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In a reanalysis of women's language, Holmes (1995) has argued that women's use of
hedges expresses interpersonal warmth and not, as many researchers have maintained,
linguistic tentativeness. It is typically men, she suggests, who employ hedges to convey
imprecision and incertitude. In this study, we investigated the use of the hedges sort of
and you know in a sample of South African students. Holmes's method of analysis was
applied to hedging behavior in 52 dyadic conversations. The study consisted of a 2
(Speaker Gender: Male/Female) X 2 (Audience Gender: Male/Female) X 2 (Condition:
Competitive/Noncompetitive) between-subjects experimental design. The results showed
that contextual influences eclipsed the effects of gender; in fact, no main effects were
found for speaker gender. Fewer hedges were deployed in the competitive condition than
in the noncompetitive condition. Moreover, perhaps reflecting differences in social status,
both sexes used sort of to express tentativeness more frequently when talking to male
addressees. When speaking to female addressees, on the other hand, men deployed fa-
cilitative you know hedges more readily than women.

Language scholars have claimed that gender differences in communication
mirror and reproduce broader political inequalities between the sexes (Fish-
man, 1978; Rakow, 1986; Thorne & Henley, 1975; Thorne, Kramerae, &
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Henley, 1983; Uchida, 1992). The use of hedging devices is one area of
inquiry in which this argument has found support. Research on gender and
hedging has been strongly influenced by Robin Lakoff’s book, Language
and Woman's Place. Lakoff (1975), an American linguist, argued that wom-
en's speech lacks authority because, in order to become "feminine," women
must learn to adopt an unassertive style of communication. That is, they
must learn to denude their statements of declarative force. Lakoff coined the
phrase "women's language" to refer to a group of linguistic devices that
serve this function, including hesitations, intensive adverbs, empty adjec-
tives, tag questions, and compound requests. Hedges form part of this group.
The term hedge refers to a class of devices that supposedly soften utterances
by signaling imprecision and noncommitment. Examples include the prag-
matic particles about, sort of, and you know and the modal terms possibly
and perhaps. Since Lakoff’s pioneering work, hedges have featured prom-
inently in research on gender and communication. Based upon data about
their distribution in the speech of men and women, researchers have made
bold theoretical claims—most commonly that women's language is indeci-
sive and deficient.

In recent years, however, this argument has become contentious. In the
first place, evidence supporting the existence of gender differences in hedg-
ing is inconclusive. Lakoff based her original argument mainly on personal
observation and hypothetical examples. Later research, using real speech as
data, has often failed to support her conjectures. Some studies, it is true,
have confirmed that female speakers employ more hedging devices than
male speakers (e.g., Carli, 1990; Crosby & Nyquist, 1977; McMillan, Clif-
ton, McGrath, & Gale, 1977). In perhaps the most rigorous of these, Priesler
(1986) found that British women participating in group discussions used
more signals of tentativeness than men, a result he interpreted as indicative
of their social insecurity. Yet several inconsistent or even contradictory find-
ings have also emerged (e.g., Baumann, 1976; Brouwer, Gerritson, & de
Haan, 1979; Dubois & Crouch, 1976; O'Barr & Atkins, 1980; Schultz, Bri-
ere, & Sandier, 1984). It is now apparent that, if they do exist, gender
differences in hedging are subtle and subject to marked variation across
speakers and contexts of use.

Researchers have questioned not only the existence of gender differ-
ences in hedging, but also Lakoff’s interpretation of their social and lin-
guistic functions. Early tests of Lakoff’s hypotheses, including most of the
studies cited above (though see Priesler, 1986), tended to simplify the form
and function relationship (Cameron, McAlinden, & O'Leary, 1988; Coates,
1986; Holmes, 1984a). Women's language features were presupposed to
reflect tentativeness. As such, interpretations were often based on indiscrim-
inate frequency counts. What this disregards is the functional diversity of
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speech forms, their ability to serve different ends across different sociolin-
guistic contexts. In respect of hedging, the New Zealand linguist Janet
Holmes has highlighted the problems of this approach with particular clarity.

During the past decade, Holmes has investigated usage of several hedg-
ing devices in everyday conversation, notably the pragmatic particles / think
(Holmes, 1990), you know (Holmes, 1986), and sort of (Holmes, 1988) and
the syntactic form, the tag question (Holmes, 1984b). Basing her analysis
on a range of contextual, intonational, and grammatical information, she has
revealed that hedges can serve a variety of functions. As is illustrated below,
her distinction between the affective and the epistemic functions of hedges
is especially significant. In their affective role, hedges express speakers'
desire to create and maintain interpersonal solidarity. In their epistemic role,
they express speakers' uncertainty about the validity of particular statements.
Applying her framework to a corpus of New Zealand English, Holmes
(1995) has clarified the relationship between gender and communication.
Although locating few global sex differences in the frequency of hedging,
she has demonstrated that men and women use hedges in distinct ways.
Women typically employ them as strategies of "positive politeness" (Brown
& Levinson, 1987). For instance, women generally use the hedge sort of to
fulfill emotional functions, i.e., to soften statements in a way that shows
concern for others' feelings (Holmes, 1988). Similarly, they tend to use the
hedge you know as a facilitative device, a mechanism for drawing others
into a conversation (Holmes, 1986). Men's use of sort of and you know, on
the other hand, generally serves goals of an epistemic nature; that is, men
hedge in order to register degrees of verbal hesitancy and uncertainty.

Holmes' work, then, challenges the belief that women are insecure
communicators. She interprets women's language as sensitive and caring
rather than deficient (cf. Boe, 1987). Ironically, her research evidence in-
dicates that it is men who deploy the kinds of indecisive talk condemned
by Lakoff and others. However, Holmes has conceded that her evidence on
gender and hedging is provisional. First, her framework has been directly
tested only in New Zealand, raising questions about the robustness of her
findings across different samples and cultural contexts. Second, the effect
of situational influences on male/female use of epistemic and affective
hedges remains unclear. Third, her conclusions have been based mainly on
interpretation of descriptive statistics, a rather lenient test of gender differ-
ences.

In the present research, we used Holmes' methodology to analyze same-
sex and mixed-sex conversations in a South African context. Because this
methodology requires a detailed functional analysis of language forms and
is tune-consuming to apply, we focused on the use of just two hedging
devices, sort of and you know. To our knowledge, this is the first study of
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gender and hedging to be conducted in South Africa. Indeed, with some
notable exceptions (de Klerk, 1988, 1991; Kottler, 1990), this country has
seen little research of any kind on gender and communication. Building on
Holmes' findings (1986, 1988, 1990, 1995), the first two hypotheses stated:

Hypothesis 1: Men will employ hedges that serve epistemic functions
more frequently than women.
Hypothesis 2: Women will employ hedges that serve socioemotional
functions more frequently than men.

The study also examined the influence of two contextual variables upon
language use, namely situational competitiveness and audience gender.
Awareness of the role of contextual mediation is critical to any study of
gender and communication, helping to specify the nature, meaning, and
scope of so-called gender differences (Swann, 1988). In respect of compe-
tition, we might predict that hedging will decrease in competitive contexts.
Hedges are primarily the devices of causal, intimate conversation. Although
the influence of competition per se is uncertain, hedging is believed to de-
cline in formal contexts (Holmes, 1990). You know, for instance, is more
typical of personal narrative than of instrumental talk (Holmes, 1986). There
is also some evidence suggesting that task-oriented or competitive contexts
inhibit the use of emotional speech in general (Mabry, 1985; Putman &
McCallister, 1984). Thus, the third hypothesis stated:

Hypothesis 3: Speakers of both sexes will use fewer hedges in a com-
petitive than in a noncompetitive condition.

At present, evidence about the role of audience gender is conflicting.
Several investigators have claimed that gender differences in communication
are more marked in mixed-sex settings than in same-sex settings (Carli,
1990; Kimble, Yoshikawa, & Zehr, 1981; McMillan et al., 1977; Willis &
Williams, 1976), perhaps because male/female power differences are most
pronounced in mixed-sex settings. Yet other studies have found that gender
differences diminish in mixed-sex conversations (Bilous & Krauss, 1988;
Hogg, 1985; Mulac, Wiemann, Widenmann, & Gibson, 1988; Piliavin &
Martin, 1978). Holmes (1986, 1988, 1990), for instance, has claimed that
affective hedges are most common in all-female talk and least common in
all-male talk. Arguably in a single-sex setting the empathic norms of wom-
en's verbal culture are most fully expressed. Holmes has also claimed that
men, in an accommodative shin, use affective hedges more frequently when
talking to women rather than other men. However, this pattern does not
seem to hold for their use of you know (Holmes, 1986, 1995). Having
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weighed such contradictory evidence, we proposed a research question in-
stead of a final hypothesis:

Research Question 1: Does audience gender affect men's and women's
use of hedges?

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 104 "white" undergraduate students, 50 men
and 54 women. All participants were volunteers who were recruited using
an advertisement pinned to student notice boards at the University of Cape
Town. Only students who spoke English as their home language were se-
lected for the study. Their ages ranged from 18 to 32 years, with a mean of
19.8 years for the men and 18.8 years for the women.

Procedure

We employed a 2 (Speaker Gender: Male/Female) X 2 (Audience Gen-
der: Male/Female) X 2 (Condition: Competitive/Noncompetitive) between-
subjects experimental design. Conversations took place in dyads and lasted
around 8 min. Each participant was randomly designated a male or a female
partner and randomly assigned to the competitive or the noncompetitive
condition. Pairs of participants later met in the Psychology Department
building at the University of Cape Town. They were led by a research
assistant into a small room that was bare except for two chairs and a round
coffee table. Once seated, they were given the instructions appropriate to
their assigned speech condition, and they were asked for their permission to
be both videotaped and audiotaped, which nobody withheld.

In the noncompetitive condition, participants were told that the study's
aim was merely to examine how people chat to one another. They were
given a topic to facilitate communication: "What are some good and some
bad things about university life?" In the competitive condition, participants
were told that they would be engaging in a brief debate with their partners.
In order to select a topic on which they disagreed, they completed a ques-
tionnaire measuring their attitudes to six controversial statements on 7-point
Likert scales. This questionnaire also assessed their strength of feeling about
each statement (high/medium/low). The topic about which each pair of sub-
jects disagreed most was the one chosen for their debate. Where possible,
partners' intensities of feeling about a particular topic were also matched.
To strengthen the manipulation, the experimental instructions urged: "Do
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not allow yourself to be 'won over' to your partners' point of view easily.
You will be scored on your performance in the debate and, at the end of
your eight minute session, the person who is judged to have spoken most
effectively will receive a 10 Rand reward." For ethical reasons, the cash
reward was always divided equally between participants at the end of the
experiment.

The selection of debate topics requires some further justification as
there is evidence that gender-biased topics may affect male/female talk
(Brown, Dovido & Ellyson, 1990; Dovido, Brown, Heltman, Ellyson, &
Keating, 1988). Only topics about which the sexes possessed roughly equiv-
alent knowledge were employed in the competitive condition of the study.
They were chosen on the basis of a preexperimental questionnaire, admin-
istered to a student sample (20 men, 20 women) drawn from the same pop-
ulation that supplied the experiment. This questionnaire required students to
respond, on 7-point Likert scales, to a position statement (e.g., "Smoking
in restaurants should not be allowed because it is unpleasant and inconven-
ient for a large number of people") indicating: (a) their agree-
ment/disagreement with the statement and (b) their depth of knowledge
about the statement. Topics on which the sexes scored about equal on both
of these dimensions were selected for the experiment. From an original list
of 12, six were eventually chosen (death penalty for drug pushers, eutha-
nasia, legitimacy of animal experiments, smoking in restaurants, conserva-
tive politicians speaking on campus, and health fanaticism).

Dependent Measures

The linguistic measures were derived from a functional analysis of the
hedges you know and sort of within participants' speech. The first author
completed coding by applying the guidelines set out by Holmes (1986,1988,
1990, 1995). Instances of sort of were divided into two functional categories,
affective and epistemic, and instances of you know were divided into con-
fident and unconfident forms. A detailed discussion of interpretative criteria
cannot be provided here. Given the novelty of Holmes' approach, though,
it is important to make explicit the rudiments of her analysis of hedging.

Sort Of. After Lakoff, most researchers have taken for granted that sort
of signifies tentativeness. Showing little concern for functional variation,
they have often simply tallied its occurrence within the speech of men and
women and then used their data to berate women's linguistic style. Yet
Holmes (1988) has shown that sort of conveys at least two general meanings:
epistemic and affective. Extract 1 evinces one of the most common functions
of epistemic sort of, namely, marking linguistic imprecision. In this guise
the form signals a speaker's unintentional vagueness, often the result of
confusion about the appropriate lexical or semantic choice.
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(1) Context: A debate about the ethics of animal experimentation
S: Ahm (1.0) whereas if you can take an animal (1.0) and get get (1.0) a sort
of (1.5) lets say an insulin or something what do you call those things like
ahm (1.0) an inoculation ...

This extract contains many interpretative clues. The pauses and hesitations,
the stammers, the mid-clause placement of the hedge—these signs demon-
strate that sort of is being used to express imprecision. The accuracy of this
interpretation is put beyond doubt by the speaker's obliging gloss "what do
you call those things," which clearly betrays a struggle for exactitude.

(2) Context: A debate about the redistribution of wealth in South Africa
S: You know sort of why—sort sort of why do you have views that that you
want all the wealth to be redistributed (laughs)

In Extract 2, on the other hand, the affective function of sort of is more
prominent. Here the hedge is used not so much to register uncertainty as to
attenuate disagreement. Because sort of lends utterances a nebulous quality,
it is well suited to the art of "face protection" (cf. Goffman, 1955), both
for self and other. By hedging a proposition a speaker leaves room for
subsequent clarification, for disclaiming responsibility, even for outright de-
nial. The affective role of sort of often becomes salient in contexts where
speakers are discussing emotive or confrontational topics, as in Extract 2,
where two students debate the economics of the apartheid system. This ex-
ample also illustrates the importance of interpreting hedges as part of an
unfolding conversation and of possessing background knowledge about
speakers. When we recognize that the speaker here is a business science
student with a love of the free market, that his partner is a social science
student with opposing economic views, and that this information has been
broadcast earlier in their conversation, interpretation becomes easier. Given
this sociolinguistic context, we can appreciate that Extract 2 is not an in-
nocent request for clarification: It is a disagreement, though one phrased
indirectly in question form and diminished by hedging devices.

You Know. Like sort of, the hedge you know has prompted wanton
frequency counts and generalizations about women's subordination in con-
versation. For Lakoff, and researchers following her lead, the form has been
viewed mainly as a way of expressing deference. In a related formulation,
Fishman (1980) has portrayed it as an attention-grabbing device used, pri-
marily by women, to capture listeners' attention (cf. Rosenblum, 1986).
Holmes (1986) has argued that both interpretations are simplistic. She be-
lieves that you know fulfills an array of functions, e.g., betraying linguistic
imprecision, marking a false start, and implying shared knowledge. As with
sort of, however, she subsumes these meanings under a pair of general cat-
egories. Unconfident you know, as the label suggests, typically divests an
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utterance of authority, signaling imprecision, lack of confidence, or a need
for reassurance. Confident you know, by contrast, underlines a speaker's
certainty in the accuracy of a given statement.

Extract 3 displays you know being used tentatively, as an appeal for
support. The speaker here implores her addressee for reassurance. In this
role, you know is often positioned at the end of a turn unit and pronounced
with a rising (or questioning) intonation (Holmes, 1986).

(3) Context: A drama student describes her feelings about the audience's re-
action to a play in which she had performed
S1: ... it was such fun though I do[n't really care
S2: it looked like it]
S1: if anybody enjoyed it or not (1.0) you know

Another common function of unconfident you know, illustrated in Ex-
tract 4, is the articulation of linguistic imprecision. Holmes (1986) identified
several varieties, but, in broad terms, this usage of you know encodes the
struggle to express a proposition accurately or the desire to qualify a pre-
vious statement. When displaying imprecision, you know is often accom-
panied by pauses and stammers, and a speaker may recast a troublesome
word or phrase more accurately. The hedge may coincide with impatient
gestures or facial expressions displayed by speakers as they hunt, mentally,
for the correct formulation.4

(4) Context: A debate about euthanasia; the speaker is discussing a hypothet-
ical case
S: ... say say he's financially wha-ahm you know he's in the red ...

In contrast to its tentative meanings, you know sometimes affirms a
speaker's assurance about the validity of a statement. Confident you know
indicates a speaker's conviction that an addressee shares a set of experiences
or beliefs, or at least has a common frame of reference. As Extract 5 shows,
it is essentially a positive form, which encourages talk by drawing others
into a conversation. Confident you know may even signal certainty, espe-
cially when it refers to a proposition that is common knowledge between
the speaker and addressee. In this case, the hedge typically stands at the
front of a clause, as a bold introduction, and is pronounced with a falling
intonation. Extract 6 is exemplary.

(5) Context: A student contrasts the academic freedom of university to her
experiences at school
S1: Cos I mean you remember at school the teacher says
S2: Ya

4 Visual information, though not mentioned by Holmes, is invaluable in the analysis of
hedging. This study incorporated a combination of visual and auditory data.
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S1: where's your homework you [know
S2: Ya] ya
S1: go and see the principal (1.0) and now if you don't do it (1.5)
S2: It falls on your head

(6) Context: A student prefacing a description of her drama classes to a fellow
student
S: You know you do practical sessions and ...

The analysis of hedges is of course rarely clear-cut. The epistemic and
affective functions of hedges are usually not mutually exclusive but coexist
within particular utterances. Thus there are cases that frustrate even the most
discriminating analysis. One solution to this problem, adopted in the present
study, is to create coding categories for ambiguous cases. In other words, if
we are unsure of the primary function of a particular hedge, then we code
it as an ambiguous occurrence. To enable comparison with previous re-
search, we also calculated the total incidence of sort of and you know hedges
occurring in each participant's talk.

In total, we applied eight linguistic coding categories: affective sort of,
epistemic sort of, ambiguous sort of, and sort of total; confident you know,
unconfident you know, ambiguous you know, and you know total. In order
to check the reliability of the coding protocol, a trained confederate recoded
a random selection of 25% of the conversations. The resultant reliability
coefficients varied between r = .99 for you know total and r = .67 for
affective sort of, confirming that linguistic coding was consistent.

RESULTS

Manipulation Checks

At the end of the experiment, participants completed a Likert-type rat--
ing scale assessing their perceptions of the competitiveness of their conver-
sations. This scale served to check the success of the competi-
tive/noncompetitive manipulation. A three-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) found no significant main effects for speaker gender or audience
gender on participants' ratings of competitiveness, nor were there any sig-
nificant interactions. But a significant main effect for condition was con-
firmed [F(l, 90) = 65.06, MSe = 1.72, p < .0001], with participants rating
the competitive condition higher (M = 4.46) than the noncompetitive con--
dition (M = 2.31). As higher scores indicate higher ratings of competitive-
ness, we can infer that speakers' own impressions verified the success of
the experimental manipulation.
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Data Preparation

The findings of previous research indicate that in the first 2 min of a
conversation speakers are most likely to be distracted by tape-recording pro-
cedures (Wiemann, 1981). Therefore, the first 2 min of each conversation
were excluded from analysis. The remaining 6 min of each conversation
were transcribed in full (see the Appendix for a record of the transcription
conventions). Prior to statistical analysis, each participant's scores for the
subcategories of sort of and you know were expressed as a ratio per 100
words he or she produced. Failure to control for the amount of speech pro-
duced by men and women can result in the exaggeration or underestimation
of gender differences (Holmes, 1995).

Analysis

Due to their scarcity, we did not subject ambiguous occurrences of you
know and sort of to inferential testing. Data for the remaining six speech
measures were analyzed using three-way (Speaker Gender X Audience Gen-
der X Condition) ANOVA. The three-way interactions were not significant,
but several significant main effects and two-way interactions emerged.

The Effects of Gender on Hedging. There were no significant main ef-
fects for speaker gender on any of the linguistic measures. Hypotheses 1
and 2 were thus disconfirmed by the data. In fact, as Table 1 demonstrates,
only the epistemic subcategory of sort of approached significance [F(1, 90)
= 2.59, MSc = 0.19, p < .12], men (M = 0.30) tending to use this form
more frequently than women (M = 0.16).

Contextual Influences on Hedging. In contrast to the lack of speaker
gender effects, the two contextual variables produced a number of significant
effects. Hypothesis 3 received partial support. As predicted, participants of
both sexes employed fewer epistemic [F(1, 90) = 4.26, MSe = 0.19, p <
.05], affective [F(1, 90) = 5.18, MSC = 0.04, p < .05] and total [F(1, 90)
= 7.63, MSc = 0.28, p < .01] sort of forms in the competitive condition
than in the noncompetitive condition. Table I contains the relevant cell
means broken down by speaker gender. There were no significant main
effects for situational competitiveness for any of the you know subcategories,
but a nonsignificant trend emerged. Participants tended to use confident you
know less frequently in the competitive (M = 0.19) condition than in the
noncompetitive (M = 0.28) condition [F(1, 90) = 2.08, MSc = 0.09, p <
.15]. As Table I records, there were no significant interactions between
speaker gender and situational competitiveness.

The third variable of interest was audience gender. As a prelude to
analysis, we tested the degree of dependency between partners' scores be-
cause this factor may bias the F-statistic during tests of the gender by ad-
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dressee gender interaction (Kraemer & Jacklin, 1979). The resulting
Pearson's product-moment correlation coefficients indicated that the rela-
tionships between dyad partners' scores were mostly negligible. They ranged
from a high of r = .24 for unconfident you know to a low of r = .08 for
epistemic sort of. These indices suggested that the standard F-test was an
adequate tool with which to explore the Speaker Gender x Addressee Gen-
der interaction.

Research question 1 asked: Does gender of audience influence men's
and women's use of hedges? Turning first to sort of usage, we found a
significant main effect for audience gender regarding the production of the
epistemic variant [F(l, 90) = 4.45, MSc = 0.19, p < .05]. Members of both
sexes employed this form more readily when they were addressing men (M
— 0.32) rather than women (M = 0.13). There were no significant main
effects for the use of the affective [F(l, 90) = 0.56, MSc = 0.04, p > .05]
or total [F(l, 90) = 2.40, MSe = 0.28, p > .05] classes of sort of. Nor were
there any significant Speaker Gender x Audience Gender interactions, the
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Table I. F-Statistics and Cell Means from Two-Way (Gender x Condition) Analyses of
Variance on Six Hedging Dimensionsa

Cell means (n = 24)

Speech
dimension

Confident
you know

Unconfident
you know
you know
total

Epistemic
sort of

Affective
sort of
sort of
total

Male
non- Male

competitive competitive

0.32

0.55
0.93

0.43

0.21
0.67

0.17

0.30
0.54

0.17

0.04
0.22

Female
non-

competitive

0.24

0.32
0.63

0.21

0.12
0.38

F-statistics
(df = 1,90)

Gender
Female

competitive

0.21

0.44
0.71

0.09

0.11
0.23

MSc

0.09

0.29
0.65

0.19

0.04
0.28

Gender

0.07

0.17
0.15

2.59, n.s.

0.04
1.69

Condition

2.08, n.s.

0.31
0.83

. 4.26b

5.18b

7.63c

X

Condition

0.79

2.74
2.05

0.62

3.61, n.s.
1.94

* You know total and sort of total scores include the ambiguous occurrences of these forms. Cell
means reflect use of hedging as a ratio per hundred words produced.

bp < .05.
cp < .01.
The F-statistics and error estimates reported here were derived from the full three-way (Gender X
Addressee Gender X Condition); n.s. = nonsignificant.



relevant ANOVA statistics being F(l, 90) = 0.01, MSc = 0.19, p > 0.05,
for epistemic sort of, F(1, 90) = 2.49, MS, = 0.04, p > .05, for affective
sort of; and F = (1, 90) = 0.68, MS, = 0.28, p > .05, for sort of total.
Last, we have the results for you know. We found no significant main effects
for audience gender for the confident [F(1, 90) = 0.00, MSc = 0.09, p >
.05], unconfident [F(l, 90) = 0.81, MSc = 0.30, p > .05] or total [F(l, 90)
= 0.61, MSe = 0.65, p > .05] variants. With respect to the Speaker Gender
X Addressee Gender interaction, however, one significant finding did
emerge and this was for confident you know [F(1, 90) = 4.07, MSe = 0.09,
p < .05]. Follow-up Newman-Keuls procedures failed to detect any signif-
icant differences between the relevant cell means. Multiple t-tests (adjusted
for unequal cell sizes) revealed that, when both sexes were addressing a
female partner, men's mean usage (M = 0.31) was higher than that of
women [M = 0.17; t (48 df) = 2.047, p < .05]. Because the t-test approach
to multiple comparisons does not control for familywise Type I error rate,
this result should be interpreted with caution.5 There were no further sig-
nificant Speaker Gender x Addressee Gender interactions for the use of
unconfident you know [F(l, 90) = 1.49, MSe = 0.17, p > .05] or you know
total [F(l, 90) = 2.69, MSe = 0.65, p > .05].

In conclusion, although this analysis provided little evidence of global
gender differences in the rate of hedging, the contextual manipulations pro-
duced a variety of significant effects. It is worth noting that these were of
moderate strength. Magnitude of effect coefficients (omega-squared) were
computed for all significant effects. They varied between .031 for the inter-
active effect of speaker gender and audience gender on confident you know
usage and .062 for the main effect of audience gender upon sort of total
usage.6

DISCUSSION

Perhaps the most surprising result was the absence of main effects for
speaker gender. Contrary to the evidence presented by Holmes (1986, 1988),
we did not find that women used supportive hedges (affective sort of and
confident you know) more frequently than men. Nor did we find that men
used modal hedges (tentative sort of and unconfident you know) more fre-
quently than women. Moreover, unlike some previous work (e.g., Fishman,

5 The interpretation of this result depends on whether one is most concerned about making
a Type I or a Type II error. Keppel (1982) discussed the problem.

6Cohen (1977) proposed the following guidelines for interpreting omega-squared coef-
ficients: .01 represents a small effect, .06 a medium effect, and .15 a large effect.
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1980; Lakoff, 1975; McMillan et al., 1977), there was little evidence of sex
differences in the overall rate of usage of hedged speech. In short, discon-
firming hypotheses 1 and 2, hedging was not gender-differentiated in our
experiment, at least on the language dimensions investigated.

We might consider four hypotheses in attempting to explain these re-
sults. First, "white" South African men and women, in contrast to speakers
from New Zealand, Britain, and elsewhere, may not differ in their hedging
behavior. Previous work has demonstrated that cultural norms can influence
the relations between gender and language use (Bodine, 1975; Gunthner,
1992; Philips, 1980). However, the dearth of South African evidence on
hedging makes this hypothesis difficult to assess at present; and it would be
premature to draw conclusions about cross cultural differences on the basis
of a single study. A second explanation concerns the characteristics of our
sample. Whereas Holmes (1986, 1988) has employed a wide-ranging sample
in her research, this study employed a sample of students. Because students
are typically less gender-typed in their behavior than members of other social
categories (Mulac & Lundell, 1980), our research may be a conservative
test of gender differences in the wider South African population. Third, the
results may be a product of the experimental context. Holmes' (1986, 1988)
work has investigated talk in "real" social settings (radio interviews, inti-
mate conversations between friends, television debates, etc.). The present
study clearly has more restricted ecological validity. It is possible that the
formality of the experimental setting reduced the global incidence of hedg-
ing, thereby masking gender differences that may have surfaced in a more
relaxed situation (see also Pillon, Degauquier, & Duquesne, 1992). Last, the
failure to find gender differences may reflect a discrepancy between our
method of statistical analysis and that applied by Holmes. Holmes has gen-
erally based her conclusions upon descriptive statistics, citing raw scores,
means, and proportions as evidence of gender differences in hedging. This
study applied inferential analysis to data on hedging rates, a more stringent
test of gender differences.

In contrast to the results for speaker gender, the two contextual varia-
bles, audience gender and situational competitiveness, had a substantial in-
fluence upon hedging behavior. As predicted by Hypothesis 3, both sexes
employed fewer instances of sort of in the competitive condition than in the
noncompetitive condition. This pattern, which held for all subcategories of
the hedge, supports Holmes' argument that hedging is typical of causal,
unstructured communication (Holmes, 1995). However, the results for you
know contradicted this argument. Situational competitiveness did not signif-
icantly affect participants' use of this hedge, challenging the notion that you
know is most common in informal or intimate exchanges. How might the
discrepancy be explained? One possibility is that the artificial atmosphere
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of the experimental setting reduced the prevalence of the hedge globally
and, in so doing, made contextual variation difficult to detect. Even in the
noncompetitive condition, dyad partners were strangers in a strange situa-
tion—hardly an environment conducive to the relaxed, anecdotal chat during
which you know usually occurs.

The results for audience gender indicated that this variable had little
influence on participants' use of several hedging devices (affective sort of,
sort of total, unconfident you know, and you know total); but it exerted a
significant, if paradoxical, influence on their use of epistemic sort of and
confident you know.

Both sexes employed epistemic sort of more readily when talking to a
male partner rather than a female partner. This finding is reminiscent of
Brouwer's observations in a Dutch railway station (Brouwer, 1982; Brouwer
et al., 1979). Brouwer discovered that passengers of both sexes were more
polite when speaking to male ticket vendors than when speaking to female
ticket vendors. Reflecting upon her data, she remarked: "... I would like
to underline the fact that both male and female speakers show more respect
for men and less for women. This result reflects the sex-linked hierarchy in
society and one should realize that women themselves contribute to the
higher valuation of men" (Brouwer, 1982, p. 708). Brouwer's argument has
been supported by similar research on gender and politeness, which has
confirmed that men receive a higher proportion of "face-sensitive" com-
munication than women (Brown, 1980, 1990; Carli, 1990; McMillan et al,
1977).

An analysis of participants' use of confident you know revealed an
unexpected interaction effect: Men employed more hedges than women but
only when both sexes were talking to female addressees. As Fig. 1 indicates,
this result appears to be the joint product of women's decreased and men's
increased hedging rate in the presence of a female audience. It would be
incorrect to interpret this pattern as an expression of male-to-female defer-
ence because confident you know, by definition, signals speakers' conviction
that what they are saying is valid (Holmes, 1986). Rather, it may reflect
men's desire to win the approval of their female dyad partners, to proclaim
common ground and shared experience. Alternatively, male hedging in this
case may represent an attempt to converge toward a more "feminine"
speech style. This cross-sex modeling effect, as Piliavin and Martin (1978)
called it, has been documented on other linguistic dimensions (Bilous &
Krauss, 1988; Hogg, 1985; Mulac et al., 1988). Again, it is believed to reflect
speakers' desire to win social favor within mixed-sex conversations.

In conclusion, this research has confirmed that hedging is a flexible
resource that men and women use in a varied, contextually sensitive manner.
Although locating no overall gender differences in the frequency of hedging,
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the results have shown that men's and women's hedging behavior is influ-
enced differently by social context. It is by clarifying this interplay of gender
and situation that we may construct more responsive theoretical models.
Certainly, the fluidity of participants' hedging across our experimental con-
ditions challenges the explanations currently popular in the field of language
and gender. The results provide clear support neither for a "dominance"
theory, indicating that gender differences simply mirror power differences
(Fishman, 1980; Zimmerman & West, 1975), nor for a "difference" theory,
indicating that they reflect the influence of gender specific norms of com-
munication (Maltz & Borker, 1982; Tannen, 1990). In applying Holmes'
framework, this research has also highlighted the dangers of making gen-
eralizations about the social functions of hedges. Past work has tended to
presuppose that hedged speech expresses tentativeness. At worst, such work
has been an exercise in indiscriminate frequency counts, telling us little
about the concrete, in situ functions of the verbal forms being tallied. The
advantage of Holmes' framework is its sensitivity to the multifunctional,
occasioned nature of hedging. Although this study has failed to replicate
several of her findings, we remain convinced of the merits of her approach.
This approach reveals that hedges can display not only a speaker's uncer-
tainty but a variety of social meanings. As important, it reveals that hedges

Fig. 1. Confident you know usage as a function of speaker gender and addressee
gender.



never express uncertainty, imprecision, warmth, or any other social function
in the abstract. They do so only when they become mobilized in the concrete
arenas of everyday talk, as forms of situated practice.

APPENDIX: TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS

The transcription conventions used in this study were loosely based
upon those developed by Gail Jefferson, but we have adapted and added
symbols when necessary:

• Numbers in parenthesis indicate time lapsed without speech in sec-
onds and tenths of seconds [e.g., (2.5)].

• Underlining indicates that the speaker puts heavier emphasis on the
marked words (e.g., "I disagree completely ....").

• Words in parentheses display paralinguistic actions [e.g., (laughs)].
• Hyphens indicate foreshortened words ("I thin-well ....").
• Square brackets mean that the enclosed speech is simultaneous. The

left-hand bracket indicates the onset of simultaneity, the right-hand
bracket its conclusion.

• The superscripted slash represents rising (/), falling (\), fall-rise (\/),
rise-fall (A), and level (-) intonational contours (e.g., "you know").

• A segment of discourse that was difficult or impossible to transcribe
is marked (inaudible).
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