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Abstract

The Swedish gender-inclusive pronoun hen can be used generically (referring to any-

one), or specifically (referring to non-binary gender identities). Three studies tested

evaluations and use of hen, and individual-level predictors. In Study 1 (N= 2145), spe-

cific hen was slightly favoured over generic hen. In Study 2 (N = 297), hen was more

negatively evaluated than binary pronouns, and generic hen was more positively eval-

uated than specific hen. In Study 3 (N = 450), hen was less frequently used compared

to binary pronouns overall but preferred in generic contexts. Traditionalism mainly

predicted attitudes towards generic hen and beliefs about gender, as binary mainly

predicted attitudes towards specific hen, although the pattern varied across studies.

Because hen was preferred in generic contexts, but not in specific ones, this work

has implications for understanding the non-acceptance of non-binary gender identities

since the traditional binary notion of gender still is strong.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The rise of the Swedish gender-inclusive pronoun hen, or gender-

inclusive pronouns and neo-pronouns in general, is a continuation of

a long-standing linguistic evolution dating back about 50 years, where

personal pronouns have been in focus. Back then, the aim was to

replace generic he with the paired pronoun form he/she to increase

women’s inclusion and visibility in language (Silveira, 1980; Spender,

1985; Stanley, 1978). With a new attention to the broader gender

categorisation that goes beyond the traditional binary dichotomy of

women/men, the focus has again turned to pronouns and how they

can make the language more inclusive. Changing or adding pronouns

makes gender identities outside the binary linguistically visible. Among

the gender-inclusive initiatives, many pronouns have multiple mean-

ings. According to the Swedish official dictionary (SAOL, 2015), hen

can be used (a) as a generic pronoun when gender is irrelevant or

should be anonymous, and (b) as a specific pronoun referring to some-

one with a non-binary gender identity (i.e., who does not identify
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as woman or man). This is also the case for the pronoun singular

they in English (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/they).

The multiple meanings of gender-inclusive pronouns have not been

the focus of research until just recently (Bradley, 2020; Bradley et al.,

2019; Hekanaho, 2020; Lindqvist et al., 2018). The current article adds

to this growing literature by documenting how attitudes towards and

use of the Swedish gender-inclusive pronoun hen vary depending on its

meaning—that is, if it is used in a generic context, or if it refers to a spec-

ified individual with a potentially non-binary gender identity. More-

over, we test individual-level factors that could explain the variation in

attitudes and use depending on themeaning.

1.1 Gender representation in language: The role
of pronouns

In many languages, pronouns are among the most frequently used

words (Campbell & Pennebaker, 2003; Pennebaker, 2011; Zimman,

2017). Languages differ in grammatical structures and how gender is
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represented (Stahlberg et al., 2007), and especially the third-person

singular pronouns vary between languages (Siewierska, 2013). Some

languages have two different pronouns relating to women and men

(e.g., English she and he), whereas others only have one pronoun refer-

ring to everyone (e.g., Finnish hän). Pronouns are important in language

because they have a relational function, where the use of pronouns has

implications for person perception, for instance by signalling the gen-

der identity of the referent (Lindqvist et al., 2018). Pronouns have also

become away for individuals themselves to signal their gender identity

(Hekanaho, 2020).

Research on gender-fair language shows that linguistic changes can

increase inclusion and activate broader rather than narrower category

boundaries (Lindqvist et al., 2018; Sczesny et al., 2016). Previously,

gender-fair language initiatives have mainly focused on decreasing lin-

guistic androcentrism (i.e., the conflation of humanity with masculin-

ity) by either increasing linguistic salience of femininity or by neutralis-

ing the salience of gender in language altogether (Sczesny et al., 2016).

By adding feminine word-forms to masculine generics (a reform often

labelled balancing or femininisation), such as the use of he/she instead

of generic he, or adding feminine forms in occupational titles (e.g.,

Lehrer/Lehrerinnen, see Sczesny et al, 2016 for an overview), women

are made linguistically visible. However, pairing feminine/masculine

words can symbolically reinforce the notion of gender/sex as a binary

construct (Butler, 1988; Lindqvist et al., 2020;Morgenroth et al., 2020)

when the paired forms are presented as a unit highlighting the two

genders. Hence, individuals with intersex variations and/or non-binary

gender identities become invisible (Hyde et al., 2019; Lindqvist et al.,

2020). Binary pronouns could also increase stereotypes about women

and men as they draw attention to gender when talking about others

in the third person (Bigler & Leaper, 2015). Because gender is broader

than the binary categories ofwomen andmen, languages should explic-

itly acknowledge and accommodate representations of more gender

identities.

Oneway to increase the linguistic visibility of individuals beyond the

binary is to use gender-inclusive pronouns, such as singular they and ze

in English, or hen in Swedish. In some cases, the suggested pronouns

are redefinitions of already existing words (e.g., English they) whereas

others are created to represent non-binary identities (e.g., English

ze). Nonetheless, several of these pronouns have multiple meanings,

where the pronoun functions both generically and specifically (e.g.,

non-binary person reference). This is the case for Swedish hen and

English they.

Hen was implemented in the Swedish Official Dictionary in 2015

(SAOL, 2015) after an intense debate in 2012 when a children’s book

and a debate article (authored by a linguist and the publishers of the

book) was published. In the book, themain character displayed no gen-

der cues and was referred to as hen. The debate article discussed that

gendered pronouns restrict children (Milles et al., 2012). Hen was first

mentioned by a linguist scholar in the 1960s, as an alternative to the

use of generic he in Swedish (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015). How-

ever, this initiative had no impact on society and the discussion about

henwas silent until the early 2010swhennon-binary individualswithin

the LGBTQI+ community began using hen.While hen was mostly used

generically (Bäck et al., 2018), opponents mainly focused on its use as

a reference for non-binary gender identities (Ledin & Lyngfelt, 2013),

indicating that its meaning can be differently understood and evalu-

ated.

Earlier studies have shown that linguistic changes can be considered

effective. For example, hen decreased a male bias compared to other

supposedly gender-neutral words (Lindqvist et al., 2018), and partici-

pants whowere instructed to use hen in a writing task expressedmore

positive attitudes towards LGBTQI+ people (Tavitz & Pérez, 2019).

Also, paired pronouns used in reference to others activated more

binary, gender normative mental representations of the referent than

did hen (Lindqvist et al., 2021). This research field is still in its infancy,

andmore research is needed.

As pronouns rarely change, it is vital to understand attitudes to

gender-inclusive pronouns and their multiple meanings, and how they

become used in language. Much of the research on gender-fair lan-

guagehas focusedon the consequencesof gender-fair languageonper-

son perception and cognition and implies that gender-fair reforms are

beneficial (for an overview see Sczesny et al., 2016). Nonetheless, a

gender-fair language reformcanonly have beneficial consequences if it

becomes well-integrated into the language users’ ordinary vocabulary.

Here, attitudes play an important role, because resistance to gender-

fair language strategies hinders the success of their implementation

(Vergoossen et al., 2020a).

1.2 Different meanings—different resistance

Earlier research on resistance to gender-fair language reforms in the

1970s and 1980s, when the paired pronouns he/shewere suggested to

replace the generic he, showed that the opponents expressed hostility

and sexist attitudes (Blaubergs, 1980; Parks & Roberton, 1998). Some

opponents also argued that there was no need for a change, because

a generic word, such as he in this case, cannot contain a bias. Still,

research on generic he identified amale bias (Bem&Bem, 1973;Moul-

ton et al., 1978).

Similarly, when hen was introduced, about half of the Swedish pop-

ulation stated that they disliked hen and even more stated that they

never used the word (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2021). In a study about

the resistance to hen, Vergoossen et al. (2020a) documented argu-

ments against the use of hen and coded them into different dimensions.

One dimension was ‘preference for the linguistic status quo’, including

preferences of language to remain as it always has been, that change is

unnecessary, and that it is too difficult to change the language. Some

arguments related to grammar, such that the grammatical inflection

rules for hen were underdeveloped. For example, how to inflect hen

into objective or possessive forms (e.g., forms for hen that correspond

to she, her, hers). Such arguments are not surprising as most people

prefer to keep things the way they are, as suggested by the status

quobias (Eidelman&Crandall, 2012). Another dimension of arguments

against hen was ‘binary sexism and cisgenderism’ (Vergoossen, et al.,

2020a), which is related to an ideological conviction that sex/gender

is binary and consists of two mutually exclusive categories: women
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and men (Tee & Hegarty, 2006). Such arguments also included the

conviction that gender is an essential binary category, and that an indi-

vidual’s gender can be determined based on visual observations of that

person. For example, a personwho looks like awoman is assumed to be

a woman and have genitalia associated with a female gender (Ansara

& Hegarty, 2014). Arguments also included the view that even though

some individuals identify asnon-binary, theyare too few tobeacknowl-

edged by a pronoun (Vergoossen et al., 2020a).

These two dimensions of opposing the linguistic reform concern-

ing hen—the preference for the linguistic status quo, and binary sex-

ism and cisgenderism—correspond to two related, but different, over-

arching beliefs about traditionalism (Duckitt et al., 2010) and beliefs

about gender as binary (Hyde, et al., 2019; Tee & Hegarty, 2006). It

can be expected that these psychological constructs, traditionalism

and beliefs about gender as binary, map differently onto the different

meanings of hen as a generic or specific pronoun. Traditionalism should

be more strongly associated with the generic than the specific mean-

ing of hen as it indicates a general preference for stability and keeping

things the way they are, but may not (necessarily) relate to the view of

gender as non-binary consisting of more categories than women/men.

Beliefs about gender as binary represent aworldviewwhere other gen-

der identities thanwomen andmendo not exist andmight therefore be

especially important for the attitudes towards the specific meaning of

hen. In other words, the understanding of the specific meaning of hen

implies gender non-binarity, while the understanding of the generic

meaning of hen must not imply non-binarity, but rather a change in lin-

guistic forms from she and he, to hen.

In English, Bradley et al. (2019) found thatmore transcendent views

of gender were related to more positive attitudes (measured as read-

ing experiences) for the specific meaning of singular they understood

as non-binary, but were not related to attitudes towards the generic

meaning of singular they. This indicates that beliefs about gender as

binary are more strongly related to the understanding of gender-

inclusive pronouns as non-binary. One major difference between the

initiatives of singular they and hen is that hen is a novel pronoun and

hence the attitudes and use of the twomeanings of henmightwork dif-

ferently than for they. Therefore, it is informative to investigate how

speakers understand and use the pronoun hen, as it may also be useful

for similar language reforms in other languages.

1.2.1 Attitudes to gender-fair language and
behaviour

Much research in the field of gender-fair language has studied how

variations in language influence attitudes and person perceptions. For

example, women were differently evaluated when feminine forms of

professional titles were used, rather than generic masculine forms

(Formanowicz et al., 2013; Hodel et al., 2017), and mental repre-

sentations of women increased when feminine and masculine forms

were combined compared to when generic masculine forms were used

(Stahlberg et al., 2001). Such research has set the foundation for

the importance of gender-fair language. Still, relatively little research

has been devoted to exploring how gender-fair language is used. A

few studies have shown that individuals used gender-fair language

by balancing feminine and masculine words over masculine generic

forms when they had read arguments in favour of gender-fair lan-

guage (Koeser & Sczesny, 2014), were exposed to gender-fair language

(Hansen et al., 2016) Koeser et al. 2015, and when they were explic-

itly instructed to avoid masculine generics (Kuhn & Gabriel, 2014). If

gender-fair language reforms are to have any real effects, it is impor-

tant to know if and how they are spontaneously used by the population

of speakers.

The relation between attitudes and behaviour has been extensively

discussed throughout the history of psychology (Devine, 1989; Fazio

& Olson, 2003; Fazio et al., 1989; Paulhus, 1991; Schwarz & Bohner,

2001). Individuals may express negative attitudes towards something

but still refrain fromactingupon those attitudes. Social desirabilitymay

lead individuals to express attitudes that are socially accepted while

privately holding other attitudes, or individuals may display behaviour

that is inconsistent with the openly expressed attitudes (Paulhus,

1991).

Regarding languageuse, behaviour is of special importance, as a new

word must be used to have any practical relevance. For example, indi-

viduals may express positive or negative attitudes towards a new pro-

noun, but their attitudes must not correspond to whether they actu-

ally use the pronoun. Hence, even if positive consequences of gender-

fair language are found in research on, for example, mental repre-

sentations, those results are of little practical relevance if gender-fair

language is not used. In the present studies, we document the atti-

tudes towards the different meanings of hen, but also if and when hen

is used.

1.3 Present research and hypotheses

The aim of the present research was to document attitudes towards

and use of the specific and generic meaning of the Swedish pronoun

hen. In addition, we tested whether individual beliefs (i.e., tradition-

alism and beliefs about gender as binary) predicted attitudes and use

differently depending on the meaning. We combine direct and indirect

measures of attitudes, and a behavioural measure.

Study1directly assessedparticipants’ attitudes towards thegeneric

and specific meaning of hen and tested whether traditionalism and

beliefs about gender as binary predict these attitudes.

Study 2 experimentally tested how reading experiences differed for

sentences including hen or binary pronouns (he, she), with generic or

specific meanings. In this way, Study 2 provided an indirect measure

of attitudes since the participants were not directly asked to state

their attitudes towards thepronouns, but to rate how theyexperienced

the reading. Study 2 also tested whether traditionalism and beliefs

about gender as binary predicted the attitudes towards henwhen used

generically or specifically.

Study 3 experimentally tested participants’ spontaneous use of pro-

nouns by a fill in the blank task including sentences that grammati-

cally were phrased to imply generic and specific meaning. Participants

were free to choose what word to use, which means that they could

use hen or binary pronouns (i.e., she or he) or potentially other words.
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Hence, Study 3 provided information regarding if, and how often, hen

was spontaneously used in the generic and specific meaning. Study 3

also tested whether traditionalism and beliefs about gender as binary

predicted use of hen in generic and specific meaning.

The following hypotheses are formulated:

H1: Attitudes towards the generic meaning of hen are more posi-

tive (Studies 1 and 2), and hen is usedmore often in sentences

with generic than specific meaning (Study 3).

H2: Attitudes towards binary pronouns (she and he) are more

positive (Study 2), and binary pronouns are used more often

(Study 3), compared to attitudes towards and use of hen.

H3: Traditionalism is a stronger predictor of attitudes towards

and use of the generic meaning of hen compared to the spe-

cific meaning of hen (Studies 1–3).

H4: Beliefs about gender as binary is a stronger predictor of atti-

tudes towards and use of the specific meaning of hen com-

pared to the generic meaning of hen (Studies 1–3).

In Study 1, traditionalism and beliefs about gender were measured

with items relating to a preference for the linguistic status quo and cis-

genderism (Vergoossen et al., 2020a), while in Studies 2 and 3, we used

measures thatmoredirectly tapped into these concepts (traditionalism

items from the Right-WingAuthoritarianism scale; Duckitt et al., 2010;

beliefs about gender scale; Tee &Hegarty, 2006).

In all studies, we included control variables, such as age, gender and

the strength of gender identity. All these factors have been shown to

be relevant for attitudes towards hen (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015,

2021), such that women and younger individuals are more positive to

hen. The strength of gender identity has been related tomore negative

attitudes towards non-binary identities and hen and associated with

the conviction that gender is binary (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015;

Lindqvist et al., 2016;Morgenroth et al., 2020). In Study 1, we also con-

trolled for political orientation and interest in gender issues. Because

gender-fair language initiatives often are grounded in politicised social

movements that advocateminority rights andbecause aims for gender-

equality intersect with the political left-right spectrum (Jezierska &

Towns, 2018), left-wing orientation and a general interest in gender

issues have been linked to more positive attitudes to hen (Gustafsson

Sendén et al., 2015, 2021; Lindqvist et al., 2016).

Analyses were made in SPSS and STATA. The tests of hypotheses 1

and2 (comparisonofmeans)were computed in SPSS,whereas the tests

of hypotheses 3 and 4 (predicting attitudes and use) were computed in

STATA.

1.3.1 Ethical concerns

The three studies were carried out in accordance with national and

international guidelines (Swedish Research Council, 2017; APA, 2017).

In Sweden, no formal ethical approval from the Swedish Ethical Review

Authority was needed as we did not collect identifying information,

and informed consentwas required for participation. Participantswere

informed (a) about their voluntary and anonymous contribution, (b)

that they could end or withdraw their participation without stating a

reason why, (c) that the results would be presented on aggregated lev-

els only and (d) only used for research purposes. After providing this

information, participants gave their informed consent by ticking a box

confirming that they had understood and agreed with the informa-

tion. After answering the questionnaires, participants actively submit-

ted their responses to be included in the studies.

2 STUDY 1

Study 1 was a large-scale survey that directly assessed participants’

self-reported attitudes towards the generic and specific meanings of

hen and tested if individual beliefs (traditionalism and beliefs about

gender as binary) could predict the attitudes towards the different

meanings of hen.

2.1 Method

2.1.1 Participants

In total, 2145 participants (Mage = 50.27; SDage = 17.63, range: 18–87)

fluent in Swedish took part in a survey about language. The data

were collected by the survey company Enkätfabriken and drawn to be

representative of age, gender and geographical region (see Appendix

for breakdown of these variables compared to population values).

Binary gender was provided by the survey company;1 1017 (47.4%)

women, 992 (46.2%)men and 136 (6.3%) did not indicate gender. In the

questionnaire, 1945 participants indicated their preferred pronoun;

982 (46%) indicated she; 28 (1%) indicated hen; 935 (44%) indicated

he, 63 (3%) wrote something else and 137 (6%) did not respond.When

we examined the ‘something else’ responses, most turned out to be

irrelevant.2 There were high interrelations between the binary gender

data provided by the survey company, and participants’ preferred

pronouns. We chose to use the gender variable that resulted in the

least missing data, which was the one provided by the survey company.

2.1.2 Design and material

The design was a large-scale survey. The participants were invited to a

survey about language, which was part of a project to assess the atti-

tudes towards hen over time (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2021).3

The two dependent variables were attitudes towards the specific

and generic meanings of hen, measured with two single items: ‘What

is your attitude about “hen” as a pronoun for someone who does not

1 Examples are: the boss, the concerned person, doctor, the sex of the person, other, wolf, you,

etc. A few participants wrote it or variations of it (which is a Swedish third-person neuter pro-

nounmainly used for inanimate objects or animals).
2 The background datawere collected upon recruitment of new participants to the online pan-

els. Gender was assessed with a binary answer format.
3 None of the variables presented in the present article have been used in any other articles.
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TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations and correlations for all variables. Study 1,N= 2112

M (SD)

Specific

meaning

Generic

meaning

Linguistic

status quo

Cis-

genderism Left-right

Liberal-

conservative

Specific meaning 2.85 (1.48)

Generic meaning 2.73 (1.51) 0.73***

Linguistic status quo 3.26 (1.25) −0.70*** −0.76***

Cisgenderism 3.11 (1.44) −0.73*** −0.73*** 0.81***

Left-right 4.07 (1.84) −0.31*** −0.31*** 0.33*** 0.36***

Liberal-conservative 3.49 (1.44) −0.36*** −0.34*** 0.36*** 0.42*** 0.45***

Interest in gender issues 3.25 (1.73) 0.45*** 0.44*** −0.46*** −0.78*** −0.28*** −0.28***

Gender identity strength 3.15 (1.01) −0.00 0.01 0.02 0.05* 0.06* 0.07**

*p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.

identify as neither woman nor man?’ and ‘What is your attitude about

“hen” used in a generic sense, for instance instead of “he/she” or when

gender is unknown or irrelevant?’. Responses were made on a 5-point

scale (1= very negative, to 5= very positive).

The main independent variables were designed to capture the

dimensions of preference for the linguistic status quo and cisgen-

derism, found in earlier researchon resistance against hen (Vergoossen

et al., 2020a). These dimensions tap into the overarching constructs

of traditionalism and beliefs about gender as binary but are specifi-

cally related to hen. To measure the two dimensions, we formulated

three items related to the linguistic status quo (e.g., ‘There are other

neutral words, hen is not needed’, α = 0.83), and three items related

to cisgenderism (e.g., ‘There are only two biological sexes4: men and

women. Therefore, there is no need for a gender-neutral pronoun’, α
= 0.93). The formulations were inspired both on sample quotes from

Vergoossen et al.’s (2020a) study, but also on the gist of the dimensions.

For all items, see the Appendix.

The control variables were: (a) interest in gender issues (i.e., ‘How

interested are you in gender issues?’; 1=not at all to 5= verymuch), (b)

political ideology in termsof a left-right anda liberal-conservative scale

(i.e., ‘Where do you place yourself on a left-right scale?’; 1 = clearly to

the left to 7= clearly to the right, and ‘Where do you place yourself on

a liberal-conservative scale?’; 1= clearly liberal to 7= clearly conserva-

tive), and (c) gender identity strength, measured with 4 items of a ver-

sion of the collective self-esteemmeasure (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992)

adapted to gender (Lindqvist et al., 2020, e.g., ‘My gender identity is an

important part of my self-image’; 1 = do not agree to 5 = completely

agree, α= 0.75).

2.2 Results and discussion

Table 1 shows means, standard deviations and correlations for

all variables included in Study 1. There were highly significant

4 The term sex is used here because the argument is related to an idea of biological separation

between the two sexes. In Swedish, the term for gender, kön, is in fact the same as the term for

sex.

correlations among all main variables of interest (rs = 0.73–

0.83).

To test H1 that attitudes towards the generic meaning of henwould

be more positive compared to the specific meaning of hen, a paired

samples t-test was conducted. In contrast to the hypothesis, partici-

pants were slightly more negative towards the generic meaning of hen

(M = 2.73, SD = 1.51) than the specific meaning of hen (M = 2.85,

SD = 1.48), t(2010) = 4,87, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.08. Because of

the large sample size and small effect size, the difference between the

two may be negligible. The high correlation and small effect size could

be based on a desire to appear coherent (Schwarz, 2007; Schwarz &

Bohner, 2001) and therefore respond as similarly as possible to these

direct questions on attitudes towards hen.

To test H3 and H4 that traditionalism and beliefs about gender as

binary were differentially related to attitudes towards the generic and

specific meanings of hen, we ran a hierarchical multivariate multiple

regression analysis, which allowed us to test the strength of specific

predictors across outcomes. This is achieved through aWald-test with

an F-distribution between the unconstrained coefficients (StataCorp.,

2013).

In Step 1, we included the control variables, and in Step 2, the main

independent variables. The results are shown in Table 2 where beta

weights are presented.

Variance inflation factor (VIF)wasused toassess potential collinear-

ity issues. TheVIF indicates howmuch variance of an estimated regres-

sion coefficient is increased due to collinearity. The square root of the

VIF indicates how much larger the standard error of the coefficient

is compared to if the variable had 0 correlation with other variables.

Even though there is no agreed-upon cut-off for VIF indicative of mul-

ticollinearity problems, a common cut-off is a VIF of 5 (Sheater, 2009).

In the present study, VIFs did not indicate anymajor collinearity issues.

The highest VIF was found for the dimensions of cisgenderism (3.16),

and linguistic status quo (3.07). VIF for theother predictors varied from

1.01 to 1.38.

In Step 1, all background variables except gender identity strength

predicted the attitudes towards both the specific and generic

meanings of hen, and the coefficients were almost identical. The
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TABLE 2 Hierarchical multivariate multiple regression analysis
predicting attitudes towards generic and specific meanings of hen.
Study 1,N= 2112

Generic meaning Specific meaning

Step 1 Age −0.19*** −0.16***

Gender 0.11*** 0.11***

Gender interest 0.30*** 0.31***

Left-right −0.14*** −0.11***

Liberal-conservative −0.17*** −0.20***

Gender identity

strength

−0.01 0.01

Adj. R2 = 0.30*** Adj. R2= 0.30***

Step 2

Age −0.04** −0.02

Gender (0=woman,

1=man)

0.03* 0.04**

Gender interest 0.06*** 0.09***

Left-right −0.03 −0.01

Liberal-conservative −0.02 −0.05**

Gender identity

strength

0.02 0.02

Cisgenderism −0.29*** −0.45***

Linguistic status quo −0.46*** −0.26***

ΔR2 = 0.32*** ΔR2 = 0.28***

Adj. R2= 0.62*** Adj. R2= 0.58***

Note: gender is here included as a binary variable, and coded 0 = man,

1=woman.

*p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.

explained variance was 0.30 for both outcomes. In Step 2, when

preference for linguistic status quo and cisgenderism were added, the

predictors in Step 1 became weaker or non-significant. As can be seen

in Table 2, the explained variance increased substantially, by about

0.30 for both outcomes, indicating that underlying beliefs were strong

predictors of directly assessed attitudes.

To test H3 andH4 that traditionalismwould be a stronger predictor

of attitudes towards the generic meaning of hen than the specific

meaning of hen, and that beliefs about gender as binary would be a

stronger predictor of attitudes towards the specific meaning of hen

than to the generic meaning of hen, we compared the coefficients for

these variables across the outcomes, using an F-test. This test shows

if the coefficients are equal or if they significantly differ (StataCorp.,

2013). In support of H3 and H4, the coefficient for the predictor

preference for linguistic status quo was significantly stronger for

attitudes towards the generic meaning than the specific meaning

of hen, F(1,1980) = 54.09, p < .001, and cisgenderism was a signifi-

cantly stronger predictor of attitudes towards the specific meaning

of hen than the generic meaning of hen, F(1,1980) = 24.18, p < .001.

Hypotheses 3 and 4were therefore supported.

Underlying beliefs about traditionalism and gender as binary, here

measured as a preference for the linguistic status quo and cisgen-

derism, both predicted attitudes towards both types of meaning.

Nonetheless, traditionalism was a stronger predictor of attitudes

towards generic rather than the specific meaning of hen. Conversely,

beliefs about gender were a stronger predictor of attitudes towards

specific than generic hen, indicating that these individual factors are

differentially related to attitudes towards the different meanings of

hen.

In this study, both main independent variables were related to atti-

tudes towards hen. Thus, it is not surprising that they were related

to the outcomes, as there were strong correlations between both the

attitudinal and individual belief measures (rs = 0.70–0.81). Therefore,

Study 2 tested more general measures of traditionalism and beliefs

about gender as binary. We also extended Study 1 by using indirect

measures of reading experience to assess attitudes towards the differ-

ent meanings of hen.

3 STUDY 2

In Study 2, attitudes towards hen were measured indirectly by asking

participants to read and evaluate sentences including pronouns used

in either a specific or generic meaning. The sentences included hen

or binary pronouns (he and she). Hence, we could test if attitudes

towards the generic meaning of hen would bemore positive compared

to the specific meaning of hen (H1) and if attitudes towards binary

pronouns would be more positive compared to attitudes towards hen

(H2).

Participants read the sentences presented to them and rated each

sentence on grammaticality, reading difficulty and two indicators of

negative valence. These different evaluations tap into different aspects

of resistance against hen, which in turn should be differently related to

individual-level predictors andmay vary between sentences that imply

generic and specific hen. We also assessed if traditionalism and beliefs

about gender as binary differently predicted the outcomes, as stated in

H3 andH4.

3.1 Method

3.1.1 Participants

In total, 297 Swedish participants (Mage= 48.40, SDage = 17.15;

range = 19–89) completed the study. As in Study 1, they were sam-

pled by Enkätfabriken to be representative based on age, gender and

geographical region (seeAppendix). Binary genderwas provided by the

survey company; 145 (48.8%) women, 148 (49.8%) men and 4 (1.3%)

missing. Participants also indicated their gender identity with an open-

ended question (Lindqvist et al., 2020). Almost all participants (except

five) wrote binary responses in line with the gender provided by the

survey company.5

5 Two participants who stated that they preferred she as their pronoun were categorised as

men by the survey company’s background data, and three participants who preferred he as

their pronounwere categorised as women.
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3.1.2 Design and material

The experiment was a 2 (meaning: generic/specific) × 2 (pronoun:

hen/binary) within-participant factorial design with three outcomes

measuring grammaticality, reading difficulty and negative valence of

the sentences. The stimuli material consisted of 12 sentences with two

clauses. The first clause presented an occupational role noun (indicat-

ing generic meaning) or a name (indicating specific meaning), and the

second subordinate clause presented a pronoun (either a binary pro-

nounor hen). Thenameswereprototypically feminine (e.g., Anna),mas-

culine (e.g., Fredrik) or gender-neutral (e.g., Lex). Examples of sentences

were:

Generic meaning: When a train attendant [nurse, pilot]

is sick, hen [he/she] should not go to work.6

Specificmeaning:Anna [Fredrik, Lex] tookanap, she [he,

hen] was really tired.7

Occupational role nouns in indefinite forms were used to indicate

generic meaning whereas personal names were used to indicate spe-

cific meaning, as done in previous research (Bradley, 2020; Hekanaho,

2020).Namesactivate the interpretationof a specific person toa larger

extent than do role nouns (Conrod, 2019). There were three sentences

in each combination of meaning and pronoun (i.e., for each condition),

hence, 12 target sentences in total.Wealso included six filler sentences

(see Appendix for all sentences), ending upwith 18 sentences in total.

The outcome variables were introduced with one question that

read: ‘The language in the sentence. . . ’ followed by statements in a

matrix format: ‘is grammatically correct’, ‘is difficult to read’, ‘makes

me irritated’, ‘is ugly’. Each statement was rated on a 7-point scale

from 1 = do not agree at all to 7 = completely agree. Irritated and

ugly yielded almost identical results and were strongly correlated

(rs= 0.73–0.80) andwere therefore collapsed into one negative valence

index. Mean indices were computed for the three sentences in each

condition such that we arrived at three average indices of grammati-

cality, reading difficulty and negative valence.

Traditionalism was operationalised with five items sampled from

varying measures of the Right-Wing Authoritarian Subscale Tradition-

alism (Bizumic&Duckitt, 2018;Duckitt et al., 2010; e.g., ‘It is important

to keep traditional values andmoral’, response scale: 1= not at all true

to 7= completely true; α= 0.76).

Beliefs about gender as binary were operationalised with eight

items from the gender beliefs scale (Tee & Hegarty, 2006; e.g., ‘There

areonly twogenders,manandwoman’, response scale: 1=donot agree

at all to 7= completely agree, α= 0.89).

Control variables were age, binary gender and gender identity

strength (measured as in Study 1, α= 0.77).

6 Given that the deviation was so small, we decided to use the background data provided by

the survey company in our analyses, since this resulted in the least number of missing values.

There were no non-binary responses.
7 We did not have anymismatched sentences such as Anna–he, or Fredrik–she.

Each sentence was presented on a separate page in the survey and

after reading each sentence participants rated grammaticality, reading

difficulty, irritation, and ugliness of the sentence. After completing the

ratings, participants responded to background questions including the

two belief scales. Finally, they were thanked and debriefed about the

purpose of the study.

3.2 Results and discussion

Table 3 shows correlations for the main dependent and independent

variables in Study 2 within each condition. A full correlation table

is found in the Appendix. Correlations between attitudes towards

the specific and generic meaning of hen varied across the out-

come measures from 0.44 to 0.76, all ps < .001. The correlation

between traditionalism and beliefs about gender as binary was 0.56,

p< .001.

To test H1 that the attitudes towards the generic meaning of hen

should bemore positive than towards the specificmeaning andH2 that

attitudes towards binary pronouns should be more positive than atti-

tudes towards hen, we ran three separate repeatedmeasures 2 (mean-

ing: generic/specific) × 2 (pronoun: hen/binary) ANOVAs, one for each

dependent variable (grammaticality, reading difficulty and negative

valence). The F-test results are shown in Table 4.

There were significant main effects of pronoun, where hen was

rated more negatively overall compared to binary pronouns on gram-

maticality (Mhen = 4.85, SD = 1.66;Mbinary= 5.84; SD = 1.19), reading

difficulty (Mhen = 2.18, SD= 1.42;Mbinary = 1.80, SD= 1.00) and nega-

tive valence (Mhen = 3.26, SD = 1.82;Mbinary = 2.01, SD = 1.04). These

results supportH2 that binary pronouns in general would bemore pos-

itively evaluated.

Therewerealsomaineffects ofmeaning,where thegenericmeaning

was rated more positively than the specific meaning for all outcomes:

grammaticality (Mgeneric = 5.74, SD = 1.30;Mspecific= 4.93, SD = 1.47),

reading difficulty (Mgeneric =1.93, SD=1.08;Mspecific=2.04, SD=1.32)

and negative valence (Mgeneric = 2.45, SD = 1.20; Mspecific = 2.80,

SD= 1.32).

The main effects were qualified by significant interaction effects

(see Figures 1–3). For sentences including hen, follow-uppairwise com-

parisons with paired t-tests showed that hen used in sentences with

generic meaning was rated more positively than hen used in sentences

with specific meaning. Sentences with generic hen were rated as more

grammatically correct, t(295) = 11.00, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.51

(Mgeneric = 5.53, SD = 1.72; Mspecific = 4.18, SD = 2.18), less difficult

to read, t(288) = −4.87, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.28 (Mgeneric = 2.34,

SD=1.63;Mspecific=2.03; SD=1.42) and evoked less negative valence,

t(284) = −9.35, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.55 (Mgeneric = 2.89, SD = 1.89;

Mspecific = 3.65, SD = 2.00) compared to sentences with the specific

meaning of hen.

For sentences including binary pronouns, the only significant dif-

ference was in evaluations of grammaticality, t(296) = 3.18, p = .002,

Cohen’s d = 0.19. Sentences with the generic use of binary pro-

nouns were rated as slightly more grammatically correct (M = 5.97,
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F IGURE 1 Mean ratings for grammaticality, split on pronoun and
meaning conditions. Error bars show 95% confidence intervals

F IGURE 2 Mean ratings for reading difficulty, split on pronoun
andmeaning conditions. Error bars show 95% confidence intervals

SD= 1.31), compared to the specific use of binary pronouns (M= 5.71,

SD = 1.43). Follow-up comparisons for reading difficulty and negative

valence did not differ (ts(286) = 1.30 and 1.10, ps > .05, respectively).

All pair-wise comparisons for binary pronouns can be found in the

Appendix.

In sum, for all outcome variables, the results supportedH1 that atti-

tudes towards the generic meaning of hen were more positive com-

pared to attitudes towards the specific meaning of hen. In addition, it

F IGURE 3 Mean ratings for negative valence, split on pronoun
andmeaning conditions. Error bars show 95% confidence intervals
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TABLE 4 F-values and effect size estimates for repeatedmeasures ANOVAs for the three dependent variables, for main effects of conditions
and their interaction. Study 2,N= 297

Grammaticality Reading difficulty Negative valence

F 𝜂2p F 𝜂2p F 𝜂2p

Pronoun condition (hen/binary) 114.59*** 0.28 7.36** 0.03 139.16*** 0.33

Meaning (generic/specific) 127.57*** 0.30 28.50*** 0.09 42.93*** 0.13

Interaction 58.42*** 0.17 17.13*** 0.06 54.98*** 0.16

Note. F-values fromwithin-subjects effects using Huynh–Feldts correction.N= 297.

***p< .01, ***p< .001.

TABLE 5 Hierarchical multivariate multiple regression analyses predicting grammaticality, reading difficulty and the valence of generic and
specific hen. Study 2,N= 297

Grammaticality Reading difficulty Negative Valence

Generic Specific Generic Specific Generic Specific

Step 1 Age −0.10 −0.23*** −0.01 0.01 0.06 0.02

Gender 0.09 0.09 −0.10 −0.07 −0.21*** −0.17**

Gender id

strength

0.08 0.09 −0.17** 0.09 0.05 0.12*

Adj. R2= 0.01 Adj. R2= 0.05*** Adj. R2= 0.03* Adj. R2= 0.00 Adj. R2= 0.04* Adj. R2= 0.04*

Step 2 Age −0.03 −0.22*** −0.06 −0.2 −0.05 −0.07

Gender 0.01 0.03 −0.00 −0.02 −0.05 −0.03

Gender id

strength

0.11* 0.04 −0.20*** −0.11 −-0.00 0.07

Traditionalism −0.20** 0.06 0.22** 0.07 0.30*** 0.18**

Beliefs about

gender as

binary

−0.14 −0.21*** 0.15* 0.14 0.30*** 0.33***

ΔR2 = 0.07*** ΔR2 = 0.03** ΔR2 = 0.08*** ΔR2 = 0.02* ΔR2 = 0.23*** ΔR2 = 0.16***

Adj. R2= 0.08*** Adj. R2= 0.08** Adj. R2= 0.11*** Adj. R2= 0.02* Adj. R2= 0.27*** Adj. R2= 0.20***

Note: gender here is included as a binary variable, and coded 0=man, 1=woman.

*p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.

should be noted that the ratings for reading difficultywere overall very

low, indicating that reading sentences with hen, regardless of the type

of meaning, is not difficult.

To test H3 and H4, that traditionalism would be a stronger pre-

dictor of attitudes towards the generic meaning of hen than the spe-

cific meaning, and that beliefs about gender as binary would be a

stronger predictor of attitudes towards the specific meaning of hen

than the generic, we ran three separate hierarchical multivariate mul-

tiple regression analyses, one for each dependent variable (grammat-

icality, reading difficulty and negative valence) including both generic

and specific meanings of hen. Again, the multivariate approach allows

for comparing the strength of individual predictors across outcomes.

Step 1 included age, binary gender and gender identity strength. Step

2 added traditionalism and beliefs about gender as binary. VIFs indi-

cated no problems with multicollinearity (1.00–1.59). The results are

summarised in Table 5, where beta weights are presented.

In Step 1, there were fairly weak and inconsistent effects of the

background variables, as can be seen in Table 5. Step 2 included both

belief variables (traditionalism and beliefs about gender as binary) and

increased the explained variance significantly for all outcomes. How-

ever, theaddedexplainedvariancewas low forbothgrammaticality rat-

ings and reading difficulty (0.02–0.08), while the added explained vari-

anceof traditionalismandbeliefs about gender asbinarywasmore sub-

stantial for negative valence (0.20–0.27).

In supportofH3, traditionalismwasa strongerpredictorof attitudes

to the generic meaning of hen compared to the specific meaning for all

outcome variables (grammaticality, F(1,279) = 9.24, p = .002; reading

difficulty, F(1,272) = 7.15, p = .008; negative valence F(1,268) = 5.20,

p= .02). Traditionalism predicted ratings of sentences with the generic

meaning of hen for all outcome variables. Yet, traditionalism also pre-

dicted ratings of negative valence for the sentences with the specific

meaning of hen.

In contrast to H4, the coefficients for beliefs about gender as binary

did not differ across any of the outcome variables (grammaticality,

F(1,279)=1.92, p= .17; reading difficulty, F(1,272)=0.33, p= .56; neg-

ative valence, F(1,268) = 0.40, p = .53). Beliefs about gender as binary
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predicted the ratings of sentences with the specific meaning of hen on

grammaticality and negative valence, but the coefficients were equally

strong for sentences with the generic meaning of hen.

Even though themodel fit significantly improved in Step2 compared

to Step 1, the explained variance for both grammaticality and reading

difficulty was fairly low indicating that for perceptions of such ‘objec-

tive’ properties of sentences, individual-level variables related to tradi-

tionalism and beliefs about gender as binary were not that important.

However, such featureswere strongly related to negative valence. This

imbalance is important because it indicates that resistance to hen is

mainly based on emotional or affective grounds, and less on ‘rational’

or objective grounds, such as actual problems in processing the content

of a sentence. This aligns with results from eye-tracking (Vergoossen

et al., 2020b), where hen did not have a relevant processing cost in

reading. Still, hen seems to evoke negativity.

Attitudes towards a word do not solely decide how the word

becomes adopted by the language users. Rather, the crucial part is how

the word is used. In the third study, we therefore test how individuals

spontaneously use the Swedish pronoun hen—to refer to specific indi-

viduals, indicative of a non-binary gender identity, and/or as a generic

pronoun. To do this, we created sentences like those used in Study 2,

butwithmissing pronouns,where theparticipants’ taskwas to fill in the

blank spaces (i.e., a cloze test; Hyde, 1984; Martyna, 1980; Hekanaho,

2020).

4 STUDY 3

Studies 1 and2 tested attitudes towards the generic and specificmean-

ings of hen. In Study 3, we tested behaviour in terms of spontaneous

use of pronouns in a set-up where participants were free to fill in the

blanks in sentences where a place for a pronoun was missing. The sen-

tences included either generic or specific references. Past studies have

shown that at least half of the Swedish language speakers claim that

they use hen (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2021), yet we do not know in

what contexts they use hen, nor if self-reported use aligns with actual

use. We predicted that hen would be more common in sentences with

generic than specific meaning (H1), and that binary pronouns (i.e., he

or she) would be usedmore often than hen (H2).We also hypothesised

that traditionalism would predict the generic use of hen more strongly

than beliefs about gender as binary (H3), whereas beliefs about gender

as binary would predict the specific use of hen more strongly than tra-

ditionalism (H4).

4.1 Method

4.1.1 Participants

Participants (N = 450;Mage= 48, SDage= 18, range: 18–90), recruited

by the survey company Enkätfabriken, completed an online experi-

ment. The sample was drawn randomly to be the representative of

age, gender and geographical region (see the Appendix). As previously,

the survey company provided binary gender; 239 (53.1%) women, 204

(45.3%) men and 7 (1.6%) missing. Participants also indicated gender

identity with an open-ended question and six participants responded

something other than binary gender.8 Again, the binary background

data were used given the small deviation.

4.1.2 Design and materials

Study 3 was a within-participant experimental design with two condi-

tions (meaning: generic/specific). Participants were presented with 12

sentences in randomised order, one at a time, where the pronoun in the

sentence was missing, and they were instructed to fill in ‘the word you

think is missing’ (to capture spontaneous use, we deliberately did not

write ‘the pronoun that is missing’).

The sentences varied with respect to specific or generic references,

such that three were generic and three were specific; the remaining

six sentences were fillers referring to objects or animals rather than

humans (see Appendix). As in Study 2, the specific meaning was opera-

tionalised as naming the referentwith a first name (e.g., Lex, Pim, Alex;9

in total, nine nameswere used in randomised order). Generic reference

was operationalised as using a role noun (in indefinite form) varying

in gender stereotypicality (e.g., pilot, receptionist, etc.; in total, six role

nouns were used in randomised order). An indefinite form means that

the role noun refers to a general category. Examples of sentences are:

Specific: Lex [Lo, Pim] took a nap, ______ was really tired.

Generic: When a train attendant [receptionist, pilot] is

sick, _______ should not go to work.

Participants were first informed about the study and ethical con-

cerns and required to provide informed consent. After completing the

fill in the blanks task, participants responded to background questions

including the belief scales. They were thanked and debriefed about the

purpose of the study.

4.1.3 Measures

Hen use: The main dependent variable was whether participants spon-

taneously used or did not use hen in sentences with generic or specific

meaning. Therewere three sentences in each condition so that a partic-

ipant could use hen 0–3 times (and vice versa for binary pronouns).We

recoded this into a dichotomous variable so that if a participant used

hen at least once, this was coded as 1, and no use of hen was coded

as 0.

8 Four participants responded non-binary, one participant responded ‘cis’ but did not indicate

gender, and two participants did not give any response.
9 We only used gender-neutral names, as we expected that no participants would associate a

traditionally binary-gendered namewith hen.
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TABLE 6 Frequencies of sentences including hen, binary pronouns
or other words, divided on condition (generic/specific) and total. Study
3,N= 450

Meaning Hen Binary Other Total

Generic 655 (49%) 240 (18%) 455 (33%) 1350

Specific 268 (20%) 864 (65%) 207 (15%) 1339

Total 923 (34%) 1104 (41%) 662 (25%) 2689

TABLE 7 Means, standard deviations and correlations for the
main dependent and independent variables. Study 3,N= 450

M (SD)

Tradition-

alism

Beliefs

about

gender

Specific

hen

Traditionalism 3.36 (0.98)

Beliefs about

gender as

binary

3.75 (1.56) 0.46***

Specific hen (0/1) −0.11** −0.27***

Generic hen (0/1) −0.18*** −0.30*** 0.38***

**p< .01, ***p< .001.

Binary pronouns use was included to test Hypothesis 2. Any occur-

rence of a binary pronoun (she, he or paired pronouns he/she, or any

variation of these)10 was coded as 1, whereas a lack of binary pronouns

was coded as 0.

Traditionalism (α = 0.75), beliefs about gender as binary (α = 0.89)

and gender identity strength (α = 0.76) were measured with the same

instruments as in Study 2.

4.2 Results and discussion

Table 6 include descriptive statistics of the total number of sentences

that were generated by the participants, split on condition and what

type of pronoun was used. In total, 2689 complete sentences were

generated (i.e., 11 responses were not complete sentences and hence

not included in the analyses). Hen was used in 34% of the sentences,

and binary pronouns were used in 41% of the sentences. Yet, pronoun

use varied strongly between conditions, such that in sentences with

generic meaning, hen was most frequently used (49%), while in sen-

tences with specific meaning, binary pronouns were most frequently

used (65%).

Earlier research shows that about 50% of the Swedish population

claim to use hen at some point (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2021), but we

see here that use is heavily dependent upon the type ofmeaning. In the

following analyses, we have not included the ‘other’ category.

Table 7 showsmeans and standard deviations for themain indepen-

dent variables, as well as correlations (Spearman’s rank-order correla-

10 We included writings such as ‘his mother’, for example, ‘Kim raked the leaves, because his

mother wanted the garden to look pretty’, because in this writing, the participant has referred

to Kim as ‘he’.

TABLE 8 Distribution of hen-users and non-users across generic
and specific sentences. Study 3,N= 450

Specific meaning

Non-user User

Generic meaning Non-user 161 19

User 145 125

tion) between thesevariables and thedifferent usesof hen.Due tonon-

independence between the use of hen and binary pronouns, the only

use of hen is included in the table.

As can be seen in Table 7, higher traditionalism and stronger beliefs

about gender as binary were related to less use of hen, regardless of

meaning.

To testH1, that henwould beused in the genericmeaningmore than

in the specific meaning, we ran a McNemar test, which showed that

there was a significant difference between the use of hen in generic as

compared to specific sentences, χ2 = 95.27, p < .001. The distribution

of users and non-users split on generic and specific meaning is shown

in Table 8.

To test H2, that binary pronouns would be used more often than

hen, regardless ofmeaning,we used a χ2 test of equality of distribution.
Because the use of hen and binary pronouns are non-independent on

an individual level, we used the total number of sentences generated,

and compared the number of sentences including hen (923) against the

number of sentences including binary pronouns (1104), see Table 6.

The results showed that there were significantly more sentences gen-

erated with binary pronouns compared to sentences generated with

hen, χ2 (1,2027)= 16.16, p< .001. Hence, H2was supported.

Taken together, these results imply that henwas themost frequently

used pronoun in sentences with the generic meaning. This is note-

worthy, because, despite the negative attitudes towards hen, hen was

spontaneously used in almost half of the generic sentences, in line

with previous research on self-reported use (Gustafsson Sendén et al.,

2021). This result also alignswith Study 2, where the attitudes towards

the generic meaning of hen was more positive compared to the spe-

cific meaning, but it contrasts to Study 1, where attitudes towards

the generic and specific meanings did not differ substantially. In con-

trast, participants did not use hen to the same extent in the spe-

cific sentences—which could be understood as representing a non-

binary gender identity, although thenamesweredeliberately chosen to

encourage non-binary associations. This could reflect a general resis-

tance against non-binarity.

To test H3, that traditionalism would be a stronger predictor of use

of hen in sentences with the generic meaning, and H4, that beliefs

about gender as binary would be a stronger predictor of use of hen

in sentences with the specific meaning, we ran a multiple bivariate

probit regression model with the dichotomous outcome variables use

and non-use of hen (coded 1 for use and 0 for non-use) in sentences

with generic and specific meaning. The bivariate probit model is a

joint model for two dichotomous outcome variables, using maximum-

likelihood estimation.
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TABLE 9 Bivariate probit regression analysis predicting specific
and generic use of hen (coded 0 and 1). Study 3,N= 450

Generic Specific

Model 1 Age 0.004 −0.002

Gender 0.31* 0.39**

Gender identity

strength

−0.04 −0.10*

LR χ2= 7.47 LR χ2= 14.99**

Pseudo R2 = 0.01 Pseudo R2 = 0.03

Model 2

Age 0.01 −0.002

Gender 0.10 0.18

Gender identity

strength

0.003 0.08

Traditionalism −0.09 0.06

Beliefs about

gender as

binary

−0.23*** −0.25***

LR χ2= 46.09*** LR χ2= 40.53***

Pseudo R2= 0.08 Pseudo R2 = 0.07

Note: gender is here included as a binary variable, and coded 0 = man,

1=woman.

*p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.

Model 1 included age, binary gender and gender identity strength.

Model 2 added traditionalismandbeliefs about gender asbinary.Again,

VIFs indicated no problemswithmulticollinearity, ranging from1.00 to

1.33. The results are shown in Table 9, where probit regression coeffi-

cients arepresented. The coefficients indicate the change in the z-score

index for a one-unit change in the predictor, and the sign of coefficient

indicates the direction of the relationship.

Table 9 shows that in Model 1, age was unrelated to hen use, while

women more frequently than men used hen. There was a weak effect

that stronger identification with one’s gender was related to less use

of hen in sentences with specific meaning. However, these effects dis-

appeared in Model 2 when adding the belief predictors to the model.

Model fit improved from Model 1 to Model 2 for both outcome vari-

ables, although the explained variance was relatively low.

Beliefs about gender as binary were the strongest predictor of use

of hen regardless of meaning, such that stronger beliefs that gender

is a fixed and binary category were associated with less use of hen.

Again, the multivariate approach allowed us to test differences in the

coefficients between the outcomes using a χ2-distribution due to the

maximum-likelihood estimation of the probit approach. These tests

revealed no significant difference in coefficient size between either

traditionalism or beliefs about gender as binary between the two out-

comes (χ2 = 3.38, p = .07 for traditionalism, and χ2 = 0.07, p = 0.80

for beliefs about gender as binary). Thus, H3, that traditionalismwould

predict the use of hen in sentences with generic meaning of hen, was

not supported. H4, that beliefs about gender as binary would predict

the use of hen in sentences with specific meaning, was partially sup-

ported. Beliefs about gender as binary also predicted the use of hen

in sentences with generic meaning. This means that when it comes to

using hen, beliefs about gender as binary seem to be more important

than for the attitudes. One possible explanation is that even though

role nouns with indefinite articles were used as an indicator of the

generic use of hen, participants may have interpreted hen as non-

binary also in these instances. That is, a train attendant may be a non-

binary individual. Still, this is unlikely sincehenwas spontaneously used

more frequently in the generic sentences with role noun referents.

The explained variance in both models was relatively low, indicat-

ing that other variables may better explain why individuals choose to

use hen or not. For instance, how often they encounter hen in their

daily lives (e.g., in reading newspapers, interacting with friends, know-

ing people who use hen as their pronoun). Language competence, that

is, the capacity to produce language in different ways, also differs

between individuals as well as perceptions of authorities’ recommen-

dations of use. While hen has become increasingly used as a generic

pronoun (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2021), it is still relatively rare as

a pronoun denoting non-binary gender identity. One reason is that

binary gender identities are of coursemore common.

These results are important because they highlight the complicated

relation between attitudes and behaviour, where the directly mea-

sured attitudes in Study 1 and the valence variable in Study 2 were

more strongly predicted by the individual-level factors.

5 GENERAL DISCUSSION

In three studies, we documented attitudes towards and use of the new

Swedish pronoun hen, in its generic and specific meaning. First, we

tested if attitudes towards hen, and spontaneous use of hen, differed

depending on the meaning. Second, we tested if individual-level vari-

ables differently predicted the attitudes anduse in the generic and spe-

cific meaning.

We found that even though attitudes towards and use of hen in both

the generic and specific meaning are to some extent related, they are

also different. When directly asked about attitudes towards hen, the

difference between attitudes towards the generic and specific mean-

ing of hen were fairly equal. However, when these attitudes weremea-

sured indirectly, the attitudes towards the specific meaning of hen

weremore negative compared to the generic meaning of hen.

Results from Study 2, where participants rated sentences with pro-

nouns in the specific and generic meaning, indicated that resistance

towards hen mainly was affectional – negative valence was higher for

sentences with hen compared to sentences with binary pronouns, but

especially for sentences with the specific meaning of hen. Yet, gram-

maticality and especially reading difficulty revealed that hen is both

perceived as grammatically correct and not that hard to read, which

aligns with eye-tracking studies showing that hen had a negligible pro-

cessing cost (Vergoossen et al., 2020b). Grammaticality and reading

difficulty tap into the cognitive aspects of attitudes, while negative

valence is related to affect. Hence,whendirectly asked about their atti-

tude, peoplemay base their response on affect.
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Pronouns belong to the category of closedwords, which derive their

meaning from context (Chung & Pennebaker, 2016; Newman, 1997).

Because of this, pronouns are often claimed to be difficult to change.

The present study shows that hen seems to have changed the Swedish

language, in terms of both attitudes and use, at least for the generic

form. Since our present research shows that the most-used generic

Swedish pronoun is hen, we feel safe to say that Swedish now in prac-

tice contains three parallel pronouns that are known to and used by the

average Swedish speaker.

5.1 The specific non-binary meaning of hen

The specific meaning of hen seems to face more difficulties than the

generic meaning, in terms of both attitudes and use. Similar results

have been found for singular they in English, which was preferred over

binary pronoun pairs in generic contexts, but disliked in specific con-

texts (Hekanaho, 2020). However, singular they has historically been

used as a generic pronoun, and the preference of they in generic con-

texts may simply be a consequence of that, rather than a dislike of

non-binarity. Still, given the overlapwith the results of the present arti-

cle, it seems unlikely that the historical remnants are solely responsi-

ble for this difference in preferences across contexts. Both our find-

ings and those using they as target (Bradley, 2020; Bradley et al., 2019;

Hekanaho, 2020) imply that the specific use of a pronoun with multi-

ple meanings, which is related to the understanding of the referent as

non-binary, is what individuals resist. This could indicate a certain form

of transphobia. Following this, previous research shows that individu-

als highly invested in their binary gender identity have stronger beliefs

about gender as binary, are prejudiced against non-binary individuals

and display negative attitudes towards the pronoun hen (Morgenroth

et al., 2020).

When evaluating sentences with different meanings of hen, sen-

tences with the specific meaning were seen as less grammatically cor-

rect, more difficult to read and elicited more negative valence com-

pared to sentences with hen in the generic meaning, although the low

values on these scales indicated that hen might not be particularly

problematic. Even for the specific meaning of hen, the grammaticality

ratings were just above the midpoint of the scale, while both reading

difficulty and the negative valence were generally low. These results

align with British findings on similar pronouns (Bradley, 2020; Bradley

et al., 2019; Hekanaho, 2020).

5.2 Beliefs about gender as binary and linguistic
motives

In line with the types of convictions that the different meanings of

hen challenge, the predictors for attitudes towards and use of the

generic and specific meaning of hen differed. Even though tradition-

alism and beliefs about gender as a binary category were correlated,

they predicted attitudes to and use of hen in the generic and specific

meaning differently. Traditionalism was in general a better predictor

for attitudes towards the generic meaning, whereas beliefs about gen-

der as a binary category were a better predictor for attitudes towards

the specific meaning. We argue that the specific meaning of hen chal-

lenges binary gender ideological convictions, while the generic mean-

ing of hen mainly challenges traditional views, including a preference

for the linguistic status quo. These results were clearest for directly

measured attitudes. For behaviour, beliefs about gender as binary was

the strongest predictor for using hen, regardless of meaning. Thus, the

most important impediment to hen’s adoption by Swedish language

users seems to be beliefs about gender as a binary category, imply-

ing that societal views of gender must change. Hen could be one way

to achieve this, since hen has the potential to challenge the common

notionof gender as abinary category (Lindqvist et al., 2021). In compar-

ison to when generic he was replaced with the paired pronoun he/she,

the implementation of non-binary pronouns has larger consequences

on individuals’ worldview, as gender-inclusive pronouns add a gender

category to what many people for a long time have thought of as a

binary, which affect attitudes to LGBTQI+ individuals (Tavitz & Perez,

2019).

The patterns for the individual predictors were not entirely clear,

however, and not consistent throughout the studies. It is possible that

participants have difficulty in separating their attitudes towards the

different meanings. For instance, the fact that hen has multiple mean-

ings is something theymight not have reflected on previously. Another

factor that may contribute to variations across the studies is to what

extent the measures are related to language. In Study 1, both the out-

come measures (attitudes to generic/specific hen) and the predictors

(cisgenderism and linguistic status quo) were related to language and

to hen. In Study 2, however, we measured attitudes to hen indirectly

and the predictors (beliefs about gender as binary and traditionalism)

were unrelated to language. This may have accounted for the weaker

effects found in Study 2. It is also possible that this change in variables

shows a truer picture of how the predictors are related to the out-

comes. In Study 2, it was clearer that beliefs about gender were less

related to outcomes concerning the linguistic status quo, such as gram-

maticality and reading difficulty. When it comes to negative valence as

an outcome variable, the pattern of the predictors is more in line with

Study 1, that is, both traditionalism and belief about gender as binary

predicted negative valence, but as in Study 1, they did so to different

degrees. Finally, Study 3 highlights the importance of further exploring

spontaneous use of gender-fair language, and what predictors may be

of relevance, as the results from Study 3 differed from Studies 1 and 2.

Important to note is that while traditionalism and beliefs about gen-

der as binary could be seen as separate constructs, they are also closely

related. Traditionalism implies a preference for stability and resistance

against change, which also implies that individuals high in traditional-

ism may oppose a more fluid and diverse view of gender that departs

from the traditional binary view.

5.3 Limitations and future directions

In the present studies, we used both direct and indirect measures. In

Study 1, we directly asked participants about their attitudes towards

the pronoun hen in the two different meanings, using single-items.
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Even though the statistical differencewas significant between the atti-

tudes to the different meanings, it was so small that it is practically

unimportant. People were, in general, indifferent or somewhat neg-

ative towards hen, regardless of meaning. Also, Study 2 mainly used

single-items as outcomes, which should be rectified in future research.

In this article, we defined the specific meaning of hen as referring

to a named individual. It could be discussed how the specific meaning

should be operationalised. For instance, a referentmay be specific (def-

inite) without being named—it is also possible to use a role noun (e.g.,

the receptionist). Previous research on singular they has, for example,

used formulations such as: ‘when the student gets here, give them this

package’ (Bradley, 2020, p. 101272). However, this sentence could also

be interpreted as referring to a non-specific (non-definite) referent—

any student that comes, despite that the article indicates a definite ref-

erent (i.e., ‘the student’ instead of ‘a student’). Therefore, a personal

name is more likely to force the interpretation of a specified person

(Conrod, 2019). This was also suggested by Hekanaho (2020). Still, this

is an empirical question for future research.

So far, gender-fair language planning has been described with two

strategies, neutralisation and feminisation (Sczesny et al., 2016). In

this way, the labels used for gender-fair language planning have not

yet included non-binary gender. Thus, the taxonomy on gender-fair

language could be further developed. However, as there are no such

taxonomies for the moment, the current study on the Swedish pro-

noun hen adds to the knowledge on how non-binary pronouns are

implemented and understood, which could be useful also in other lan-

guages. As gender-inclusive pronouns are implemented in other lan-

guages too (e.g., in English), future meta-analyses of non-binary pro-

nouns canaddressmechanisms thatdescribehowpotential differences

between languages occur. For example, whether the pronouns are new,

with multiple meanings or not, and whether they are implemented

in parallel with other local changes (e.g., legislation on discrimination,

etc.).

5.4 Implications

Gender-fair language aims at identifying inclusive language, free from

gender biases. Gender-fair language strategies often imply a certain

use, suchasusing thepairedpronounshe/she insteadof generic he. The

use of these strategies has major consequences for how people inter-

pret the language. However, the strategies must of course be imple-

mented. In otherwords, to know that he/she is perceived asmore inclu-

sive compared to generic he is not enough. When this knowledge is

gained, the next step is to change the language use. This is language

planning: the conscious effort to change the language. Here, attitudes

to the suggested strategies are important. If people dislike a certain

gender-fair language strategy, the chances that they will use this word

are small.

We found that hen in the generic meaning has been more success-

fully implemented with more positive attitudes and more frequent

use than the specific meaning. However, as hen is inclusive beyond

the binary due to its multiple meanings, it may still have positive con-

sequences for people with non-binary identities. For example, when

hen is used in the generic meaning, non-binary individuals should also

feel included. In relation, gender minority participants in one study

experienced lower identity threat when reading an equal opportu-

nity employment statement even when that statement did not spec-

ify gender identities (e.g., ‘all genders’), while the use of binary gender

increased identity threat (Lindqvist et al., 2021). This is something to

examine further, and whether non-binary pronouns have any conse-

quences for transgenderpeoplewithbinary identities (i.e., transwomen

and transmen).

The fact that the generic meaning of hen was preferred over the

specific meaning could be because the generic meaning is the most

common (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2021; Ledin & Lyngfelt, 2013), and

because the generic meaning was more strongly promoted when hen

was introduced (Milles, 2013). Thus, the mere exposure effect (More-

land & Topolinski, 2010) could have accounted for the results for both

attitudes and use. As beliefs about gender as binary seemed to be the

strongest predictor of attitudes and use in all three studies, there is a

need for educating the public on themisunderstanding of gender being

a binary category, in terms of biology, expressions and identity (Hyde

et al., 2019; Lindqvist et al., 2020). Our results also indicate that the

non-binary meaning of hen, which was the main focus of the public

debate at anearly stage (Ledin&Lyngfelt, 2013), still seems tobehighly

relevant today.

The introduction of hen was a consequence of both societal top-

down and bottom-up processes, where the use was advocated both

by feminists and by politicians, as well as by individuals on a grass-

root level, who were not linguistically represented by the binary pro-

nouns he/she (i. e., non-binary individuals). In relation to this, including

one’s preferred pronoun in presentations (e.g., e-mail signatures, name

labels), even though thepronounmightbeabinary (i.e., sheorhe), could

normalise such a procedure and indirectly increase the salience of non-

binary identities.

Because language matters for how individuals form concepts and

perceive reality (Bieswanger et al., 2010; Fiedler, 2008; Lindqvist et al.,

2018; Slobin, 1996), it is important to follow how the implementation

of a gender-inclusive pronoun in a language develops over time. The

present study provides insight into how hen is perceived and used at

present time. It is highly valuable to follow up on these results since

they imply that hen may take on a generic form, and the consequence

for the non-binary use is unknown. How hen will be used in future may

affect whether the traditional concepts of gender as binary will remain

or not.

6 CONCLUSIONS

The present studies documented the attitudes towards and use of

the new Swedish third-person singular gender-inclusive pronoun hen,

which has been added to the binary pronouns she and he. Hen can be

used both generically and specifically, referring to either anyone or no

one particular, or to someone with a non-binary gender identity. Our

results show that people weremore positive to the generic meaning of
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hen, compared to the specific, non-binary meaning, and hen was actu-

ally themost frequently usedpronoun in a generic context.However, as

hen in the genericmeaning is also inclusive beyond the gender binary, a

generic use of hen may still have positive consequences for individuals

with non-binary identities.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The authors report no conflicts of interest.

ETHICS APPROVAL

The present research conforms to the national and international eth-

ical standards. In line with the Swedish law on research ethics as

issued by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority, the present research

is accepted. Each participant has left informed consent prior to partici-

pation.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

Data are available via the Open Science Framework: https://doi.org/

10.17605/OSF.IO/6AMDN.

ORCID

EmmaA.Renström https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6593-2464

AnnaLindqvist https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0468-2622

MarieGustafsson Sendén https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5398-2894

REFERENCES

Ansara, Y. G., & Hegarty, P. (2014). Methodologies of misgendering: Recom-

mendations for reducing cisgenderism in psychological research. Femi-
nism & Psychology, 24, 259–270.

American Psychological Association. (2017). Ethical principles of psycholo-

gists and code of conduct (2002, amended effective June 1, 2010, and

January 1, 2017). https://www.apa.org/ethics/code/.

Bem, S. L., &Bem,D. J. (1973).Does sex-biased job advertising “aid and abet”

sex discrimination? Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 3(1), 6–18. https:
//doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1973.tb01290.x

Bigler, R., & Leaper, C. (2015). Gendered language: Psychological prin-

ciples, evolving practices, and inclusive polices. Policy Insights from
Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 2, 187–194. https://doi.org/10.1177/

2372732215600452

Bieswanger, M., Motschenbacher, H., & Mühleisen, S. (2010). Introduction.

InM. Bieswanger, H.Motschenbacher, &Mühleisen (Eds.), Language in its
socio-cultural context: New explorations in gendered, global and media uses
(pp. 9–19). Peter Lang.

Bizumic, B., & Duckitt, J. (2018). Investigating right wing authoritarianism

with a very short authoritarianism scale. Journal of Social and Political Psy-
chology, 6, 129–150. https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v6i1.835

Blaubergs, M. S. (1980). An analysis of classic arguments against chang-

ing sexist language.Women’s Studies International Quarterly, 3, 135–147.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-0685(80)92071-0

Bradley, E.D. (2020). The influenceof linguistic and social attitudesongram-

maticality judgments of singular ‘they.’. Language Sciences, 78, 101272.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2020.101272

Bradley, E., Schmid, M., & Lombardo, H. (2019). Personality, prescrip-

tivism and pronouns: Factors influencing grammaticality judgements of

gender-neutral language. English Today, 35, 41–52. https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0266078419000063

Bäck, E. A., Lindqvist, A., & Gustafsson Sendén, M. (2018). Hen. Bakgrund,

attityder och användande [Hen. Background, attitudes and use]. Psykolo-
giska rapporter från Lund, 8, 1–35.

Campbell, R. S., &Pennebaker, J.W. (2003). The secret life of pronouns: Flex-

ibility in writing style and physical health. Psychological Science, 14, 60–
65. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9280.01419

Chung, C., & Pennebaker, J. (2016). The psychological function of function
words. In K. Fiedler (Ed.), Social communication (pp. 343–359). Routledge.

Conrod, K., (2019). Nonbinary singular they in apparent time. Poster. New
Ways of Analyzing Variation, 48. University of Oregon. 10–12October.

Devine, P. G. (1989). Stereotypes and prejudice: Their automatic and con-

trolled components. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56, 5–18.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.56.1.5

Duckitt, J., Bizumic, B., Krauss, S. W., & Heled, E. (2010). A tripar-

tite approach to right-wing authoritarianism: The authoritarianism–

conservatism–traditionalism model. Political Psychology, 31, 685–715.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2010.00781.x

Eidelman, S., & Crandall, C. S. (2012). Bias in favor of the status quo.

Social andPersonality PsychologyCompass,6, 270–281. https://doi.org/10.
1111/j.1751-9004.2012.00427.x

Fazio, R. H., & Olson, M. A. (2003). Attitudes: Foundations, functions, and

consequences. In M. A. Hogg & J. Cooper (Eds.), The Sage handbook of
social psychology (pp. 139–160). Sage.

Fazio, R. H., Powell,M. C., &Williams, C. J. (1989). The role of attitude acces-

sibility in the attitude-to-behavior process. Journal of Consumer Research,
16, 280–288. https://doi.org/10.1086/209214

Fiedler, K. (2008) Language a toolbox for sharing and influencing social

reality. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 3, 38–47 https://doi.org/10.

1111/j.1745-6916.2008.00060.x

Formanowicz, M., Bedynska, S., Cisłak, A., Braun, F., & Sczesny, S. (2013).

Side effects of gender-fair language: How feminine job titles influence

the evaluation of female applicants. European Journal of Social Psychology,
43(1), 62–71. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.1924

Gustafsson Senden, M., Bäck, E. A., & Lindqvist, A. (2015). Introducing a

gender-neutral pronoun in a natural gender language: The influence of

time on attitudes and behavior. Frontiers in Psychology, 6, 893. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00893

Gustafsson Senden, M., Klysing, A., Lindqvist, A., & Renström, E. A. (2019).

The (Not So) Changing Man: Dynamic Gender Stereotypes in Sweden.

Frontiers in Psychology, 10. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00037
Gustafsson Sendén, M., Renström, E. A., & Lindqvist, A. (2021). Pronouns

beyond the binary – The change of attitudes and use over time. Gender
& Society, 35, 588–615.

Hekanaho, L. (2020). Generic and nonbinary pronouns. Usage, acceptability

and attitudes [Doctoral thesis, University of Helsinki].

Hansen, K., Littwitz, C., & Sczesny, S. (2016). The social perception of

heroes and murderers: Effects of gender-inclusive language in media

reports. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 369. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.
2016.00369

Hodel, L., Formanowicz, M., Sczesny, S., Valdrova, J., & von Stockhausen, L.

(2017). Gender-fair language in job advertisements: A cross-linguistic

and cross-cultural analysis. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 48(3),
384–401. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022116688085

Hyde, J. (1984). Children’s understanding of sexist language.Developmental
Psychology, 20, 697–706. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.20.4.697

Hyde, J. S., Bigler, R. S., Joel, D., Tate, C. C., & Van Anders, S. M. (2019).

The future of sex and gender in psychology: Five challenges to the gen-

der binary. American Psychologist, 74, 171–193. https://doi.org/10.1037/
amp0000307

Jezierska, K., & Towns, A. (2018). Taming feminism? The place of gender

equality in the ‘progressive Sweden’ brand. Place Branding and Public
Diplomacy, 14, 55–63. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41254-017-0091-5

Koeser, S., & Sczesny, S. (2014). Promoting gender-fair language: The impact

of arguments on language use, attitudes, and cognitions. Journal of
Language and Social Psychology, 33, 548–560. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0261927X14541280

Koeser, S., Kuhn, E. A., & Sczesny, S. (2015). Just reading? How gender-

fair language triggers readers’ use of gender-fair forms. Journal of

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/6AMDN
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/6AMDN
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6593-2464
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6593-2464
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0468-2622
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0468-2622
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5398-2894
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5398-2894
https://www.apa.org/ethics/code/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1973.tb01290.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1973.tb01290.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732215600452
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732215600452
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v6i1.835
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-0685(80)92071-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2020.101272
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078419000063
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078419000063
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9280.01419
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.56.1.5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2010.00781.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2012.00427.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2012.00427.x
https://doi.org/10.1086/209214
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6916.2008.00060.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6916.2008.00060.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.1924
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00893
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00893
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00037
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00369
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00369
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022116688085
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.20.4.697
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000307
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000307
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41254-017-0091-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X14541280
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X14541280


16 RENSTRÖM ET AL.

Language and Social Psychology, 34, 343–357. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0261927X14561119

Kuhn, E. A., & Gabriel, U. (2014). Actual and potential gender-fair lan-

guage use: The role of language competence and the motivation to use

accurate language. Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 33, 214–
225.

Ledin, P., & Lyngfelt, B. (2013). Olika hen-syn: Om bruket av hen i bloggar,

tidningstexter och studentuppsatser. Språk och Stil, 23, 141–174.
Lindqvist, A., Gustafsson-Sendén, M., & Bäck, E. A. (2016). Vem tycker om

hen? [Who likes hen?]. Språk och Stil, 26, 101–129.
Lindqvist, A., Renström, E. A., & Gustafsson Senden, M. (2018). Reducing

a male bias in language? Establishing the efficiency of three different

gender-fair language strategies. Sex Roles, 81, 109–117. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11199-018-0974-9

Lindqvist, A., Renström, E. A., & Gustafsson Sendén,M. (2020).What is gen-

der anyway?A reviewof the options for operationalizing gender.Psychol-
ogy & Sexuality. 12, 332–344. https://doi.org/10.1080/19419899.2020.
1729844

Lindqvist, A., Renström, E. A., Klysing, A., & Gustafsson Sendén, M. (2021).

A comparison between paired pronouns and non-binary pronouns regarding a
normative gender bias [Unpublishedmanuscript].

Luhtanen, R., & Crocker, J. (1992). A collective self-esteem scale: Self-

evaluation of one’s social identity. Personality and Social Psychology Bul-
letin, 18, 302–318. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167292183006

Martyna,W. (1980). The psychology of the generic masculine. In S.McConnell-

Ginet, R. Borker, &N. Furman (Eds.),Women and language in literature and
society (pp. 69–78). Praeger.

Milles, K., Salmson, K., & Tomicic,M. (2012, January 20). Det behövs ett nytt

ord i det svenska språket [There is a need for a newword in the Swedish

language]. Svenska Dagbladet.

Milles, K. (2013). An opening in a closedword class? The new use of the pro-

noun hen. Språk och Stil, 23, 7–140.
Moreland, R. L., & Topolinski, S. (2010). The mere exposure phenomenon: A

lingering melody by Robert Zajonc. Emotion Review, 2, 329–339. https:
//doi.org/10.1177/1754073910375479

Morgenroth, T., Gustafsson Sendén, M., Lindqvist, A., Renström, E. A.,

Ryan, M., & Morton, T. (2020). Defending the sex/gender binary:

The role of gender identification and need for closure. Social Psycho-
logical and Personality Science, 12, 731–740. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1948550620937188

Moulton, J., Robinson, G. M., & Elias, C. (1978). Psychology in action – Sex

bias in languageuse–Neutral pronouns that arent.AmericanPsychologist,
33, 1032–1036. https://doi.org/10.1037//0003-066X.33.11.1032

Newman,M. (1997). Epicene pronouns: The linguistics of a prescriptive problem.
Garland.

Parks, J., & Roberton, M. (1998). Contemporary arguments against nonsex-

ist language: Blaubergs (1980) revisited. Sex Roles, 39, 445–461. https:
//doi.org/10.1023/A:1018827227128

Paulhus, D. L. (1991). Measurement and control of response bias. Academic

Press.

Pennebaker, J.W. (2011). The secret life of pronouns:What ourwords say about
us. Bloomsbury.

Pennebaker (2011). The secret life of pronouns: What our words say about us.
Bloomsbury.

SAOL, (2015). Svenska Akademiens Ordlista Över Svenska Språket. Svenska
Akademien.

Schwarz, N. (2007). Attitude construction: Evaluation in context. Social Cog-
nition, 25, 638–656. https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2007.25.5.638

Schwarz, N., & Bohner, G. (2001). The construction of attitudes. In Blackwell
handbook of social psychology: intraindividual processes (Vol. 1, pp. 436–
457). Oxford, UK: Blackwell.

Sczesny, S., Formanowicz, M., & Moser, F. (2016). Can gender-fair language

reduce gender stereotyping and discrimination? Frontiers in Psychology,
7, 25. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00025

Sheater, S. (2009). Amodern approach to regression with R. Springer.

Silveira, J. (1980). Generic masculine words and thinking. Women’s Stud-
ies International Quarterly, 3, 165–178. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-
0685(80)92113-2

Siewierska, A. (2013). Gender distinctions in independent personal pro-

nouns. In M. S. Dryer & M. H. Leipzig The world atlas of language struc-
tures online. Leipzig:MaxPlanck Institute for EvolutionaryAnthropology.

Available online at http://wals.info/chapter/44

Slobin, D. (1996). From ‘Thought and Language’ to ‘Thinking for Speaking.’.

In J. Gumperz & S. Levinson (Eds.), Rethinking linguistic relativity (pp. 70–
96). Cambridge University Press.

Stahlberg, D., Braun, F., Irmen, L., & Sczesny, S. (2007). Representation of the

sexes in language. In K. Fiedler (Ed.), Social communication (pp. 163–187).
Psychology Press.

Stahlberg, D., Sczesny, S., & Braun, F. (2001). Name your favorite musician –

Effects of masculine generics and of their alternatives in German. Jour-
nal of Language and Social Psychology, 20(4), 464–469. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0261927X01020004004

Stanley, J. (1978). Sexist grammar. College English, 39, 800–811. https://doi.
org/10.2307/375702

StataCorp. (2013). Stata 13 Test linear hypotheses after estimation. Stata
Press.

Spender, D. (1985).Manmade language (2nd ed.). Routledge &Kegan Paul.

Swedish Research Council, (2017). God forskningssed. Online publica-

tion: https://www.vr.se/download/18.2412c5311624176023d25b05/

1555332112063/God-forskningssed_VR_2017.pdf

Tavitz,M., & Perez, E. O. (2019). Language influencesmass opinions towards

gender andLGBTequality.Proceedings of theNational Academyof Sciences,
116, 16781–16786. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1908156116

Tee, N., &Hegarty, P. (2006). Predicting opposition to the civil rights of trans

persons in the United Kingdom. Journal of Community and Applied Social
Psychology, 16, 70–80. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.851

Vergoossen, H. P., Renström, E. A., Lindqvist, A., & Gustafsson Sendén, M.

(2020a). Four dimensions of criticism against gender-fair langauge. Sex
Roles, 83, 328–337. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-019-01108-x

Vergoossen, H. P., Pärnamets, P., Renström, E. A., & Gustafsson Sendén, M.

(2020b). Are new gender-neutral pronouns difficult to process in read-

ing? The caseof hen in Swedish.Frontiers in Psychology,11, 574356. https:
//doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.574356

Zimman, L. (2017). Transgender language reform: Some challenges and

strategies for promoting trans-affirming, gender-inclusive language.

Journal of Language and Discrimination, 1, 84–105. https://doi.org/10.
1558/jld.33139

Zimmer, B., &Carson, C. E. (2012). Among theNewWords.American Speech,
87, 491–510. https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-1587259

How to cite this article: Renström, E. A., Lindqvist, A., &

Sendén,M. G. (2022). Themultiple meanings of the

gender-inclusive pronoun hen: Predicting attitudes and use.

European Journal of Social Psychology, 1–20.

https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2816

APPENDIX

StudyMaterial and Additional Results

Studymaterial Study 2

Each sentence was built on two blocks: a noun or a name, and a sen-

tence referring back to the noun with a pronoun. The nouns were

balanced in terms of gendered and gender-balanced professions (as

https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X14561119
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X14561119
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-018-0974-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-018-0974-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/19419899.2020.1729844
https://doi.org/10.1080/19419899.2020.1729844
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167292183006
https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073910375479
https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073910375479
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550620937188
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550620937188
https://doi.org/10.1037//0003-066X.33.11.1032
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1018827227128
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1018827227128
https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2007.25.5.638
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00025
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-0685(80)92113-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-0685(80)92113-2
http://wals.info/chapter/44
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X01020004004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X01020004004
https://doi.org/10.2307/375702
https://doi.org/10.2307/375702
https://www.vr.se/download/18.2412c5311624176023d25b05/1555332112063/God-forskningssed_VR_2017.pdf
https://www.vr.se/download/18.2412c5311624176023d25b05/1555332112063/God-forskningssed_VR_2017.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1908156116
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.851
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-019-01108-x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.574356
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.574356
https://doi.org/10.1558/jld.33139
https://doi.org/10.1558/jld.33139
https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-1587259
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2816


THE MULTIPLE MEANINGS OF HEN. 17

tested in Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2019). The professions are listed in

Table A3.

The second part of the sentence referred back to the noun or name

with a pronoun. The sentences we used are shown in Table A4.

Examples of full sentences:

If a journalist has worked overtime, hen should be compensated.

If a journalist has worked overtime, he/she should be compensated.

Emma likes the outdoors, hen often hikes in the woods.

Emma likes the outdoors, she often hikes in the woods.

Studymaterial Study 3

The set-up of Study 3 was like Study 2 in that we used similar sen-

tences, but we removed the pronoun and let the participant fill in the

missingword.Wealso addedmore gender-neutral names and removed

the gendered names. This removal was based on the assumption that

we did not think any participants would write another pronoun than

the one traditionally associated with a traditionally feminine or mas-

culine name. We also reduced the number of professions. The names

and professions in Study 3 are shown in Table A6. Finally, we included

some filler items. There were more names than role nouns since the

role nouns chosen have already been tested for perceived gender

balance (see Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2019), while the names have

not.

The second part of the sentence referred back to the noun/name.

Weused the same sentences as in Study2,which are shown inTableA4.

The exception was that the pronoun was removed and a blank space

was included.

Example of full sentences:

Cris took a nap, ____ was very tired.

Em called their cat since ____ had not seen it all day.

If a receptionist is sick should_____ not go to work.

When a pilot comes to work should ____ register.

Filler sentences:

All participants were exposed to all of the following six filler sen-

tences.

The dogwas hungry, _____ate the food quickly.

If a cat purrs, _____ is happy.

The tree grew fast, ____ became tall.

Somewere still outdoors, ____ it started to rain.

This year winter came early, it was snowing already ____ October.

One cupwas ____ and another was green.

Additional analyses

TABLE A1 Comparison of sample representativeness and
population parameters for all studies, reported in percentages

Age Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Population

18–25 9 8 12 12

26–35 17 18 18 17

36–45 17 18 13 16

46–55 17 20 20 17

56–65 14 14 14 14

66+ 26 23 23 24

Gender

Woman 51 51 55 50

Man 49 49 45 50

Geography

Mid North 4 4 4 4

NorthMid 8 7 7 8

EastMid 16 18 17 17

North North 5 4 4 5

Småland and Isles 8 8 6 8

Stockholm 23 26 25 23

South 15 14 15 15

West 20 20 22 20

Note: population figures are based on Swedish official statistics 2017.

TABLE A2 Items and Cronbach’s α for the scales cisgenderism
and preference for the linguistic status quo. Study 1,N= 2112

Scale Item Cronbach’s α

Cisgenderism ∙ Hen has no function, there

are only two sexesa

∙ Biologically are we either

man or woman – therefore,

there is no need for a

gender-neutral pronoun

∙ Since one’s sex is an

important part of one’s

identity is there only a need

for ‘he’ and ‘she’

0.93

Linguistic

status quo

∙ There are other neutral

words, hen is not needed

∙ I am unused to using the

word and it feels awkward

to say

∙ It is not correct Swedish to

use theword hen

0.83

a The termsex is usedherebecause the argument is related to an ideaof bio-

logical separation between the two sexes. In Swedish, the term for gender is

in fact the same as the term for sex.
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TABLE A3 Professions and names used in the stimulus material,
Study 2

Nouns Names

Women-dominated/

feminine

Kindergarten teacher Emma

Receptionist Anna

Care assistant Sofia

Midwife Marie

Men-dominated/

masculine

Carmechanic Klas

Constructionworker Niklas

Pilot Bengt

Computer scientist Fredrik

Gender-balanced/

gender-neutral

Train attendant Pim

Journalist Lex

Sales person Lo

Real Estate agent Rio

TABLE A4 Generic and specific sentences used in Study 2

Generic sentences Specific sentences

Have a problem, [hen, he/she] should go to their boss Likes to have coffee, [hen/he/she] often buys buns

Works hard, [hen, he/she] should be promoted Took a nap, [hen/he/she] was very tired

Gets hurt, [hen, he/she] should get help Read the text several times, [hen/he/she] thought it was difficult

to understand

Comes to work, [hen, he/she] should register that Was happy, [hen/he/she] smiled wide

Is tired, [hen, he/she] should take a break Was invited for dinner, [hen/he/she] but could not come

Is late, [hen, he/she] colleagues get problems Liked to go swimming and [hen/he/she] often went to the beach

Discover problems in the work environment, [hen, he/she]

should report this

Cut themself on the knife, [hen/he/she] was bleeding heavily

Discover that the equipment does not work, [hen, he/she]

should report this

Raked all the leaves in the garden since [hen/he/she] wanted it to

look pretty

Is sick, should [hen, he/she] not go to work Likes the outdoors, [hen/he/she] often hikes in the woods

Is not careful, theremay be substantial consequences

for[hen, he/she]

Called their cat since [hen/he/she] had not seen it all day

Has worked overtime, [hen, he/she] should be

compensated

Jumped out of fear since [hen/he/she] thought there was a snake

on the road

Registers for the first time, [hen, he/she] should bring ID Hadworked abroad for many years and now [hen/he/she]

wanted tomove back home
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TABLE A6 Means and standard deviations and t-values comparing ratings of grammaticality, reading difficulty and negative valence between
sentences with generic and specific use of binary pronouns, Study 2.N= 297

Grammaticality Reading difficulty Negative Valence

Generic Specific t Generic Specific t Generic Specific t

5,96 (1,31) 5,71 (1,73) 3,18** 1,84 (1,19) 1,76 (1,07) 1,30 2,06 (1,27) 1,99 (1,13) 1,10

Note: *p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.

TABLE A7 Nouns and names used in Study 3

Nouns Names

Sales person Kim

Train attendant Robin

Pilot Alex

Journalist Lex

Em

Cris

Lo

Pim

Rio

TABLE A8 Means and standard errors for themain effects, Study
2,N= 297

Grammaticality Difficulty Negative valence

Hen 4.94 (0.09) 2.05 (0.07) 3.26 (0.11)

Binary 5.74 (0.08) 1.93 (0.06) 2.01 (0.06)

Generic 5.84 (0.07) 1.18 (0.06) 2.46 (0.07)

Specific 4.85 (0.10) 2.19 (0.08) 2.80 (0.08)

TABLE A9 Means and standard deviations for each dependent
variable, Study 2,N= 297

Grammaticality Difficulty Negative valence

Generic hen 5.52 (1.17) 2.03 (1.41) 2.91 (1.88)

Generic binary 5.96 (1.31) 1.84 (1.19) 2.07 (1.28)

Specific hen 4.18 (2.18) 2.34 (1.63) 3.65 (2.27)

Specific binary 5.71 (1.43) 1.76 (1.07) 1.99 (1.14)

TABLE A10 Frequencies of use for specific and generic pronouns,
split on hen and binary pronouns. Study 3,N= 450

Specific Generic

Times used Hen Binary Hen Binary

0 68 19 40 74

1 14 18 13 10

2 10 29 15 8

3 9 34 32 8

TABLE A11 Breakdown of the total number of binary pronouns
responses in generic and specific sentences. Paired indicates the
paired pronouns ‘he/she’ (han/hon) or ‘he or she’ (han eller hon) as a
response. The hen responses are included as a reference. All
responses were in Swedish

Response Generic Specific

Paired 46 28

He 124 553

She 55 217

Total 225 798

Hen 626 268
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