve 

	12
	Peach 
	Eggshell orange 


Fig.5 The BBC survey results
	1
	Local gossip

	2
	Work 

	3
	Clothes and grooming

	4
	Homes and DIY

	5
	Football 

	6
	TV

	7
	Current affairs

	8
	Sex 

	9
	Cars 


Fig.6 Male respondents - Question 1
	BBC 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9

	9
	Cars
	0
	0
	6
	6
	2
	4
	3
	3
	0

	3
	Clothes & grooming 
	0
	0
	0
	0
	3
	4
	5
	6
	6

	7
	Current affairs
	0
	5
	2
	4
	3
	4
	2
	4
	0

	5
	Football
	10
	8
	0
	0
	3
	0
	3
	0
	0

	4
	Homes & DIY
	0
	0
	0
	3
	0
	0
	2
	9
	10

	1
	Local gossip
	0
	0
	4
	0
	9
	5
	4
	0
	2

	8
	Sex
	2
	8
	0
	4
	0
	4
	2
	0
	4

	6
	TV
	0
	0
	8
	4
	10
	0
	2
	0
	0

	2
	Work
	10
	3
	2
	2
	0
	3
	2
	2
	0


Fig 7. Female respondents - Question 1
	BBC
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9

	9
	Cars 
	0
	6
	5
	3
	4
	0
	2
	0
	0

	3
	Clothes & grooming
	0
	0
	0
	0
	4
	0
	6
	10
	0

	7
	Current affairs
	0
	0
	3
	0
	2
	5
	2
	5
	3

	5
	Football
	13
	3
	4
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	4
	Homes & DIY
	0
	0
	0
	1
	3
	0
	8
	4
	4

	1
	Local gossip
	0
	0
	0
	3
	2
	4
	1
	0
	10

	8
	Sex 
	2
	10
	5
	0
	2
	1
	0
	0
	0

	6
	TV
	0
	0
	2
	8
	4
	5
	1
	0
	0

	2
	Work
	2
	3
	2
	9
	1
	2
	1
	0
	0


Fig 8 Male respondents – Question 2
	Likert Scale 
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Agreement with claim
	0
	0
	6
	18
	0


Fig 9 Female respondents – Question 2
	Likert Scale
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Agreement with claim
	0
	2
	8
	10
	0


Fig.10 – Male respondents – Qualitative section Question 2

	Men and women seem to perceive things differently and prioritise differently.



	Men and women have different values and therefore talk about things in different ways - a throwaway comment by a man may be seen very differently by a woman.



	The 2 cultures are not separate but miscommunications occur frequently but only slightly more than in single-sex conversations.



	Depends on the situation and the topic being discussed.



	Most of the time the problem is when the man doesn’t listen fully.



	There are fundamental differences between the male and female psyches but the rest is imposed upon us by society.



	Different groups have different understandings of words so are unable to always comprehend each other.



	Different views of life cause simple misunderstandings.




Fig.11 – Female respondents – Qualitative section Question 2 

	The same word can mean different things to the different sexes.

	‘Men are from Mars’ syndrome - neither knows everything about the other sex.

	Depends on the people - some do have difficulties.

	Men and women talk about different things.

	More related to individuals, not necessarily their sex.

	Misunderstandings cause arguments about random things.



	Men and women do not see each other’s point of view on many subjects as they think very differently - cultural differences on a smaller scale.



	It depends how good people are at communicating with each other.




Fig.12 Male respondents – Question 3
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Women gossip more than men


	2
	0
	2
	12
	8

	Men interrupt more than women in mixed-sex conversations
	0
	10
	6
	6
	2

	Women use a more tentative style than men (e.g ‘would it be possible...’, ‘do you mind....’) 
	4
	0
	6
	14
	0

	Men tend to disagree with or ignore each other’s utterances
	2
	4
	12
	6
	0

	Women tend to build on each other’s utterances (i.e to continue with & expand on the same topic)
	2
	0
	12
	8
	2


Fig.13  Female respondents – Question 3

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Women gossip more than men


	0
	2
	8
	4
	6

	Men interrupt more than women in mixed-sex conversations
	0
	2
	14
	4
	0

	Women use a more tentative style than men (e.g ‘would it be possible...’, ‘do you mind....’) 
	0
	2
	4
	12
	2

	Men tend to disagree with or ignore each other’s utterances
	0
	4
	10
	4
	2

	Women tend to build on each other’s utterances (i.e to continue with & expand on the same topic)
	0
	2
	4
	10
	4


Fig.14  Male respondents – Question 4 – ‘What, in your opinion, are the characteristics of women’s speech which would, if used by a man, appear effeminate?’
	‘Girly words’ (‘darling’)

	Showing sensitivity

	Deep conversations

	Talking about clothes - ‘woman talk’

	Hedging

	Pointless conversation

	Over-analysing

	Using different colour terms

	Being too apologetic


Fig.15 Female respondents – Question 4
	Talking fast

	Talking about lots of different topics

	Laughing during conversation

	whispering

	Higher pitch

	Wider intonation

	Colour terms

	Tag questions

	Quiet

	Polite

	Gossipy 

	Having few opinions about things 

	Seen as weak 


Fig.16 Male respondents – Question 4 – ‘What, in your opinion, are the characteristics of men’s speech which would if used by a woman, appear aggressive?’
	Set opinions

	‘Blokey’ words - alright mate

	Getting angry and aggressive

	Bluntness

	Swearing

	Dirty jokes

	Interruptions 

	Talking loudly 

	Bossiness 

	Being aggressive


Fig.17 Female respondents – Question 4
	Interruptions

	Talking loudly

	Commanding the conversation

	Sometimes abusive words


Fig 18 Male respondents – Question 5
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	6
	6
	6
	4


Fig 19 Female respondents – Question 5
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	0
	0
	6
	14
	0


Fig.20 Male respondents – Question 6
	
	Men
	Women
	Both

	Competitive
	10
	4
	10

	Cooperative
	0
	11
	13

	Aggressive
	13
	0
	11

	Tentative
	0
	11
	13

	Chattering
	0
	17
	7

	Emotional
	0
	17
	7

	Practical
	13
	3
	8

	Many tag questions
	8
	3
	13


Fig.21 Female respondents – Question 6
	
	Men
	Women
	Both

	Competitive
	14
	0
	6

	Cooperative
	0
	14
	6

	Aggressive
	18
	0
	2

	Tentative
	0
	12
	8

	Chattering
	0
	12
	8

	Emotional
	0
	18
	2

	Practical
	2
	6
	12

	Many tag questions
	0
	14
	6


Appendix 4 – The Questionnaire
I am a final year Undergraduate studying English Language and Linguistics.  I am currently researching for a dissertation about Language and Gender.  I would be very appreciative if you could take a few minutes to complete this questionnaire. 

Sex:
Male

Female

Age:
18-25

26-33

34-41

42-49

50+

1. The following is a list of topics found to be those which men discuss over a pint in the pub.  I have arranged the topics in alphabetical order.  

Please arrange the topics in the order you would expect to be true (one being the most popular topic) by writing the numbers 1-9 in the right hand column of the box below.

	Topic
	Expected rating in men’s conversation

	Cars
	

	Clothes and grooming
	

	Current affairs
	

	Football
	

	Homes and DIY
	

	Local gossip
	

	Sex
	

	TV
	

	Work
	


2. ‘Cross cultural miscommunication’ is a phenomenon whereby the people from two different cultures fail to fully understand the other’s point of view.  The result may be a misunderstanding about, for example, politeness or timing.  It has been claimed that this theory can be applied to the communication between men and women.  

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with this claim on the scale below.

One indicates a strong DISAGREEMENT with the claim (i.e that men and women do not represent the ‘two cultures’ prone to miscommunication) and five indicates AGREEMENT with that claim.

1
2
3
4
5

Please explain your answer as fully as possible below.

3. The table below contains five statements about language and gender.  

Please indicate on the scale of one to five your agreement with these statements. 

One indicates disagreement, and five indicates complete agreement.

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Women gossip more than men


	
	
	
	
	

	Men interrupt more than women in mixed-sex conversations
	
	
	
	
	

	Women use a more tentative style than men (e.g ‘would it be possible...’, ‘do you mind....’) 
	
	
	
	
	

	Men tend to disagree with or ignore each other’s utterances
	
	
	
	
	

	Women tend to build on each other’s utterances (i.e to continue with & expand on the same topic)
	
	
	
	
	


4. It has been suggested that men and women can change their gender through their speech.  A man who uses the speech style associated with women may be classed ‘effeminate’ and a woman who uses the style associated with men may be classed ‘aggressive’ and ‘infeminine’.

What, in your opinion are the characteristics of women’s speech which would, if used by a man, appear ‘effeminate’ ?

What, in your opinion, are the characteristics of men’s speech which would, if used by women, appear ‘aggressive’?

5. It has been claimed that men who use a speech style typically associated with women are more stigmatized than women who use a typically male style.  

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with this statement on the scale below. 

1
2
3
4
5

Please explain your answer as fully as possible.

6. The table below contains a number of qualities of speech. 

Please indicate beside each one whether you consider it to be a feature of speech most strongly associated with men or women.

	
	Men 
	Women 
	Both

	Competitive
	
	
	

	Cooperative
	
	
	

	Aggressive
	
	
	

	Tentative
	
	
	

	Chattering
	
	
	

	Emotional 
	
	
	

	Practical
	
	
	

	Many tag questions (that’s good, isn’t it?’)
	
	
	


Thank you for completing this questionnaire.

Appendix 5 – The BBC Website article

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/635295.stm)

BBC News Online: UK 
Tuesday, 8 February, 2000, 16:32 GMT 
What do men say over a pint?

By BBC News Online's Ryan Dilley 

Where can you guarantee to hear chit-chat about clothes and personal grooming, home improvements and family life? 

At a mothers' coffee morning? In the supermarket checkout queue? Well, no. 

Together with local gossip, these topics are the staple of men's conversations down the pub, according to a new survey. 

A hundred bar staff in the UK were asked to eavesdrop on discussions between male customers. 

It appears that wallpaper paste, deodorants and the relative merits of cotton and polyester mixes are far more pressing issues for men than flash cars. 

Even football debates, long thought to be the keystone of inter-male relationships, only manage mid-table respectability in the poll. 

Sex languishes at the bottom of the conversation league - dangerously close to the relegation zone. 

Mick Cooper, an expert in masculinity from Brighton University, says such findings are not wholly unexpected. 

Men's pub topics 
Local gossip 
Work 
Clothes and grooming 
Homes and DIY 
Football 
TV 
Current affairs 
Sex 
Cars 

"There is a myth that men are only interested in sex - a myth which is promoted by men's magazines." 

Mr Cooper warns that you cannot believe all you read about what occupies men's thoughts. 

"It's not surprising that on an everyday level men's concerns are actually more mundane. We are not the super-sexed beasts we're supposed to be. 

"This survey seems to reveal the soft underbelly of masculinity," reckons Mr Cooper. 

Clinical psychologist Tina Baker suggests there is another good reason sex may not figure greatly in men's bar room chatter. 

"If men talk about sex it's in a different way to women. They will discuss it jokily, relying on sexual innuendo," she says. 

It would seem that once such banter is exhausted, men are reluctant to delve further into the topic. 

"Sex is a very sensitive and individual issue. Men frequently find it difficult to discuss such serious issues and emotions, especially in somewhere like a pub among their peers." 

Oxford University's Professor Nicholas Emler, whose forthcoming book Serpent's Tongue examines why we gossip, thinks there are other forces at work in pub conversation. 

"There's always a element of self-presentation in all gossip. All of us select topics of conversation that show how competent, successful, smart and insightful we are." 

Men, it seems, are particularly adept at using discussions about work, shopping and property to showcase their achievements, triumphs and successes. 

Phil Robinson from men's magazine Loaded reckons pub conversation is just a way to let off steam. 

"The first thing men do when they start talking is gripe. Gripe about their jobs, gripe about their partners. Only when conversation runs out will they go on to cars and sex." 

Mr Robinson reckons the poor showing of sex in the survey is probably down to the age of most pub-goers. 

"Most 16-year-old will talk about sex all day, but grown men who are actually having sex find it a far less fascinating subject. 

"Men, of say 25, have careers, relationships and a whole host of other things on their minds. If you start talking about the size of women's breasts, your mates are likely to think: 'That's irrelevant to my daily grind.'" 

"What men talk about in pubs" could itself become an irrelevant topic in the not too distant future. 

Another recent survey, this time by Company magazine, found the pub has become a part of the daily routine for an increasing number of women. 

Some 50% of the London women polled said they headed for the pub after work. 

So here's a poser for the boys at the bar: are those women over there talking about us? 

� � HYPERLINK "http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/635295.stm" ��http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/635295.stm� (see Appendix 5)





