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Abstract 
 

This study reexamines Lakoff’s (1973) claim that women use more hedges than 

men is true. Because of the vast number of hedges, this study focuses on two 

hedges: I think and I’m sure. It also investigates how the included hedges are used 

by men and women to express belief and opinion. The study has been carried out 

with the help of a corpus called British National Corpus 2014 (BNC2014). From 

this database, authentic conversations that include these hedges in clause-final 

position have been extracted. By using the extracted and processed data, a 

conclusion can be drawn regarding similarities and differences in how often men 

and women use these hedges and in what context they are used. The results show 

that Lakoff’s (1973) claim has a certain truth to it, since 63.0% of the valid I think 

tokens and 67.6% of the valid I’m sure tokens were produced by women. As for 

the expression of belief or opinion, the results points towards I think and I’m sure 

upholding traditional gender traits. 
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1. Introduction 

In the field of linguistics there are several interesting areas worthy of further studies and 

research. One of these areas is spoken language. The possibilities in research of spoken 

language have been made easier by the construction of several extensive corpora (e.g. 

the Spoken British National Corpus 2014), where millions of words of transcribed 

speech are easily accessed. A researcher may simply visit the web interface of the 

corpus and find relevant material in spoken or written contexts. Large quantities of data 

can be obtained with little effort and in a short amount of time, which eliminates the 

need for researchers to record and transcribe their own data.  

There are many different research questions that can be asked and answered when 

performing research on spoken language. For example, a diachronic study on how a 

specific language or accent has changed over time can be performed, or a study on 

whether there are linguistic differences based on, for example, geography, social 

background, ethnicity or gender. The aim of this study is to answer three questions. 

Firstly, and most importantly, the study sets out to answer the question whether women 

use the hedges I think and I’m sure more often than men. Secondly, the study tries to 

conclude which of the two senses, belief or opinion, are most common in connection to 

I think and I’m sure. Lastly, the study attempts to find out how men and women use the 

hedges when they are divided into belief and opinion.  

One reason for focusing on differences in usage of hedges is that Lakoff’s study has 

been criticized by a number of researchers, which makes it a good candidate for 

reexamination. Also, since language constantly changes, it is interesting to see whether 

there have been any major changes in how the above-mentioned hedges are used 

compared to when Lakoff made her study.  
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The author’s hypothesis for the first research question is that Lakoff’s claim most 

certainly may be accurate, but that women use stereotypical female language to a lesser 

extent today than at the time of Lakoff’s study. Regarding the second question it is 

assumed that I think is mainly used to express belief, while I’m sure is used to express 

opinion. Lastly, the assumption for the third research question is that there are no real 

differences between the way men use the senses and the way women use them.  

In order to limit the scope of this study, certain factors will not be considered when 

comparing male and female speakers in how they use hedges in spoken language. 

Factors such as social background, age and ethnicity will not be part of this comparison. 

One thing that can affect the use of hedges is who else takes part in the conversation, i.e. 

if the conversation is male–male, female–female or male–female. This variable will also 

be excluded from this study. The main reason for excluding them is that BNC2014 does 

not allow such searches at present. However, even if it would have been possible to 

include the above-mentioned factors, the study’s focus is on male and female speech in 

general which makes other factors irrelevant. 

 

2. Previous research 

This section discusses two different types of research on I think and I’m sure. First, a 

general discussion of how these two expressions have been studied previously takes 

place. Then, previous research on the function of I think and I’m sure as hedges is 

presented. There is also a discussion about research on gender differences on a linguistic 

level. 

2.1 I think and I’m sure in previous studies 

Much research has been made on I think over the years, while there are fewer studies on 

I’m sure. Many of the studies on I think are concerned with its function and with how 
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the meaning and usage of this expression has changed over time. In a study by Aijmer 

(1997), she argues that I think has “developed into a discourse marker or modal particle 

which is syntactically a speech-act adverbial” (Aijmer 1997: 1). Furthermore, she 

explains that discourse markers “are typically “pragmaticalized” since they involve the 

speaker’s attitude to the hearer” (Aijmer 1997: 2) and says that “pragmaticalization of 

meaning has in the past been associated with “bleaching” or loss of meaning” (Aijmer 

1997: 2). In other words, expressions such as you know or you see has lost its original 

meaning. In connection with loss of meaning, she argues that I think is a good example 

of “pragmaticalization or of emergent pragmatic constructions” (Aijmer 1997: 2). By 

doing so, she puts forward another theory than the one presented by Thompson & 

Mulac (1991) (as mentioned in Aijmer (1997)). Their claim is that it is possible for 

expressions such as I think to undergo a transformation from being a main clause 

construction to be an epistemic adverb through the process of grammaticalization. An 

explanation of how the grammaticalization process works is presented in examples (1) – 

(3).  

In the above-mentioned study, Aijmer (1997) discusses the fact that I think is not a 

purely pragmatic expression because it has a “structural and formal flexibility” (Aijmer 

1997: 6) that causes it to “straddle grammar and discourse” (Aijmer 1997: 6). By using 

the example, I think that Bill is at home (Aijmer 1997: 7), she explains that I think can 

also be placed in a clause-final position, i.e. Bill is at home, I think (Aijmer 1997: 7). In 

addition, there are other ways in which I think is flexible compared to other phrases (in 

this case you know), namely in tense, aspect and modality. Here, Aijmer (1997) gives 

the following examples: I thought, I was thinking, I would think, I would have thought 

/that Bill was at home/ (Aijmer 1997: 7). Lastly, Aijmer (1997) presents the facts that I 

think can be negated (as in I don’t think) and form a question (do you think). According 

to her, one reason for its transformation into a pragmatic and movable discourse marker 
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is that there is “conversational implicature and principles such as the Gricean maxim of 

quality” (Aijmer 1997: 8), which means that a person should not say what he or she 

believes to be untrue. When a speaker uses expressions such as I think (or I’m sure), it 

allows the hearer to draw a conclusion that what is being said may or may not be true.  

Aijmer (1997) claims that it is “fruitful to make a distinction between 

grammaticalization and pragmaticalization” (Aimer 1997: 2). In other words, she 

considers grammaticalization and pragmaticalization to be two separate processes.  

Diewald (2011) presents a theory which does not agree with Aijmer’s attempt to 

separate the two processes. Instead, Diewald (2011) suggests that pragmaticalization is 

“one instance of grammaticalization among many others” (Diewald 2011: 384). She 

also claims that there is “no reason to treat it on par with grammaticalization, i.e., on the 

same hierarchical level, in a classification of types of language change” (Diewald 2011: 

384). Finally, she concludes that the term pragmaticalization has been introduced as “an 

attempt to preserve the domains “grammar” and “pragmatics” as clearly distinct 

domains” (Diewald 2011: 384).  

As mentioned before, Thompson & Mulac (1991) performed a study where they 

discuss the transformation of expressions such as I think into an epistemic adverb 

through grammaticalization. They speak of I think as an epistemic phrase that can be 

placed in different positions of a clause and that exhibits so-called that-deletion. They 

also concluded, as mentioned in Kaatari (forthcoming), that I think stands without that 

92% of the times that it is used in an utterance. Van Bogaert (2011) obtained a similar 

result in her study on I think, which was based on two corpus collections: the 

International Corpus of English – the British Component (ICE-GB) and the British 

National Corpus (BNC). Her findings are that in ICE-GB, that is left out 91% of the 

times I think occurrs in speech while the number of times I think is omitted is somewhat 

higher in BNC, namely 95%. In contrast, Kaatari (forthcoming) concludes that that-
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deletion also occurs in sentences that include I’m sure. It is calculated that in these 

sentences, that is omitted 90% of the times. To exemplify how that-deletion (illustrated 

with 0) and grammaticalization work, examples from Thompson and Mulac’s (1991) 

study is used and presented in (1) – (3). 

 

(1) I think that we’re definitely moving towards being more technological. 

(2) I think 0 exercise is really beneficial, to anybody. 

(3) It’s just your point of view you know what you like to do in your spare time 

I think. 

Thompson & Mulac (1991: 313) 

 

In (1) and (2), Thompson & Mulac show the progression from a sentence with a 

retained that to a sentence where that-deletion has occurred, whereas (2) and (3) 

illustrate grammaticalization. In (2), I think is in the same position as in (1), i.e. clause-

initial position, but in (3), I think has been moved to a clause-final position. In other 

words, such combinations “are free to float to various positions in the clause” 

(Thompson & Mulac 1991: 326). Example (4) is an original example taken from the 

study carried out by the author of this essay. It shows I think in clause-final position, 

while (5) and (6) are manipulated to show how the expression can be placed in clause-

initial and clause-medial position. Similarly, it is possible to put I’m sure in both clause-

initial and clause-medial position. 

 

(4) Humanity is too big, I think. (SZAZ) 

(5) I think humanity is too big. 

(6) Humanity is, I think, too big.  
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Kaatari (forthcoming) mentions an article by Hooper (1975), who in turn discusses 

this type of mobility in relation to so called assertive predicates. According to Kaatari 

(forthcoming: 6), Hooper (1975) divides the assertive predicates into two groups: weak 

and strong. Further, it is explained that weak assertive predicates (which I think belongs 

to) make a statement less certain while an expression such as I’m sure counts as a strong 

assertive predicate because it strengthens a statement in which it is used (Kaatari: 

forthcoming). By using collected data from BNC2014, examples (7) and (8) show how I 

think and I’m sure function in terms of being weak and strong assertive predicates. 

Example (7) illustrates the second speaker’s hesitation of the truth in the statement 

made, while the second speaker in (8) appears to be certain that what he says is indeed 

true.  

 

(7) [S0613:] what's she studying? [S0588:] art history I think. (SPTA) 

(8) [S0199:] there's bound to be something though isn't there? [S0192:] oh yeah 

there'll be something left over I’m sure. (SAA3) 

2.2 Previous research on hedges 

In a study on hedges, Holmes (1987) briefly discusses I think and explains that the 

expression is used to express a number of things, namely uncertainty/certainty (modal 

meaning), negative politeness and reassurance (affective meaning). She illustrates this 

with three examples, shown here in (9) – (11).  

 

(9) it’d be about two o’clock I think [Elderly man recounting past experience to 

friends] 

(10) you’ve got that wrong I think [Teacher to pupil] 

(11) I think that’s absolutely right [Statusful interviewee on TV] 

Holmes (1987: 61) 
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In (9), the speaker appears uncertain by his use of I think while in (10), I think 

functions as “a softener or negative politeness marker” (Holmes 1987: 61) since the 

teacher is certain that the pupil has answered incorrectly. Finally, in (11) the speaker is 

certain that she has interpreted the discussed facts accurately and she “is lending the 

weight of her status-based authority to reassuring the audience of their validity” 

(Holmes 1987: 61). With regards to the final example, she mentions that in an earlier 

study from 1985, she has called this use deliberative (Holmes 1987: 61).  

In another study, Holmes (1990) discusses this further with the same examples as in 

the study from 1987. There, she contrasts the previously mentioned deliberative 

function with the tentative function. According to Holmes (1990), both (9) and (10) can 

be considered to fall into this category because they, as mentioned before, act as 

softeners or negative politeness markers. She also argues that intonation is another thing 

that shows whether I think is tentative (i.e. softener/negative politeness marker or 

uncertainty). When I think occurs in clause-final position with a falling intonation it 

“may serve as a softener following a directive” (Holmes 1990: 188), which is the case in 

(10). Clause-final position and a falling intonation may also “express genuine 

uncertainty” (Holmes 1990: 188), as seen in (9).  

Lakoff (1973, 1975) (as mentioned in Holmes 1990) indicates that hedges occur 

more often in speech than in writing, a thought that has later been confirmed “for many 

of the pragmatic particles she identified or ‘at least in highly informal style’” (Holmes 

1990: 191). According to Holmes (1985), Lakoff (1973, 1975) suggests that “women 

are likely to use more forms expressing uncertainty and politeness than men” (Holmes 

1985: 59) as well as “more intensifiers or strengthening particles than men” (Holmes 

1985: 59). Holmes (1985) then goes on to mention findings by Crosby and Nyquist 

(1977), who showed that there was a “tendency for women to use more hedges to 

women, while male–male transactions elicited fewest” (Holmes 1990: 192).  
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Coates (2003) discusses that epistemic modal forms such as I think and I’m sure is 

used “to signal that the speaker is not committed to what s/he is saying” (Coates 2003: 

333). To explain how this signaling works, she exemplified the process with an 

utterance where I think is placed in clause-initial position: I think she’s got a body hair 

problem (Coates 2003: 333). By using I think, Coates argues, the speaker signals that 

she is unsure whether the utterance holds any truth to it. In (7), where I think is placed 

in clause-final position, it also possible to see the speaker’s uncertainty of the level of 

truth to what was said.  

Another way to use expressions such as I think and I’m sure is, according to Coates 

(2003), to avoid “the appearance of playing the expert” (Coates 2003: 338). By using 

the expression “playing the expert”, Coates (2003) means a “conversational game where 

participants take it in turns to hold the floor and talk about a subject which they are an 

expert on” (Coates 2003: 338). She also mentions that it appears as though men engage 

in this type of game more often than women, who find it important to “minimize social 

distance between conversational participants” (Coates 2003: 338). She exemplifies the 

avoidance of appearing as an expert with a conversation between two female friends 

discussing the fact that another friend has decided to live together with her boyfriend, as 

seen in (12) below. The speaker Katy uses I’m sure (and I mean, which is also an 

epistemic modal form) to “avoid sounding like an expert on relationships” (Coates 

2003: 338).  

(12) JO: but yeah it is a bit soon to be saying we’re gonna move in together 

  KATY: yeah exactly I mean that’s the thing I mean I’m sure-  

  JO: I mean I’m not saying it’s not going to last but- 

  KATY: yeah very soon 

  JO: yeah 

(Coates 2003: 338) 
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2.3 Linguistic gender differences 

As mentioned in Section 1, the focus of this study is to find out whether Lakoff’s claim 

that women use more hedges than men is true. Her claims and her article have been 

criticized by many researchers for being unempirical, and empirical work has 

reexamined her studies. A prerequisite for her claim to be accurate is that there are 

linguistic differences between the men and women. This is an area which has been 

closely studied for many years. In this section, Lakoff’s views on gender differences are 

brought up, as well as discussions by Wardhaugh & Fuller (2015) and Coates (2016).  

In an article on language produced by women and speech about women, Lakoff 

(1973) discusses the fact that girls and boys are treated differently when it comes to 

language use. She claims that “[i]f a little girl ‘talks rough’ like a boy, she will normally 

be ostracized, scolded or made fun of” (Lakoff 1973: 47). Furthermore, she expresses 

the idea that if a girl learns how to speak as is expected of her, the “special style of 

speech will later be an excuse others use to keep her in a demeaning position” (Lakoff 

1973: 47). In other words, Lakoff considers language to be a way for society to keep its 

power over girls and women. She states her point further by saying that if a woman 

refuses to speak like a lady, she will be “ridiculed and subjected to criticism as 

unfeminine” (Lakoff 1973: 48). On the other hand, if she does learn feminine language, 

she will be accused of being “unable to think clearly, unable to take part in a serious 

discussion” (Lakoff 1973: 48).  

Lakoff also discusses the fact that what she calls women’s language (henceforth 

WL) is omnipresent in English grammar. For example, there are differences in what 

types of lexical items that are being used as well as how often they are used, as well as 

differences in intonational patterns. She brings up the example of differences in how 

women and men look at colors. A woman may say that a wall painted “a pinkish shade 
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of purple” (Lakoff 1973: 49) is mauve, while a man who describes the wall with the 

same word would be considered to be either “imitating a woman sarcastically, or a 

homosexual, or an interior designer” (Lakoff 1973: 49). She concludes that many men 

consider topics such as color naming to be trivial and “irrelevant to the real world” 

(Lakoff 1973: 49). 

Similarly, there are differences in what type of so called meaningless particle each 

gender prefers to use. Lakoff (1973: 50) exemplifies this with two utterances that can be 

perceived to be said either by a man or woman, see (13) (a) and (b) below.  

 

(13) (a) Oh dear, you’ve put the peanut butter in the refrigerator again. 

 (b) Shit, you’ve put the peanut butter in the refrigerator again.  

The first sentence, Lakoff says, would most likely be identified as being said by a 

woman, while the second is typically characterized as being male. She mentions that 

women to an increasing extent were starting to use so called men’s language at the time 

of the article’s publication. Contrastively men do not use WL. An explanation for this is 

that the language of “the group that holds the power, along with its non-linguistic 

behavior, is generally adopted by the other group, not vice versa” (Lakoff 1973: 50). 

Stronger, more forceful, expletives (e.g. shit, damn, etc.) are mainly connected with 

male speech while weaker, less forceful, expletives (e.g. oh dear, goodness, etc.) are 

used by women.  

The fact that women express themselves less forcefully than men can also be seen in 

the use of tag questions. Coates (2016) mentions Lakoff’s (1975) unempirical claim that 

tag questions are associated with expressing tentativeness. Coates (2016) also brings up 

the findings in Siegler & Siegler’s (1976) study on tag questions. In their study, the 

participants were asked to decide whether a specific utterance was made by a male or a 

female. On the surface, the results seem to support Lakoff’s theory that tag questions is 
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mainly used by women, but in fact their study only shows the participants’ attitude to 

who uses them. Coates states that “it doesn’t prove that women actually use more tag 

questions” (Coates 2016: 90).  

A similar conclusion is made by Wardhaugh & Fuller (2015). First, they bring up 

Holmes (1984) who argued that it is not women who tend to express uncertainty 

through the use of tag questions. Instead, it was concluded that it is predominantly men 

who use tag questions in this manner. Then, Wardhaugh & Fuller (2015: 324) mention 

Poos & Simpson (2002) who analyzed academic data from the University of Michigan 

and concluded that, within academic speech, there are no apparent differences in use of 

tag questions and other hedging devices. Lastly, they discuss O’Barr & Atkins’ (1980) 

study regarding courtroom speech, which showed that “it was not women who used the 

features identified by Lakoff as being part of WL, but people who has less institutional 

power” (Wardhaugh & Fuller 2015: 324). Thus, the findings of the studies refute the 

idea of tag questions being typical female language, but they do confirm Lakoff’s idea 

that “the ways of speaking which are associated with women are associated with a lack 

of power” (Wardhaugh & Fuller 2015: 324).  

 

3. Methodology 

As mentioned in Section 2.3, Lakoff (1973) put forward the claim that women, in 

childhood, learn to use a gentle language in order not to be “ostracized, scolded or made 

fun of” (Lakoff 1973: 47). Two years later, Lakoff elaborated her previous claim by 

saying that women use more hedges than men because they are (as cited in Coates 2016: 

88) “socialised to believe that asserting themselves strongly isn’t nice or ladylike, or 

even feminine” (Lakoff 1975: 54). In this study, the claim that women use more hedges 

than men is being tested. However, since hedges can be realized by several linguistic 

features, limitation is necessary. Hence, the study focuses on two hedges in clause-final 
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position: I think and I’m sure. The reason for focusing on I think and I’m sure is that 

these two hedges have been researched extensively in the past, which makes them good 

items for discussion. The data which has been used is extracted from BNC2014, a 

corpus containing over 11 million words of transcribed speech, recorded between 2012 

and 2016. The high number of authentic examples is the reason BNC2014 was chosen 

as a source of data in this study. 

In a paper on BNC2014, the creators of the corpus explain that the purpose of 

creating the database was to meet the growing demand of conversational data. They say 

that they made a key decision early on in the creation process, namely that they would 

“collect data which occurred only in informal contexts” (Love, et al. 2017: 324). The 

reason given for this is that the researchers who want to use specialized corpora create 

their own. Furthermore, Love et al. (2017: 324-325) say that there are many publicly 

released corpora which contain specialized data. As an example, they mention the 

British Academic Spoken English Corpus, which contains “university lectures and 

seminars” (Love et al. 2017: 325).  

In BNC2014’s predecessor, the Spoken BNC1994, speech created by men, children 

and elderly people was underrepresented in the collected data. Love et al. suggest that 

the focus of the creators of BNC1994 was to “collect as much data as possible and to 

accept the consequent imbalances in the corpus across the demographic categories” 

(Love et al. 2017: 326). However, they do agree with this data collection approach 

“given the costs associated with collecting spoken data” (Love et al. 2017: 326). In fact, 

the creators of BNC2014 used a similar approach. They accepted all incoming data and 

they monitored the levels of the different demographic categories in order to be “alerted 

to any imbalances that were severe” (Love et al. 2017: 327). If severe imbalances arose, 

they would utilize different channels to recruit more participants in the particular 

category (e.g. Facebook, press releases targeting specific age groups, etc.). The result 
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became a data set, which is “twice the size of the Spoken BNC1994DS” (Love et al. 

2017: 327).  

To retrieve data from BNC2014, the CQP web interface has been utilized, and the 

search strings used is designed to capture I think and I’m sure in clause-final position. 

Since the BNC2014 data is divided into utterances, the utterance tag has been used to 

specifically target instances occurring at the end of utterances. The search strings used 

are displayed in Tables 1 and 2.  The formula “rbound(u)” is what captures I think and 

I’m sure at the end of an utterance.  

 

Table 1 – Search string for I think 

Query Speaker gender Matches Frequency 

[word= "I"] [word= 

"think" & rbound(u)] 

Male 1,047 240.75 per million words 

Female 1,549 219.03 per million words 

 

Table 2 – Search string for I’m sure 

Query Speaker gender Matches Frequency 

[word= "I"] [word= "'m"] 

[word= "sure" & 

rbound(u)] 

Male 42 11.7 per million words 

Female 79 9.66 per million words 

 

The data on I think is a randomized sample of 10% of the total matches for each 

gender, with 105 male speaker tokens and 155 female speaker tokens. The reason for 

using no more than 10% is that use of I think is very frequent in speech. There were far 

fewer matches of I’m sure, which allowed a complete extraction of those tokens (42 

tokens from male speakers and 79 tokens from female speakers). For various reasons, 

not all tokens are coded as valid. There are several tokens where too many unclear 

words are present, as in (14), as well as a few instances where the expressions stand on 

their own and hence cannot be considered a hedge, as in (15). In the end, 70 male and 
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119 female I think tokens and 24 male and 50 female I’m sure tokens have been deemed 

valid and included in the study. 

 

(14) no --UNCLEARWORD I 'm alright for getting up –UNCLEARWORD I 

think (SKEQ) 

(15) isn't it? [S0331:] the goose was quite --UNCLEARWORD [S0330:] it was 

very s- it was a very sombre moment [S0331:] mm [S0328:] I'm sure. 

(SNPA) 

In this study, the focus lies on the differences in usage of hedges between male and 

female speakers regardless of age or background. However, upon analysis of the I think 

tokens it has become apparent that this hedge can be used in two different ways, namely 

to express belief and opinion. In a study on I think, Aijmer (1997) discusses the concept 

of cogitation which can be extended to three senses, belief, opinion and intention. The 

last sense, intention, is discussed in this study, since it merely expresses what a person 

wants (intends) to do and thus cannot be considered a hedge. As far as the other two 

senses are concerned, Aijmer (1997) claims that “[t]he extension involves metaphoric 

strategies, i.e., speakers view the formation of an opinion or belief in terms of thinking 

and borrow the verb think to express the new meanings” (Aijmer 1997: 12). This can be 

seen in the extracted data, where I think is placed in clause-final position. An example 

of how the two senses, belief and opinion, is expressed by I think is found in (16) and 

(17) respectively.   

 

(16) [S0329:] when have you got your exams? [S0326:] mm end of May 

beginning of June I think (SDLP) 

(17) [S0580:] he's a sweetie yeah [S0579:] yeah he's he's a lovely thing 

[S0580:] he's very good for --ANONnameM I think (SR4E) 
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In (16), the speaker is showing uncertainty about the time for their exam by using I 

think as a marker for belief. In (17), the speaker expresses his/her opinion by saying I 

think, even though s/he in reality know how s/he feel about the thing being discussed. 

This usage also allows for other opinions to be brought forward, since it is the speaker’s 

personal opinion. 

It is also clear that I’m sure functions in the same manner. It is possible to divide 

the usage into the sub-groups of belief and opinion even if the line between the two 

senses can be considered somewhat blurrier for I’m sure than for I think. It is necessary 

to focus more on the context surrounding I’m sure to decide which of the two senses the 

tokens belong to, which can be seen in (18) and (19).  

 

(18) the hardest thing poor man was thumb print because I was trying to do th- 

that was hard for him I’m sure [S0663:] his patience was tested severely 

[S0661:] mum you couldn't press your thumb on the screen? (SXLC) 

(19) [S0012:] they don't want to do it [S0008:] no they'd rather have the money 

I’m sure [S0012:] well of course they would (SU8C) 

Example (18) has been coded as belief, since it is obvious that the speaker hardly 

knows for sure whether the ‘poor man’ actually found the situation difficult. In (19), I’m 

sure is coded as conveying an opinion because speaker 8 [S0008] appears to be sure of 

the truth in the utterance and also receives confirmation from speaker 12 [S0012] that 

the opinion is correct (at least from speaker 12’s point of view).  

 

4. Results 

Presented below, see Tables 3 and 4, are the compiled data for the I think and I’m sure 

tokens. The valid tokens are deemed to be hedges because they have been identified to 

be in clause-final position. The first noticeable thing about Tables 3 and 4 is that there is 
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a higher number of I think tokens than of I’m sure tokens. The reason for this is that I 

think is significantly more frequent in speech, and thus there is a higher number of those 

tokens. As mentioned in Section 3, a randomized sample of 10% of the total I think 

matches for male and female speakers is used, while all I’m sure tokens from BNC2014 

are included in the study. A second apparent fact is that female speakers use the two 

hedges to higher degree than the male speakers. Lastly, is worth mentioning that the 

number of invalid tokens has only been included for total transparency of the collected 

data. Examples of invalid tokens are found in Section 3.  

 

Table 3. Compiled data of I think 

 No of tokens Valid Invalid 

Male 105 70 35 

Female 155 119 36 

Total 260 189 71 

 

Table 4. Compiled data of I’m sure 

  No of tokens Valid Invalid 

Male 42 24 18 

Female 79 50 29 

Total 121 74 47 

 

The focus is on the valid tokens, which means that all invalid tokens are discarded 

from further discussion. Reasons for rendering a token invalid are described in Section 

3. When the invalid tokens are omitted, Figures 1 and 2 can be constructed. In Figures 1 

and 2, the percentages across gender are presented. Since the number of total tokens 

differs between male and female speakers, it is not possible to simply compare these 

numbers. Making a comparison in that way can give a misleading result. Hence, a fair 

comparison between male and female usage of the hedge I think in clause-final position 

can only be made if percentages are used. Figures 1 and 2 display the difference 

between male and female usage of I think and I’m sure. Similar to what can be observed 

in Tables 3 and 4, it is obvious that female use of the hedges is more prevalent than the 
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corresponding use of hedges by men. Approximately two thirds of the total usage of I 

think are made by women (63.0%) while only around one third are made by men 

(37.0%). The results for I’m sure resemble the results for I think, even if the results for 

I’m sure are slightly higher. This expression is used 67.6% by women and 32.4% by 

men.  

 
Figure 1. Distribution across gender in valid I think tokens 

 

 
Figure 2. Distribution across gender in valid I’m sure tokens 

 

In Section 3, Aijmer’s (1997) extension of the cogitation concept into the senses 

belief and opinion is discussed. In Figures 3 and 4, the percentages of the total usage of 

I think and I’m sure, regardless of gender, in each of the two senses are presented. It is 

distinctly displayed in Figure 3 that I think is more closely associated with expressing 

belief than with expressing an opinion. I think is used to express belief in 77.8% of the 

occasions while only 22.2% use the expression to state their opinion. As shown in 

Figure 4, I’m sure is also generally used in the belief sense, even though the number is 
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slightly lower (68.9%). The corresponding number for uses of I’m sure to express 

opinion is 31.1%.  

 
Figure 3. Comparison of senses in I think. 

 

 
Figure 4. Comparison of senses in I’m sure. 

 

 

It is also possible to divide the usage of the two senses of I think and I’m sure into 

male use and female use. Looking at how men and women use I think, the numbers are 

quite similar to the general comparison. Male speakers use the expression to express 

belief 77.9% while female speakers use it 77.8%. In contrast, the use of I think in the 

opinion sense is 22.1% for men and 22.2% for women. While the results regarding the 

division of I think into different senses show little difference between men and women, 

the difference is greater for I’m sure. When the belief and opinion senses are divided 

into male use and female use, the data shows that expression of belief is used by men 
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54.2% and 76.0% by women. Hence, the remaining percentages show the use of the 

opinion sense (45.8% in the male section and 24.0% in the female section).  

5. Discussion 

When simply comparing the number of tokens displayed in Tables 3 and 4, disregarding 

whether the tokens are valid or not, the conclusion can be drawn that female speakers 

use the two hedges I think and I’m sure to a greater extent than male speakers. This 

observation is in line with Lakoff’s (1973) proposal that female speakers use hedges 

more often than male speakers. One reason, given by Lakoff (1973), is that women, as 

they are growing up, have to learn a language that suits a “lady” in order to not be 

ridiculed or berated. Another possible reason for this difference is (as mentioned in 

Section 2.2) that female speakers tend to insert hedges in their language to avoid “the 

appearance of playing the expert” (Coates 2003: 338).  

After the omission of invalid tokens, a comparison between the genders shows that 

the percentage of female speakers is significantly higher compared to male speakers’ 

use of both I think and I’m sure (see Figures 1 and 2). Before the data was processed, it 

was suspected that the usage of the two hedges would be slightly higher for female 

speakers. However, considering the fact that the data is representative of contemporary 

speech (the corpus data was collected between 2012 and 2016), it is surprising that the 

difference was so significant in favor of a higher female usage, 63.0% vs 37.0% for I 

think and 67.6% vs. 32.4% for I think. This conclusion points to that women still speak 

in a softer way to avoid being seen as unfeminine, in contrast to the author’s belief that 

women have adopted male speech to a higher degree. 

Reasons for the differences in Figures 1 and 2 can be found in both a cultural and a 

historical context. Women tend to use a softer language and they add, to a greater extent 

than men, an element of doubt in their statements. The fact that women use a softer 
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language may contribute to the use of expressions such as I think because it “acts as a 

softener or a negative politeness marker” (Holmes 1987: 61). Similarly, Coates (2003) 

indicates that both I think and I’m sure serve to signal that the speaker does not 

necessarily have to be certain that what has been said is actually true. Herein lies the 

element of doubt in female speech. Historically, the notion that girls and women should 

speak like ladies has rendered them inferior compared to men. This notion has only 

been strengthened by Lakoff’s explanation that a man who, for example, looks at a wall 

painted in a pinkish shade of purple and call the color mauve is either “imitating a 

woman sarcastically, or a homosexual, or an interior designer” (Lakoff 1973: 49). Such 

opinions show that men have made WL unattractive and irrelevant to use. Men’s 

language, on the other hand, is the language of power because it belongs to the group 

that holds power in society. This makes it an attractive language to use, regardless of the 

speaker’s gender. It is interesting, considering the fact that men’s language is the 

language of power, that even though we have moved towards a more equal language, 

significant differences between the uses of hedges can be seen in Figures 1 and 2. 

After splitting I think and I’m sure into two senses, belief and opinion, it is possible 

to see in what way the speakers, regardless of gender, use these expressions. When it 

comes to I think, the speakers first and foremost use it to express belief. 77.8% of all 

speakers use it in this way. That is not very surprising since the meaning of I think has 

changed over time. As Aijmer (1997) concludes, “speakers view the formation of an 

opinion or belief in terms of thinking and borrow the verb think to express the new 

meanings” (Aijmer 1997: 12). Also, I think is an expression which is considered to 

signal tentativeness and uncertainty, and an expression that falls under the category of 

weak assertive predicates. Hence, it is expected that I think is mostly used in the belief 

sense.  
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The main use of I’m sure is also in the belief sense, even though the speakers that 

use this term to express uncertainty are fewer than the ones that use I think for the same 

reason. Only 68.9% use I’m sure this way. Here, the result may indicate a speaker’s lack 

of commitment to the veracity of the statement. On the surface, it appears as though 

speakers know what they are talking about, but in fact they have given themselves a 

“way out” if what they have said turns out to be incorrect. The fact that I’m sure is one 

of the strong assertive predicates that strengthen an utterance gives weight to this 

theory. Nevertheless, it would have been an expected result that more people use I’m 

sure to express an opinion rather than a belief when considering that it is a 

strengthening expression.  

The 22.2% who use I think to express an opinion may do so to “soften the blow” of 

what they have just said. Adding I think to an utterance that has clearly taken a stand in 

a discussion makes the utterance appear less aggressive towards other participants that 

might not agree with the statement made. In other words, it functions as a softener. An 

example of this is (17), as mentioned earlier in Section 3: [S0580:] he's a sweetie yeah 

[S0579:] yeah he's he's a lovely thing [S0580:] he's very good for --ANONnameM I 

think (SR4E) 

In this example, speaker 580 [S0580] apparently does think that the person they 

speak of is good person, but still adds I think at the end. By doing so, the speaker also 

opens up a possibility to change her opinion at a later point and allows the other 

participants to disagree with her standpoint. 

As mentioned, it is somewhat surprising that I’m sure is used more often to express 

belief than opinion. However, there are 31.1% who do use it in the opinion sense. It 

appears to be functioning in a similar way to I think in the opinion sense. To put I’m 

sure at the end of an utterance that expresses a speaker’s opinion softens the utterance 
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and makes it sound less aggressive. A thing that differentiates I’m sure from I think in 

this sense is that it does not necessarily open up for disagreement. Rather, such an 

expression merely seeks reassurance and agreement from the other participants, as seen 

in example (19), as seen in Section 3: [S0012:] they don't want to do it [S0008:] no 

they'd rather have the money I’m sure [S0012:] well of course they would (SU8C) 

Speaker 8 [S0008] concludes that the people they talk about would prefer to have 

the money, and speaker 12 [S0012] agrees with the statement. Thus, speaker 8 has 

received reassurance that s/he is correct in her/his assumptions. In other words, it can be 

said that I’m sure is used in the opinion sense for selfish reasons.  

A division of the senses of I think and I’m sure into gender-specific uses show 

major differences. I think turns out to be similar to the general comparison between the 

belief sense and the opinion sense. What is surprising is that out of the men who used I 

think in their utterances, 77.9% did so to express tentativeness. This finding might, 

however, be in line with the findings by Holmes (1984), Poos & Simpson (2002) and 

O’Barr & Atkins (1980) (as mentioned in Wardhaugh & Fuller 2015), which counter 

Lakoff’s (1973) theory of female speech being more tentative than male but confirms 

her idea that female speech is associated with lack of power. The fact that women in our 

contemporary society have gained more power in society can be a possible explanation 

as to why the results show such similarity in usage of I think between the genders. 

Another reason for this similarity can be that men have discovered advantages with the 

use of I think to express belief. They voice their opinion and when I think is added to it, 

they keep a way out of their statement, should they be incorrect.  

As mentioned above, I think in the opinion sense is used as a softener of an 

utterance. Hence, it is not unexpected that slightly more women use this term in such a 

sense than men. This result corresponds with Lakoff’s (1973) claim that women use a 
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less forceful language than men. This however, does not explain why 22.1% of the men 

use it. One explanation can be that they are in conversation with women and want to 

present their utterance in a less aggressive manner. Another explanation can be that they 

are speaking to someone who is above them on a scale of power. However, these are 

only possible explanations. Since the collected and processed data do not tell us who the 

speakers are conversing with, a definite conclusion as to why it is this way cannot be 

drawn.  

While I think divided into male use and female use mirrors the general comparison, 

the results for I’m sure is significantly different. Not entirely surprising, more males 

than females express opinion through the use of the term (45.8% vs. 24.0%) and more 

females than males use it as a belief marker (76.0% vs. 54.2%). Looking first at the 

opinion sense, it has been concluded that I’m sure is used in this sense to seek 

reassurance that the statement is correct. Considering the conversational game, 

mentioned by Coates (2003) in which most participants are male and in which the 

participants attempt to “play expert”, it is expected that the results show that many men 

use the term to express an opinion. Similarly, it is expected that women first and 

foremost use I’m sure in this sense. It functions as a softener, just as I think in the same 

sense and women are, as mentioned above, prone to use language that is non-

threatening towards the other participants. In other words, they do not as often interact 

in conversations where they have to act as an expert on a particular subject. Instead, 

they strive for co-operative conversations where everyone is on the same level.  

 

6. Summary 

This study set out to investigate the veracity of Lakoff’s (1973) claim that women use 

more hedges than men. Upon processing the data extracted from BNC2014, several 
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conclusions can be drawn. First and foremost, the analysis shows that there were more 

women than men who used the hedges in question (i.e. I think and I’m sure). This 

finding is in line with Lakoff’s (1973) claim that this is the case.  

After the initial analysis was completed, a deeper analysis took place by dividing I 

think and I’m sure into two separate senses, belief and opinion. By doing so, it was 

possible to discern that using the expressions in the belief sense was the speakers’ 

primary choice. Another division was then made to see whether there were any gender-

specific differences. When looking at men and women’s use of I think and I’m sure in 

the two senses, it was shown that the use of I think mirrored the general comparison of 

the senses. Regarding I’m sure, on the other hand, the differences between the genders 

were significant. However, an analysis of the reasons as to why this was the fact proved 

that it was not entirely surprising that the result came out as it did.  

There are a few limitations to this study which are worth mentioning. First of all, 

there was a significantly higher number of I think tokens in clause-final position than 

I’m sure tokens. The restricted number of I’m sure tokens in clause-final position may 

have skewed the results, which means that in any further studies on the expression as a 

hedge, it might be necessary to look at it in other clausal positions. Also, the fact that 

only the speaker’s gender in each token has been revealed has restricted the analysis 

opportunities. This restriction depends on the fact that other information on speaker 

gender is not searchable in the current form of the corpus. As mentioned in Section 2.2, 

Crosby & Nyquist (1977) concluded that most hedges were produced in conversations 

between women and the fewest in conversations with only male participants. In a 

further study, it would be of interest to look into every participant’s gender to 

investigate whether their conclusion is correct, provided that such information becomes 

available for searches in BNC2014 in the future.  
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