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WHO WE ARE

• Sofie Decock

Associate Professor of Applied Linguistics & German

Department of Translation, Interpreting & Communication, Ghent University

https://research.flw.ugent.be/en/sofie.decock

sofie.decock@ugent.be

• Sarah Van Hoof

Associate Professor of Dutch & Multilingual communication

Department of Translation, Interpreting & Communication, Ghent University

https://research.flw.ugent.be/en/sarah.vanhoof

sarah.vanhoof@ugent.be
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JOINT RESEARCH PROJECT (WEAVE)

Do small words make a difference?

Investigating the effects of gender-neutral pronouns on 

mental gender representations and perceptions of text 

quality in Dutch, French and Norwegian (2023-2027)
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Do small words make a difference?



GOAL

• to experimentally study, in 3 languages, 3 possible uses of gender-

neutral 3rd person pronouns:

1. for reference to nonbinary individuals

Sasha went out yesterday. They had a great time with their friends.

2. for generic reference

If a reader like this book, they may want to read other books by this author 

too.

3. for specific gender-hiding reference

I had a discussion with a student over their assignment. I told them they 

needed to respect the deadline.
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GOAL

• For all 3 types of usage we will investigate the effects of gender-neutral 3rd 

person pronouns on 
• readers’ mental gender representations

• readers’ perceptions of text quality: text comprehensibility and appreciation

• We will take into account respondents’ familiarity with and attitudes towards

gender-neutral 3rd person pronouns and their attitudes towards nonsexist

language and the gender binary

• We hope to get into view
• the implementation (acceptance and diffusion) of the pronouns in real time

• by comparing 3 languages, the cross-linguistic and cross-cultural differences 

affecting the chances at success of gender-neutral 3rd person pronouns
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FIRST RESULTS

• A study of the comprehensibility and appreciation of 3rd 

person pronouns for nonbinary reference

• Focus on hen-hen-hun and die-hen-hun in Flemish Dutch, 

in newspaper reporting

• Online survey experiment

• Representative sample of 352 Belgian participants
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MAIN TAKE-AWAYS

• Only hen-hen-hun significantly lowered text appreciation compared to 

binary pronouns 

• No evidence for negative impact of gender-neutral pronouns on text 

comprehensibility

• Low familiarity (compared to Swedish hen or English they): 46,3% of 

respondents not yet familiar with gender-neutral pronouns (January 2022)

• Attitudes towards gender-neutral pronouns were neutral to slightly negative 

(January 2022)
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READ MORE
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Decock, S., Van Hoof, S., Soens, 

E., & Verhaegen, H. (2023). The 

comprehensibility and 

appreciation of non-binary 

pronouns in newspaper reporting. 

The case of hen and die in 

Dutch. Applied Linguistics. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/am

ad028

https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amad028
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amad028


ADDITIONAL ONGOING RESEARCH ON GI-
LANGUAGE
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Supervisor: Sofie 

Decock

Co-supervisor: 

Jelena Vranjes



ADDITIONAL ONGOING RESEARCH ON GI-
LANGUAGE
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The influence of the Genderstern on text comprehensibility in a GFL-context (German as a 

Foreign Language)

Researchers involved:

- Lisa Zacharski, Evelyn Ferstl (University of Freiburg)

- Sofie Decock (Ghent University)

- Griet Boone (Antwerp University)



THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION
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