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Absteact—With increasing frequency, writers and speakers are
ignoring grammatical proscription and wsing the plural pronoun
they (o refer to singular antecedents, This change may, in pari, he
motivated by efforts 10 make lunguuge more gender inclusive. In
the current study, o reading-time experiments demonstrated that
singular \hey is o cognitively efficient substinue for generic he or
she, particularly when the antecedent is nonreferential. i such
instnces, chinses containing they were read (1) much more quickly
than clatses cc @« gendered | that went against the
gender stereotype of the antecedent, and (b) just as quickly as
clauses containing a gendered pronoun that mached the stereotype
of the amecedent. However, with referential antecedems, for which
the gender was presumably known, clauses containing singulor
they were nor read as quickly as clauses containing o gendered
pronoun that matched the antecedent’s stereotypic gender.

In speech we often solve the problem of the generic he by | sing o
phiral pronoun . .. us in Everyone bronght their hooks o cluss. But s
2 ion vielates the exp ions of most readers, so it should be
avoided in writing. (Fowler & Aaron, 1983, p. 195)

(o spise of prosesiptions like this one, using the plural pronoun
they 1o refer i singubar person of unkaown gender his become
ubiguitous. even in writing (Bodine, 1975; MacKay, 1980; Meyers,
1990: Vatian, 1977). Ever since peneric he fell out of favor for
heing gender biased and presumptive, speakers and wrilers have
been looking for # reasonable alternative (Beardsley, 1973; Bod-
inc, 1975; Flanagan & Todd-Mancillas, 1982; Nifsen, 1984; Spen-
cer, 1978). More and more often, singular they is the pronoun
ol choiee.

As ungrammatical as this shift may be, the justification for itis
quite ctear. The generic he that grammarians prescribe i typically
purceived as referring to a male, not as being all-incusive (Khos-
roshahi, 1989; Kidd, 1971 MacKay & Falkerson, 1979; Martyna,
1978a; Mowlion, Robinson, & Elias, 1978 Silvera, 1980). To
counter this inequity, many writess and editors-have adopted the
policy of using he or she in place of generic he, cven though this
construction is awkward when used repeatedly. Other alter
tives include using /e, which works only in print, or replacing
¢ he with the generic she, form of linguistic altirmative

geoeric
action, ;

The allernative examined in the current study, using th
singular pronoun, has been considered by a number ol researchers
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(Bodine, 1975; MacKay, 1980; Martyna, 1978a, 1978b; Valiao,
1977). For some situations, singular they has even received gram-
marians’ endorsement. Since 1970, grammar handbooks have
struggled with the fact that singular they scems more natural than
generic he in ceriain situations, and most now begrudgiogly allow
writers 1o use they as a pronoun for two limited classes of singular
anteeedems: indefinite pronouns like anybody or someone and
corporate nouns like the shop or Seanle {Zuber & Reed, 1993).
OF course, they used in (his way is still in some sense “plural™
Indefinite pronouns refer to any person from a group of unspeci-
fied persons, and corporate nouns refer to groups of people who
form a functional unit.

However, using they 10 reler W an individual of known or
unknown gender is still considered problematic. As Strunk and
White's (1979) Elements of Style asserts, “The furor recently
raised about Aie would be more impressive if there were a handy
substitute for the word, Unfortunately, there isn't, or at least no
one has come up with ane yet™ (p. 61). However, according 10
the experiments reported here, a handy substitute for gencric he
has already been found: namely, singular they. Aided by society's
increasing resistance 10 biased language, this genderless singular
pronoun has become firmly embedded in the American texicon
(Meyers, 1990). Indeed, it is unclear whether many of the people
who now chuose 1o use singular they realize that it is “ungram-
matical.”

How does using they as a singular pronoun allect comprehen-
sion? The only way to know for sure is through empirical research.
In the experiments reported here, the processing cosi of using
singutar they in various contexts was measured through the read-
ing times of university undergraduates. As an experiment by Keer
and Underwood { 1984) had already demonstrated, readers lixate
longer on pronouns that are somehow surprising than on pro-
nouns that are consistent with expectations. In Kerr and Un-
derwoud's study, participants read seatences that contained gen-
B, the surgeon, the mirse), cach

der-stereotyped antecedens (e
followed by a gender-specitic pronoun that cither matched or
mismalched the stereotypic gender of the antecedent. Readers
were consistently slower reading sentences in which the gender
of the pronoun and the gender implicd by the antecedent did
not match. By this same logic, i using singular they is confusing
and incurs additionad cognitive processing, readers wonld be
slowed when reading a clause that uses they to refer (o a singutar
antecedent. ‘Fhus, our experiments compared how quickly the
read and understood in senteaces

pronouns he, she, and they w
with antecedents that were stereotypically masculine (¢.g,, fruck
driper), steecotypicatly feminine (e.g. nurse), gender neural (c.
runner), ar indefinite pronouns {e.g., anybodvy.

fn both  experiments,  readers read  three-clause  sen-

versity Ave, ar Morton Ann Gernshacher, Deparniment ol Psycholugy,
both at Univeesity of Wisconsin-Madison, Madison, W1 33706,

.
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tences thit contained a human antecedent in the lirst chiuse and

VOL. B, NOL 2 MARCH 1997

# pronoun referring (0 that antecedent in the second clause.
Readers proceeded through the sentences one clause at a time
pressing a button marked “Continoe' when they were ready 10
advance. In this way, we obtained a reading time for ench clause.
As in Kerr and Underwood’s (1984) experiments, we expected
reading times for the clause containing the pronoun 1o be slower
when the pronoun’s gender did not match the implied geader of
the antecedent. The question of interest was how quickly Llnusu
containing they would be read in comparison to clauses i

cedent and fas
type of its ant

st when the pronoun maiched the gender sterco-
dent. In short, we predicied that they would
$rve as 4 cognitively efticient compromise. For example, in cases
in which the singular amecedent is J—hui not known—1a
be female (c.g., nurse), using singular they to refer to that anteced-
ent might actually be tess disruptive than using generic he.

For sentences 1that had neutral or indefinite antecedents, we
predicted thai n..nlmb times for clauses with they would be no

cither he or she. We rcasoned that if they is considered an I"dpprl)-
priate or surprising anaphor 10 use with a singular antecedent,
comprehenders should be significantly stower reading the clauses
containing rhey than the clauses containing he or she. Therelore,
if comprehenders were not signiticantly slowed when encoun-
tering the pronoun they with a singular antecedent, the argument
that singular they “violates the expectations of most readers”
would not be empirically supported. Such a result would denon:
strate that singular they has become an acceptable substitute for
generic he in the minds of our readers.

EXPERIMENT 1

In'Experiment 1, participants read 72 three-clause sentences
in a sell-paced reading task and indicated their agreement or
disagreement with the opinion expressed in cach sentence. The
ntences in Experiment | contained nonreferential antecedents
in the form of common nouns moditied by indefinite determiners,
az: in Examples 1 through 3, or indefinite pronouns, as in Exam-
ple 4.

1. A truck driver should never drive when sleepy,
even iF hesshe/they may be struggling to ni
hecaise mi who Fall aslecp at the wheel,

2. A nurs: g o how tication works,
even i hesshe/they will ol have any say in prescribing it
hecauise nurses must anticipate how a patient will respond (o the meds-
cation, )

¢ a delivery on time,

should have an

3. A runner should cat lots of pasta the night before o race,

t he/she/they would rather have a steak,

bueause carbohydrates provide fuel for endurance evems, while protens
do not.

4. Anybody wha fitters should be
cven il heZshe/they cannan se
hecause littering is an irresponsible form of vandalism and shoutd be pun-
ished.

cven

ned $50,

Alter cach sentence, readers saw a True or False?” prompt and
pressed a button (o respond.

The first independent variable was the type of anteeedent read
inthe first claws stereotypically masculine
nouns, stereotypically feminine nouns, neutral nouns, or indefi-
nite pronouns. The seeond independent variable was the pronoun
thatappearcd in the sceond clause: he, she, or they, The dependent
variable was the reading time for the clause éontaining the pro-
noun. In view of Kerr and Underwood's { 1984) results, wi
pisted that reading times for sentences that hid gender-stereo-
typed antecedents (masculine or feminine) would he slowest
when the pronoun mismaiched the gender stercotype of its ante-

Fhe antecedents were
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slower the d perhaps somewhat faster than—-re Jing times
lor clauses with hie or she. Our reasoning Jor this prediction was
as foflows: First, because of the increased occurrence of singular
they in colloguial English, sentences that use they 10 refer 1 an
indefinite or gender-neutral singular antecedent are no longer
unexpecied or surprising. Second, wilth neutral and indefinite
antecedents, clauses containing they might be read even faster
than clauses containing he or she because the pronoun they adds
no new information, whereas the pronouns he and she scem
1o specify the gender of an antecedent whose gender was not
previousty known, Any additional information provided by an
anaphor increases processing time (Foertsch & Gernsbacher,
1994; Garnham, 1981, 1984; Garrod & Sanford, 1977). Hence, if
the reader has not mddu a presumption about the gender of 1he
antecedent, or if the reader's presumption does not match the
gender that is then specificd by the pronoun, the reader witl he
stower processing u clause that uses a gender-specific pronoun.

Methe

Participants

The participants were 87 undergraduates in an introductory
psychotogy course at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. All
participants were native English speakers.

Muterialy

The experimentul stimuli were 72 three-clause sentences.! The
first clause always began with o masculine, feminine, or neutral
common noun modificd by an indefinite determiner, or with an
indclinite pronoun.’ Care was taken 1o casure that nothing in
this first clause other than the intended referent could be referred
to using the pronouns he, she, or they, The second clause began
with the words “cven il followed by the pronoun he, she, or

1. A list of the sentences used i both experiments is available on re-
quust.

2. A norming study with 0 subjects was conducted 1o compile a sel
ully perccived as referrmg toa mascoling
entity. Parbcipamts d a list of K2 common nouns
t deseribed various roles or occupations using a 10-point L

Cneuteal,”
“leminine,

legones were
om thisset The fomrth category, mndetinine p S comyprised
ehody, anvone, anvbody, someone, and somebody, coch

selected
evervony,

used o total of three times,
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they. The verb in the second clause was unmarked for number
so that its form was identical regardiess of the pronoun used.
The third clause, beginning with “because,” provided a justifica-
tion for the opinion expressed in the first two clauses and was
included as a buffer so that reading time for the crucial second
clause would not be contaminated by a reader’s wrap-up pro-
cessing al the end of each sentence.

The 72 experimental sentences were presented in the same
order to alt panticipants. This order was random with the excep-
tion that sentences of the same antecedent type (masculine, femi-
nine, neutral, or indefinite pronoun) did not appear more than
twice consecutively, and sentences using 1he same pronoun (he,
she, o they) did not appear more than three times consceutivety.
“Three material sets were created so thal cach sentence appeared
with &t differemt pronousn in cuch materisl set. The experiment
was conducted as a within-subjeets design, with cach amtecedent
type appearing with each pronoun a 1otal of six times per mate-
ral set.

Procedure

Participants were tested inseparate cubicles containing com-
puter screens with three-button response pads. At the beginning
of 4 session, participants read instructions thay appeared on their
screens. Participants were instructed that they would read a series
of threi-clause sentences preseted one clause at @ time, and
that they were to advance through cach sentence by pressing the
“Continue” button. After reading the last clause of cach su\lumc
and pressing the “Continue™ button, the words “Frue or Fa
would appear on the screen. Participants were told to indicate
their agreement with the opinion expressed in the sentence by
pressing cither o button laheled “True” or a button labeled
“Fabe." Participants were given three example sentences with
which to practice this proceduse. After practicing, participants
signed informed consent sheets, and the experimenter began the
presentation of experimental stimuli.

Each clause of cach sentence appeared flush-left in the center
of the compuier sereen, A clause remained on the scieen until the
pasticipaal pressed the “Continue™ hulton or antil 205 vhapsaed. A
250-ms blank period intervencd between conseentive clises.
Aller participants read the fast clause of o auumu. and pressed
the “Coatinge” bution, the “True or False?” prompt appeared
o the sereen and remained until the participant responded or
205 elapsed. A 1.5-5 blank period intervened hetween seatences.

Results and Conclusions

T control for vatiability in the number and leopth of words
hetween conditions, reading times for the eritical second clauses
were divided by the number of characters in each clanse.! The
mean per-character reading times for the three pronoun condi-

found no in how partici)
sets, so means are collapsed across material

1y )
spumhd w0 llu three motert
set in the veported analyses of both experiments.

4. Analyses were also performed using the whole-clause and pur-word
reading times. Beeause the results were ally the same, only the

resulls of per-characier anatyses ave reported.
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Fig. 1. Effccts of antecedent type (masculing, femisine, newral,
or iadefinite) and pronoun (he, she, or they) on per-character
reading time (RT) when sentences were used nonreferentially
(Experiment 1).

tions Tor cach of the four types of antecedent are displayed in
Figure 1.

Within-subjects analyses of variance (ANOVAs) with pro-
aoun and material set as factors were performed for each of
the four types of antecedent. For both feminine and masculine
antecedents, clauses containing opposite-gender pronouns were
read most slowly. However, clauses containing same-gender pro-
nouns and singular they were read with cqual facility. More spe-
citically, for masculine antecedents, she clauses (M = 59.5, SE =
2.08) were read :l;,ml mly more stowly than cither he clauses
(M = S48, SE 1.77) or they clauses (M = S5.3, SE = L.77),
F2, 168) = S04, p = 007, F, 34y = 537, p = 009 minf'(2,
116) = 2.63, p < 5. In contrast, for masculine antecedents, he
clausus and rhey clauses were read with equal facifity, F < 1. For
feminine antecedents, fe clauses (M = 587, §& =1 t\h) were
veand signiticantly more stowly than cither she clauses (A = 529,
NE L4y or dhey (l.um,\ (M 5278 1.67), I,(2, 16K)
AT, p ~ 00015 P2, M) = 48T, p = 014 minf (2, 07) = 41,
p< 01 she clauses and dhey clauses were read with equal facility,
< Ap‘mruuly singular they is readily substituted for the
lel“t-‘-bt.l"j(.r pronoin in seatences in which the anteeedent has

au strong gender bias,

When the sentence’s antecedent was neutral, e cliuses
(M = 568,85 1.75), she clauses (M = 557, 88 = 1.73), and
they clauses (M 555, SE = 1.86) were all read with equal
facility, £ < 1. Finally, when the sentence’s referent was an in-
definte pronoun, singtar they was the pranoun of choice: They
= 1.50) were read faster than cither she
= |.K6) or he lellbL\ (M = 582, SI =
497, p = 04
s show that

clauses (M =
Ll.m\u (M =

23), 12, 16K) = Caal, p o< 001 FA2, M) =
nuul (2, 122y = 234, p ~ 035 planned compar
only the difference between they and hie is signilicant, p ~ 04
I was anticipated that singulur they woulld be the most readily
accepled pronoun with indetinite pronoun antecedents like any-
one because cven grammar books have endorsed this usage. Inter-
cstingly, with indefinite pronoun aniceedents, she clauses had
a marginally significant advantage over he chauses, p = U1,
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suggesting that members of our liberal-minded student body may
have been reacting 1o the perceived chauvinism of using he in
sentences in which the referent supplies no gender information.

EXPERIMENT 2

Experiment 1 demonstrated that singular they can be a cogni-
tively efficient substitution for generic he or generic she when
the nonreferential antecedent is either an indefinite pronoun or
a common noun with an indefinite determiner. Experiment 2
investigated whether similar results would be found with referen-
tial antecedents. In Experiment 2, we removed the indefini
pronoun sentences and modified the remaining masculine, femi-
nine, and neutral antecedents to make them rcfv:n:nli:al, giving
the reader the impression that cach sentence was about a specific
person whose gender was presumably known, To accomplish thy
the antecedents were modilied by the definite determiner thar,
as in Example S; by first-person possessives, as in Example 6; or
by indicators that the antecedent was personally. known to the
speaker, as in Example 7:

5. That truck driver shouldn’t drive when steepy,
even if he/she/they may be irying to make a delivery on time,
because many uccidents are cuuscd by drivers who fall asleep at the wheel.
6. My nurse was able 10 explain how my medication would affect me,
even though he/she/they had no say in prescribing it,
because nurses must anticipate how patients will respand to medication.
7. A runner | knew always ate lots of pusta the night before u race,
even when he/she/they would’ve ruther had o steak,
because carbohydrates provide fuct for endurance events, while proteins
do not.

After reading cach senience, participants responded 10 a yes/no
question, such as “Do you agree?” We assume that speakers and
wrilers are less likely 10 use singular shey in situations in which
the antecedent’s gender is known than in situations in which the
antecedent is a hypothetical person of indeterminate gender.
The guestion of interest was whether readers are sensitive (0
this difference,

Method

Participants

The participants were 10K undergraduates in an introductory
psychology course at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. None
had participated in Experiment 1. Al participants were nalive
English speakers.

Muterials

The experimental stimuli were 54 three-clause sentences ex-
pressing opinions about the behavior of specified persons in par-
ticukar situations. The sentences were based on those used in
Experiment | excepl that each antecedent wias made more specitic
(i.e., referential) by modifying ‘it as illustrated in Examples §
through 7. A norming study with 30 subjects ascertained that
the resulting antecedents were overwhehmingly comprehended

pereeived as plural. After the third clause of each sentence, parti-
cipunts read a yes/no yuestion pertaining o the sentence. About
one third of the questions asked whether the participant agreed
with the opinion or behavior expressed in the sentence, about
unc_ll\ird asked it anything similar had ever happened 10 the
pzfnlcipanl, and about one third asked if the participant agreed
with a proposed course of action.

Procedure

The procedure was the same as in Experiment 1 except that
participants responded 10 a yesino question instead of the “True
or False?” prompt after cach sentence.

Results and Conclusions

As in Experiment 1,"the dependent variable was the per-
character reading time for the second clause, The mean per-
character reading times for the three pronoun conditions for each
of the three types of antecedent are displayed in Figure 2.

Within-subjects ANOVAs with pronoun and material set as
Iacmrs were pt.r(urmul for LdCh of the lhrcc lypes of antecedent.
For m: 3 r he clauses resulted in
the fastest reading times (M = 517, SE = 1.28), and opposite-
gender she clauses resulied in the slowest reading times (M =
570, SE = 1.56), whereas they clauses had an intermediate read-
ing time (M = 550, SE = 1.51), £,(2, 210) = 1276, p < .K01;
Fi(2,34) = 384, p = 031 minF'(2, 57) = 296, p < 05. As in
Experiment 1, planned comparisons showed the reading times
for she clauses (o be significantly slower than the reading times
of he clauses, p < .05, However, in contrast to Expesiment 1, the
reading times for they clauses, though marginally taster than those
for she clauses, p = 065, were also significantly sfower than those
for he clauses, p < .05, The feminine antecedents showed a similar
pattern: Same-gender she clauses resulted in the fastest reading
times (M = 50.7, SE = 1.16), and opposite-gender he clauses in
the slowest reading times (M = S7.8, SE = 1.66), whereas they
clauses had an intermediate reading time (M = SE =141 l

@
)

:lhe
;Dsne
1Bthey

[ R - )
a o @ o

RT/character (in ms)

o
S

o
=]
i

Masculine Feminine

Antecedent

Neutral

Fig. 2. Effects of antecedent lype (masculine, feminine, or neu-
tral) and pronoun (he, she, or they) on per-character reading time

a8 referring to “one particular person” and were rarely if ever
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(RT) when sentences were used referentially (Experiment 2).
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Fi(2.210) = 1938, p < 001; F(2. 34) = RRT, p = 000K minF'(2
70) = 6.8, p < 05, Plansed comparisons showed reading times
for the e clauses to he signiicantly slower than the reading times
of either the she clauses or the they clanses, p < .05, but they
clatses were slso marginally slower than she clauses, p = 1),

Thus, when the amccedents are referential, singular they is
no longer as efficient as a gendered pronoun that matches the
gender siereotype of the antecedent, For exumple, in sentences
in which the antecedent suggests a male and the explicitness of
the madifiers suggests the informant is talking about a particular
person whose gender shoutd be knuwn, using they as an anaphor
produces abmost as much of a slowdown as using vhe, Looking
al the peutral antecedents, in contrast, we see no such disadvan-
tage for clauses using they. As in Experiment §, there were no
significant differences in the reading times for he clauses (M =
S11, SE = 1.24), she clauses (M = S1.3, SE' = 1L.35), and rhey
clauses (M = 51.5, SE = 140), F < 1,

The eesults from these experimenis support the contention
that singular they is an acceptable substitution for gender-specific
pronouns with nonreferential antecedents, which are guite possi-
bly ambiguous as to gender. In contrast, singular they is less
acceptible with referential antecedents, for which there shoutd
be no ambiguity about gender,® The only dilterence between
the sentences in Experiments 1 and 2 was the spectlicity of the
antecedents. Experiment | used nonreferential antecedents such

s A stadeot who L or A sailor who L. which sugpested
that a hypothetical person was being discussed. 10 clfecr, these
sentences discussed X in pencral—an entire class of people
rather than a particular person. For this reason, itis perhups not
surprising that the pronoun they~-a technically plural pronoun—
was readily accepted for all four antecedent types. Indecd, when
the antecedent was an indefinite pronoun, readers actually pro-
cessed singular they faster than hie or she, und the rufes of prescrip-

. tive grammar have already been changed 10 accommadate this
apparent preference. According 10 these same rules, using rhey

o refer o a singular conmon noun is not acceptable, but our
college-age readers did not seem o care, Indeed, singular they has
become 56 common that postexperiment surveys of our readers
reveanled 51% did not believe thin using they in place of be o
yhe s ungrammatical,

fn Experiment 2, when the antecedents were used referen-
tially, singular they was not processed quite as readily. The ante-
cedents in these sentences implicd a specific person whose gender
wits prestmably known. Undoabredly, using the nonspecitic ey
when he ar she should he readily applicable scems inneeessarily
opayue, and the reading times of onr participanis refiecied this.
The fact thar they clauses were read more stowly than gender-
matched-pronoun clanses suggests that using they with referential
antecedents seems oul of place, Indeed, using they in such cases
might imply that the writer or speaker is trying 1o conceal the
gender of the person heing 1alked abowt, which is likely 1o give

the reader or listener pause.

5. A hetween-experiments ANOVA showed that gender-matched
pronouns {those that matched the gender stercotype of ihetr antecedent )
had a larger advantage over singular dhey in Experiment 2 thin
ment 1, as reflected by s marginaity refiable ipteraction, #01,193) = 121,
p oo,

pesic

1

A norming study we performed using our experimental male-
rials sheds further light on the status of singalar they in the minds
of our undergraduate readers. When the readers were asked to
provide a pronoun for ¢ach experimental senlence, spontancous
use of singular they was common. For the nooreleremtial anteced-
cnis used in Experiment |, 70% of the readers used they to refer
10 an indefinite pronoun at least once, and 57% used they (o refer
10 a singular common noun at least once (most frequently the
nouns were gender neutral). In contrast, for the referential ante-
cedents used in Experiment 2, only 20% of the readers used they
to refer 10 a singular common noun at least once.

Taken together, the results of these two experiments demon-
strate that the increased use of singular they is noi problematic
for the majority of readers. We propose that in those few cases
in which its use is considered surprising, the delays s
prehension are due not 1o the pronoun’s ungrammaticality or
to uncertainty over the intended referent, but (o the suspicious
opacity of using a nongendered pronoun for an antecedent whose
gender is presumably known,

cen in com-
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