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Neutral or not 
A study of gender (in)equality in the use of professional terms in English.  
 
Klara Östman 

 

Abstract 

Jenny Cheshire, current editor in chief of Language in Society, stated that there is a bias of 

masculine terms and referents in the English language (1985, p. 22). This poses a problem, both 

linguistically and socially, and conscious language reforms need to be imposed in order for the 

bias to drastically be countered (1985, p. 22). In the past decades, gender-neutral terms, such as 

chairperson has been gaining ground in English, particularly in business discourse, and are 

contributing to create a more gender-neutral language. According to Cheshire (2008), media 

discourse is enormously influential (p.9) in the way we communicate, and this study 

investigates patterns in the use of chairperson and salesperson, as well as historically male 

professions priest and manager and female professions nurse and secretary. The data for this 

study is taken from the TIME Magazine Corpus. The results of this study show that masculine 

gender collocates appear commonly with the historically female professions and conversely for 

the historically male professions which appear more often with feminine collocates. 

Furthermore, through analysis of 1,000 instances of the terms in the corpus, it is noted that there 

are differences as to how the professions are connected with other words as well. Sexuality, 

nationality and physicality are ways in which the collocates of the terms differ. It is noted that, 

over time, there have been both increases and decreases in how gender collocates appear with 

the terms and that the frequency in usage of the feminine, masculine and gender-neutral terms 

have all been noted to vary in usage over the past century in the selected discourse.    
 

Keywords: language and gender, sociolinguistics, professional titles, corpus linguistics, 

collocate 
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1. Introduction  

Different patterns in ways men and women communicate have been found through linguistic 

research and they vary from small to large. In most social settings, however, men and women 

interact without restrictions and, therefore, one cannot explain these deviations simply as social 

ones since both genders are allowed to communicate freely (Trudgill, 1995, p. 62-63).  

In the mid-1980s, Cheshire published research showing that “[t]here is a built-in 

masculine bias in English” (1985, p. 22) and she pointed out the disadvantages that this poses 

for both genders. The way we utilize language is constantly subject to evolvement and it “goes 

hand in hand with social change” (Cheshire, 2008, p. 9) and language can be viewed as a living 

organism known to follow its speakers (Bebout, 1995, p. 181). Many agree with Cheshire 

(2008) that languages need some assistance in order for change to take place, stressing that 

some sort of conscious effort needs to be made to stimulate modifications in how we use 

language (p. 9). 

The introduction of gender-neutral terms has aided to fight discrimination through 

language. English is now increasingly “fair for men and women alike” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, 

p. 220). Overall, terms such as businessperson, police officer and fire fighter are utilized 

instead of masculine businessman and fireman (Cheshire, 2008, p. 8). However, several 

linguists question the extent to which they are, in fact, neutral (Romaine, 1999, p. 2). They 

more often refer to males than females, and “traditional sex role stereotypes that housekeepers 

are women while […] fire fighters are men” (Artz et al., 1999, p. 23) are common.   

Cheshire (2008) raises an additional issue by stating that “even when people do use 

gender-neutral language, we cannot assume that there is no masculine bias in their thinking” (p. 

10). Therefore, imposed change, though time-consuming, are crucial to eliminate gender 

discrimination in English (Cheshire, 1985, p.22). A neutralization is in progress in several 

grammatical gender languages and in Swedish, “a gender-neutral third person pronoun was 
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invented” (Sczesny et al., 2016, p. 3) when hen was introduced. Similar changes have been 

suggested to benefit all languages with masculine generics and vocabulary (Sczesny et al., 2016, 

p. 3). Ensuring that English becomes more gender equal should not be too difficult though, 

according to Cheshire (2008), if speakers are willing to abide by new guidelines (p. 9).  

 

1.1. Aim and Scope of the Study 

Cheshire (2008) writes that, “the media are enormously influential in promoting public 

awareness of terms reflecting stereotypes of female behaviour” (p. 9) and advertising and media 

have “an increasing role in the socialization process” (Artz et al., 1999, p 20). This essay will 

investigate whether, and to what extent, women and men are differently portrayed in media 

discourse and further examine potential changes in the way female and males have been 

portrayed in English over the last century.  

A corpus-based investigation of frequency and usage patterns of selected professional 

terms will be carried out. The study will additionally investigate to what extent gender terms 

are added with the words. The TIME Magazine Corpus has been selected as linguistic primary 

source. It will not only provide insight into language usage in media discourse but will also 

allow for comparisons over time from the 1920s to 2000s.   

The aim of this study is to answer the following research questions:  

1. What are the patterns of use in three categories of professional terms: (a) historically 

typical male professions, represented by PRIEST and MANAGER, (b) historically typical 

female professions, represented by NURSE and SECRETARY, and (c) gender-neutral 

professions, represented by CHAIRPERSON and SALESPERSON? 

2. What collocation patterns are found with the selected terms, and to what extent are the 

collocation different for the different terms?  

3. To what extent is there variation in the use of these terms, from the 1920s to the 2000s? 
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2. Theoretical Background 

In the following section, an introduction to how English treats, and speaks, about women and 

men will be given. The section will focus on gender and language firstly and continue by 

discussing professional terms and media discourse. 

 

2.1. Language and Gender 

According to Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003), we are attributed a gender from when we 

are born. We ask about gender when we hear someone has had a baby and already from birth, 

female and male children are treated in differing ways (p. 17). Tendencies of differences in 

addressing girls and boys exist and with this separated treatment children learn to conform to 

gender roles given by society (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003, p. 17).  

However, many researchers point out that the similarities in treatment of girls and boys 

overweigh the differences and it also has become more obvious that children themselves play a 

large role in their gender formation. While children focus on growing up and socializing they 

also make active choices in what route they take (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003, p. 19). 

Some variables that they cannot affect, however, is their physiology. For example, women and 

men speak with different voice and tone (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003, p. 18) and by 

utilizing social and physiological instruments women and men “perform gender through 

discourse” (Suleiman and O’Connell, 2008, p. 38).  

In linguistics, researchers have historically been interested in the differences between 

women and men, and presupposed that they are two distinct groups (Cameron, 2005, p. 484). 

Gender has been viewed as something that is “socially constructed” and “biologically based” 

(Cameron, 2005, p. 484) and generic women and men have been obvious categories in various 

studies. Since the beginning of the 1990s, a focus shift took place and now, studies are 

additionally investigating non-mainstream gender identities, the inflections of society when 
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determining gender as well as the fact that speakers perform gender in constructed settings 

(Cameron, 2005, p. 484). As a result, instead of claiming that women and men are different and 

then focusing on how, linguists now tend to ask: “which women and which men do you mean?” 

(Cameron, 2005, p. 487). This interest in diversity, instead of difference, has placed the focus 

on the influences of society and its role in the language diversities of the different sexes 

(Cameron, 2005, p. 488).  

The way in which men and women are mostly spoken to, and written about, is an 

important factor and indicator of how gender is viewed in society and differing manners, 

when referring to females or males, are utilized. This is not simply a question of 

communication styles so much as gender bias and “sexist presuppositions” (Cameron, 2013, 

p. 498). If one sex is unequally portrayed in any discourse it may also be a reflection of that 

culture or society (Cameron, 2013, p. 498). 

 

2.1.1  Representation of/portrayal of men and women in English media 

As stated above, women and men have been differently portrayed and characterized in media 

discourse (further discussed in section 2.2), and even though a more respectful treatment of 

both sexes is increasingly important to mass media corporations, media sexism, both visual and 

textual, is still present (Artz et al., 1999, p. 20). Feminine characters and persons have been 

displayed in ways which enhance negative attitudes (Collins, 2011, p. 292) and in general, 

“English speakers use far more words denoting males than females” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 

222) and media discourse is a clear textual sample where “woman and girls are under-

represented” (Collins, 2011, p. 291) 

In advertising, for instance, females and males are represented in various frequency and 

manner. Male voices are more often used than female ones; females are more often portrayed 

as being attentive to physical attractiveness; and men are assigned the authoritative roles (Artz 
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et al., 1999, p. 20). This asymmetry generates problems and affects how we generalize about 

roles in society. In addition, it contributes to a skewed image of how females and males should, 

and are expected to behave, since media outlets influence the way we think and act (Artz et al., 

1999, p. 20). Other detected gender bias include language displaying disadvantageous 

stereotypes, such as saying that men talk and women chatter; disrespectful addresses; and 

differing use of adjectives referring to females and males, such as calling a woman bitchy when 

a man is considered outspoken. (Artz et al., 1999, p. 22). Moreover, when female characters do 

appear in media, they tend to be assigned roles that are more sexualized and subordinate than 

those held by men (Collins, 2011, p. 293) and it is feared by many that “women’s and girls’ 

self-esteem, body image and emotional well-being may be adversely affected by exposure to 

media that are sexually objectifying” (Collins, 2011, p. 294).  

Globally, there have been changes in how women are portrayed in media and these 

adaptations have occurred much due to “attitudinal changes resulting from the effects of the 

women’s movement” (Artz et al., 1999, p. 22). The Gena Davis Institute on Gender in Media 

focuses their work on increasing the number of females in media aimed at children, and other 

organizations are invested in similar processes to introduce minorities. Their work is founded 

on the belief that “under-representation of females has meaningful and problematic effects” 

(Collins, 2011, p.292). Gender references in media discourse has shifted but TV, magazines 

and movies are often samples of natural language and if society tends to use gender biased 

language, it will appear in media discourse as well.  

 

2.1.2  Gender-neutral terms referring to professions in English 

Every utterance or written piece of language can be classified as being gender-neutral, 

gender-specific or gender-biased (Artz et al., 1999, p. 20) and even though the English 

language has begun to eliminate gender discrimination, problems still exist. For example, 
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“expressions referring to women commonly undergo semantic derogation and sexualisation” 

(Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003, p. 3), meaning that female connotations have been less 

favourable, than their male counterparts. The word lady has been used in a denigrating 

manner for a long time. It is used in compounds referring to low-status professions, which is a 

pattern that is not applicable to gentleman (Irigaray, 1998, p. 120). Similarly, other 

vocabulary referring to females has been added to that which is devalorized and masculine 

words have been placed where value and positive denotations exist (Irigaray, 1998, p. 120).  

As previously mentioned, words in pairs such as lady/gentleman have commonly been 

regarded in different lights. The female version has been viewed more negatively, while generic 

–man compounds have dominated the language and he has been considered the normative way 

of addressing referents when gender is unknown or irrelevant (Bebout, 1995, p. 179). English, 

has been judged sexist due to “usage that excludes or discriminates against women” (Doyle, 

1998, p. 149) and one of the reasons is the fact that “it is very difficult to talk about a third 

person without ascribing sex to them” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 221).  

Speakers have allowed language to gender-stereotype and simultaneously permitted 

separate treatment of women and men (Bebout, 1995, p. 179). Krymkowski and Mintz (2008) 

found that women are less likely to seek work in gender stereotyped environments (p. 10) and 

both women and men tend to choose work according to the “assumptions about what are 

appropriate roles for [them]” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 221) -roles which are created by society 

through linguistic influences. In the field of medicine, for instance, the term surgeon more often 

refers to males, while a nurse is thought to be a woman, and “masculine-feminine distinctions 

[are] made explicit by formal markers” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 221), such as male nurse and 

female surgeon, even though the term itself does not require gender specifications (Fuertes-

Olivera, 2007, p. 221). Fuertes-Olivera gives an example: “[a] doctor is a man, so a woman 

who is a doctor must somehow be marked as such” (2007, p. 225) and conversely, lower status 
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terms such as schoolteacher tend to be considered female even when gender is contextually 

irrelevant (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 225).  

Furthermore, recently coined compounds including –person are rarely utilized, even 

though they were implemented “to overcome issues of bias associated with the use of 

masculine forms” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 228). Artz et al. (1999) explain that “one of the 

most intractable forms of gender-bias includes occupational titles ending in –man (p. 21). 

“Professional occupational titles refer to people engaged in a specific activity as their paid 

occupation” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 225) and having terms that are actively marked with 

gender in English fuels gender inequality. For instance, “masculine terms…can often be used 

as duals to refer to both women and men” (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 226) and this poses a 

problematic linguistic situation since the male marked expression is viewed “as the normal” 

(Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 26).  

Some women argue that “the masculine gender will do for them” and that “neutralizing 

grammatical gender amounts to an abolition of the difference between sexed subjectivities” 

(Irigaray, 1998, p. 119). However, it is important to remember that by removing gender marked 

vocabulary from the English language we can still retain ideas of femininity and masculinity. 

The issue is not whether to be female or male, and if those roles are right or wrong, but to strive 

towards neutrality and fairness in language and society.  

These presupposed notions of what is considered female or male, are what is permitting 

gender stereotypes to live on (Bebout, 1995, p. 180), but recent research shows that speakers 

nowadays are more sensitive to gender inequality and compounds with –man. Terms such as 

policeman or salesman for example, have been supplemented by gender neutral versions, such 

as police officer or salesperson (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 222). In Business English, the term 

Miss has been shown to be almost completely non-existent, and this area has been noted to 

contain less bias than, for example, media discourse (Fuertes-Olivera, 2007, p. 225).  



 

8 
 

2.2  Media Discourse 

The term discourse refers to all spoken and written language (Meyer and Wodak, 2009, p. 6) 

and through discourse analysis, various kinds of connections between speech and writing; the 

way in which language features appear throughout texts; and how words are compounded and 

combined (Paltridge, 2012, p. 2) can be studied. Through discourse studies, we can learn how 

language is understood by different speakers and that the same utterance can express various 

meaning depending on the person uttering them, or other aspects of the situation (Paltridge, 

2012, p. 3).  

Media discourse “ refers to a totality of how reality is represented in broadcast and printed 

media from television to newspaper” (O’Keeffe, 2006, p. 1). It is a linguistic domain which is 

incredibly influential and “particularly the language of mass media is scrutinized as a site of 

power” (Meyer and Wodak, 2009, p 12). Media discourse often exposes the reality of how 

language is applied in real life, and traditionally, researchers have studied newspapers, 

television and films when investigating media discourse. Paltridge (2012) states that “discourse 

is shaped by language as well as shaping language” (p. 8) and nowadays we use a larger array 

of medial sources, the Internet for example (Collins, 2011, 295), which is making media 

discourse increasingly influential.  

Many established media corporations have created standardizations for how to refer to 

gender in a way that appears less biased. For example, the Associated Press Stylebook1, the 

New York Times Stylebook (Artz et al., 1999, p. 21) and The Guardian and The Observer style 

guides2 recommend that the word actor be used in texts for “both male and female actors” and 

that this professional title is to be considered neutral in the same way as nurse or doctor. These 

titles do not require a gender collocate or a female alternate, such as actress, male nurse, or 

female doctor (Hodsdon & Marsh, 2015).   

                                                 
1 https://www.apstylebook.com/ 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/guardian-observer-style-guide-a 

https://www.theguardian.com/guardian-observer-style-guide-a
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In spite of the trend to think in terms of gender equality, Artz et al. (1999) point out that 

“not all mass-media writers have been sensitized to gender-bias in language” (p. 22) and some 

debaters proclaim that the gender neutrality question has been forced too much already. Some 

major media networks in the U.S. are still not following gender neutrality guidelines in their 

published discourse (Artz et al., 1999, p. 22), and communicate without considerations of 

gender-bias. By actively reducing devalorizing stereotypes, however, media players can draw 

benefits from all markets, and enhance their image socially (Artz et al., 1999, p. 25). Supporting 

the elimination of gender biased language within this field will surely aid in the quest for women 

to be more fairly compared to males in media discourse in the future, and should be considered 

an important task to undertake (Artz et al., 1999, p, 24).  

 

2.3 Linguistic view on historical language change  

There is an assumption “that change in language will eventually lead to change in attitudes” 

(Bebout, 1995, p. 163) and throughout the past century the English language has undergone 

various forced and natural alterations. In the 1980s, English was a language where adult females 

often were referred to as girls and female terms such as lady were used with humorous 

referential intentions (Bebout, 1995, p. 164). Simultaneously, these patterns were not noted for 

male referents and “politically correct language” (Bebout, 1995, p. 163) was not as important 

or natural to use as it is today.  

Linguists study both current language use, but are also interested in the fact that language 

seems to fluctuate, much like a living organism. Pronunciation, vocabulary use, and 

grammatical forms are all subject to change (Labov, 2001, p. 11). Ultimately, “some words 

survive and others do not” (Labov, 2001, p. 13), and these effects can be brought about by 

implemented language reforms, social class, ethnicity, gender, age, and several other factors 

(Labov, 2001, p. 4 & 259). 
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Linguistic change can favourably be studied through an array of methods. Bebout (1995) 

utilized identical questionnaire formats for her studies in 1979-1980 and in 1995 (p. 164-165), 

as a way to detect diachronic change. Additional methods include interviewing participants, for 

example, at the age of ten and then again at 25 to spot changes in usage. However, both 

techniques are time consuming. For researchers who wish to analyse change over time but do 

not have the possibility to wait while their participants age, corpus linguistics is another option. 

It is “an increasingly popular field of linguistics” which can be used to “explore trends about 

the ways in which people […] produce language” (Baker, 2010, p. 93).  The technique identifies 

patterns that would be difficult for a person to locate in the same amount of time and with the 

same “degree of reliability and validity” (Baker, 2010, p. 111).  

 

3. Methodology and Data 

Corpus linguistics can be defined as “a methodology, comprising a large number of related 

methods” (Lindquist, 2009, p. 1).  This method of analysing language rose in popularity during 

the 1960s, when computers became more powerful, and enabled researchers to compile and 

search textual information in electronic corpora (Lindquist, 2009, p. 3).  

There are several corpora to access freely online. Some are “genre- and topic-specific 

corpora designed to include only samples of language of a particular type” (Fuertes-Olivera, 

2007, p. 219). This study is based on such corpus data, more specifically data collected from 

the TIME Magazine Corpus3, henceforth, TIME Corpus. The corpus consists of newspaper 

writing and this study will trace various “associations of particular words” (Biber et al., 1998, 

p. 11). For example, an investigation of frequency of selected terms: PRIEST, MANAGER, NURSE, 

SECRETARY, CHAIRPERSON and SALESPERSON has been performed and L1 and R1 collocating 

words has been collected and analysed in order to trace possible asymmetries in their usage.  

                                                 
3 https://corpus.byu.edu/time/ 
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An investigation as to whether there are asymmetries in usage of a selection of 

professional terms will be performed, and the usage will be compared over time, from the 1920s 

to the 2000s. This section will describe the data that has been collected, why these samples were 

extracted and what method of analysis was utilized.  

 

3.1 Data 

The TIME corpus was chosen because it is a corpus containing media discourse which, is a type 

of highly influential language (Cheshire, 2008, p. 9). Also, the TIME corpus makes it possible 

to trace possible changes in language use from the 1920s to the 2000s.   

The terms selected for this study are the singular and plural forms of lemmas PRIEST, 

MANAGER, NURSE, SECRETARY, CHAIRPERSON, and SALESPERSON. The terms were chosen based 

on two criteria: gender neutrality in semantic meaning and for being gender stereotyped 

professions historically. Priests and managers are often considered male by speakers and in the 

Catholic faith, for example, the ordination of a woman is considered “a grave crime against the 

church” (Levitt, 2012, p. SR7). On the other hand, nurses and secretaries are generally thought 

of as females, supported as an example by statistics and visualized through a chart in the Boston 

Globe4. The terms CHAIRPERSON and SALESPERSON are newly coined. They may denote either 

females and males and may be utilized when gender is unknown or unimportant.  

 

3.2 Methodology 

By analysing concordance lines, frequency of occurrence, and collocating words of the selected 

terms, potential patterns of symmetry and asymmetry will be traced. Both the analysis of 

frequencies, which are “major factors in language change” (Lindquist, 2009, p. 8) and 

collocates, which are ”successions of two or more words” (Lindquist, 2009, p. 71) will aid in 

                                                 
4 https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2017/03/06/chart-the-percentage-women-and-men-each-

profession/GBX22YsWl0XaeHghwXfE4H/story.html. Retrieved November 14, 2017.  

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2017/03/06/chart-the-percentage-women-and-men-each-profession/GBX22YsWl0XaeHghwXfE4H/story.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2017/03/06/chart-the-percentage-women-and-men-each-profession/GBX22YsWl0XaeHghwXfE4H/story.html
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exploring whether there are differences in how collocates of these terms, as shown in the 

examples below, pattern. 

 

 …he would not personally ordain a woman [L1 collocate] priest or [R1 collocate] 

receive Communion from one. 

 …his secretary and a beautiful [L1 collocate] nurse all [R1 collocate] try 

unsuccessfully to seduce him 

 

The TIME corpus was searched for both L1 (first word to the left) and R1 (first word to 

the right) and collocates were analyzed based on the singular form of the terms. A list of the 

100 most common collocates was generated and collocates referring to gender, or involving 

other recurrent descriptive patterns were studied. In the results, the 10 most common collocates 

are presented. An investigation of 1,000 occurrences each of the singular terms in context was 

done in the hope of spotting collocate patterns. 

Next, a L1 collocate search was done, including male, female, man, woman, gentleman, 

lady, in order to spot patterns of how gender terms appear with the selected terms. This search 

included the singular and the plural forms of the selected terms and aimed to show whether 

there are differences in how the discourse describes the professional in regard to their sex. 

In the examples from the corpus the selected terms have been italicized, for the sake of 

clarity, and the numbers are presented in raw and normalized form since it is “important to 

make sure that the scores are comparable” (Kytö and Lüdeling, 2008, p. 1299). All decades in 

the corpus consist of various amount of discourse, hence different word frequencies, therefore, 

without the normalization process, the analysis over time would not be possible (Kytö and 

Lüdeling, 2008, p. 1299)  
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In Appendix 1-3 all searches are summarized. All numbers are presented in raw 

frequencies in the appendix, as well as normalized5 to occurrences per million. Appendix 1 

displays searches of collocate patterns and textual samples from the corpus, Appendix 2 consists 

of frequency searches over time and per decade and gender collocate search results. Lastly, 

Appendix 3 holds additional search information on SECRETARY and CHAIR.  

 

4. Results 

In section 4.1, the overall frequency of the selected professional terms will be presented. This 

is followed by an analysis of collocation patterns, looking at one term at a time.  

In section 4.2, a search of the selected professional terms over time is presented. In this 

study five different decades have been selected to illustrate the change over time: the 1920s, 

the 1940s, the 1960s, the 1980s and the 2000s. The gender collocates have been included in the 

observations from the 1920s-2000s.  

 

4.1 Patterns of frequency and usage 

The selected terms all appear in various frequencies and with similar and different patterns in 

the collocating words. As seen in Figure 1, SECRETARY is the most frequent word in the corpus 

with 371.6 occurrences/million words and CHAIRPERSON is the least frequently occurring word 

with 0.1 occurrences/million words. Neither of the gender-neutral terms, CHAIRPERSON and 

SALESPERSON, are particularly frequent, compared to the historically male professions, 

MANAGER and PRIEST and the female professions, NURSE and SECRETARY. See Figure 2, in 

section 4.2, or Appendix 2, tables 1-6, for raw frequencies of occurrence by decade. 

                                                 
5 This involves converting raw counts into rates of occurrence (Kytö and Lüdeling, 2008, p. 1299).  
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Figure 1. Total occurrences/million words of the selected professional terms from 1920s-2000s.  

 

4.1.1 PRIEST 

PRIEST appeared 73 times/million in total and its most frequent collocate is Catholic (see Table 

1). Other words indicating a specific religion also occur.  

L1 & R1 collocates of PRIEST Raw frequency per million words 

1. Catholic 417 3.9 

2. who 251 2.4 

3. parish 173 1.6 

4. high 173 1.6 

5. de 75 0.7 

6. Jesuit 69 0.7 

7. young 64 0.6 

8. named 53 0.5 

9. Episcopal 49 0.5 

10. village 37 0.4 
Table 1. Total occurrences of the top ten L1 & R1 collocates PRIEST.  

 

When examining L1 collocates we also find collocates determining the nationality of the priest, 

such as Dominican, Indian, Syrian, American and Basque. When investigating R1 collocates, 

no clear pattern is detected. Further examination indicates that the only masculine term used for 

priest is male (see example 1) which occurs in total 0.03 times/million words. The feminine 

terms are used 0.91 times/million words, with woman priest (see example 2) being the most 
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frequent combination. All three selected feminine gender terms (see Table 2) are occurring as 

collocates of PRIEST. 

 

(1) …who are able to talk to me about things they could not tell a male priest. 

(2) …he would not personally ordain a woman priest or receive Communion from one. 

 

PRIEST Raw frequency per million words PRIEST Raw frequency per million words 

male 3 0.03 woman 77 0.7 

man 0 0 female 18 0.2 

gentleman  0 0 lady 1 0.01 

TOTAL 3 0.03 TOTAL 96 0.91 

Table 2. L1 collocates of PRIEST with selected gender terms.  

 

Another pattern that emerged with this term involves the words celibate, homosexual, gay and 

lesbian (see example 3).  

 

(3) Ellen Barrett, 30, the denomination's first openly committed homosexual priest 

 

These co-occurrences appear 0.2 times/million words or with a raw frequency of 22 times. This 

pattern is not found in any of the other professional terms; in fact, the only other term that has 

a sexuality-oriented collocate is NURSE but only at four occurrences in total in the corpus.  

 

4.1.2 MANAGER 

The next term examined is MANAGER, whose most frequent collocate is general occurring 15.8 

times/million words (see Table 3).  In total, the term is used 125.1 times/million words.  
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L1 & R1 collocates of MANAGER Raw frequency per million words 

1. general 1,677 15.8 

2. campaign 528 5 

3. business 314 3 

4. sales 252 2.4 

5. production 240 2.3 

6. city 154 1.5 

7. advertising 118 1.1 

8. stage 95 0.9 

9. assistant 91 0.9 

10. office 79 0.7 
Table 3. Total occurrences of the top ten L1 & R1 collocates MANAGER.  

 

When investigating 1,000 occurrences of this word in the singular, a similar pattern to 

that of PRIEST was found, indicating nationality Words such as American, Australian-born, 

German, Turkish and Chicago are used in order to establish origin.  

An even stronger pattern is that collocates often determine position and work area. For 

example, assistant, campaign, commercial and store all appear regularly with MANAGER in the 

L1 collocates. In the R1 position, names of the manager appear. Male names such as Joe, 

Johnson, Jimmie, Paul and Pete occur 181 times in total, 1.7 occurrences/million (see example 

4). Only nine female names in total appear in the occurrences examined (see examples 5-6).  

 

(4)  Business Manager George A. Carlin was made acting boss 

(5) …people don't give executions a second thought anymore, " said Manager Irene 

Cassidy 

(6) Radio Montserrat general manager Rose Willock 

 

For most of the names, a last name appears in the R2 position, and no difference of gender is 

noted for this pattern. 

When analysing the masculine and feminine collocates, the same pattern as for PRIEST is 

noted, with the masculine terms appearing not as frequently as the feminine ones (see Table 4), 



 

17 
 

even if the difference is not as distinct as for PRIEST. The fact that there are 0.2 

occurrences/million words of feminine terms and 0.08 occurrences/million words of masculine 

terms indicates that marking gender with this professional term is not as common or important 

as for the religious term. The most common collocate of the six selected gender terms is, again, 

woman.  

MANAGER Raw frequency per million words MANAGER Raw frequency per million words 

male 
7 0.07 

woman 
11 0.1 

gentleman 
1 0.01 

female 
3 0.03 

man  0 0 lady 3 0.03 

TOTAL 8 0.08 TOTAL 17 0.16 

Table 4. L1 collocate search of MANAGER with selected gender terms. 
 

4.1.3 NURSE 

The first of the two professional terms regarded as traditionally female is NURSE.  This term 

appears 41.1 times/million words in the TIME corpus and its most common collocate is 

registered (see Table 5) with which the term occurs 0.6 times/million words. The second most 

common collocate is trained, at 0.5 times/million words. These two words indicate that 

education and professionalism are important for this line of work. Interestingly, male is the fifth 

most frequently co-occurring collocate and appears 0.3 times/million words in total in the 

corpus. No other selected term has any gender collocate represented at this frequently in the L1 

or R1 collocates.  

L1 & R1 collocates of NURSE Raw frequency per million words 

1. registered 67 0.6 

2. trained 51 0.5 

3. army 43 0.4 

4. named 34 0.3 

5. male 32 0.3 

6. head 30 0.3 

7. practical  24 0.2 

8. corps 24 0.2 

9. student 22 0.2 

10. former 19 0.2 
Table 5. Total occurrences of the top ten L1 & R1 collocates of NURSE.  
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In the 1,000 occurrences, similar as for MANAGER and PRIEST, collocates determining 

nationality are commonly found (Australian, British, and Chinese, for example). Another 

pattern noted is that it is common to indicate an area of work for this profession, as for MANAGER 

and PRIEST, and collocating words such as neo-natal, private, public, psychiatric and surgical 

appear with NURSE.  

Furthermore, proper nouns commonly appear with the term in the corpus. Here, instances 

with only first names are found but also combined with last names in the R1 and R2 collocates. 

In the search, however, no male names appear with this term directly.  

When searching the collocating gender terms of NURSE, there are as mentioned earlier 

many more instances of masculine terms (see Table 6).  

NURSE Raw frequency per million words NURSE Raw frequency per million words 

male  32 0.3 female  5 0.05 

man 0 0 woman  3 0.03 

gentleman  0 0 lady  2 0.01 

TOTAL 32 0.3 TOTAL 10 0.09 
Table 6. L1 collocate search of NURSE with selected gender terms.  

 

When analysing this term in context, several words describing the nurses’ physical 

appearances are noted. Collocates such as 21-year-old, blond, beautiful,                                                                                                                       

lovely, spinsterish, black, pretty and white (see example 7) are represented in the texts and                                    

this pattern is only present for this profession.  

 

(7) his secretary and a beautiful nurse all try unsuccessfully to seduce him 

 

4.1.4 SECRETARY 

SECRETARY is the most common of all the selected professional terms and appears in the corpus 

371.6 times/million words in total. The most frequent collocate is assistant which is present as 

a collocate 19.4 times/million words (see Table 7).  
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L1 & R1 collocates of SECRETARY Raw frequency per million words 

1. assistant 2,067 19.4 

2. defense 1,732 16.3 

3. under 1,596 15 

4. treasury 1,263 11.9 

5. foreign 1,098 10.3 

6. press 1,071 10.1 

7. general 1,010 9.5 

8. former 561 5.3 

9. Robert 550 5.2 

10. James 499 4.7 
Table 7. Total occurrences of the top ten L1 & R1 collocates of SECRETARY. 

In the 1,000 occurrences, some unexpected patterns emerge. First, as for NURSE and 

MANAGER, the area of work is specified in the L1 collocates and words such as agriculture, 

executive, deputy and press are common. Also, his SECRETARY appears 16 times in the 

collocate search, while her SECRETARY is not present on any occasion in the discourse. 

Problematically the term SECRETARY is highly polysemous6, therefore, it is not representative 

in the sense of being a female dominated profession, which was indented in this study. As 

stated in the Collins Cobuild dictionary, a secretary could be ”a person who is employed to do 

office work”, someone could work as “secretary of an organization such as a trade union”, or 

“[a] person who has the legal duty of keeping the company's records”. The term “is also used 

in titles of ministers and officials who are in charge of main government departments” (The 

Collins Cobuild dictionary).  

Interestingly, the use of the term demonstrates other findings which are, in fact, gender-

related. In the 1,000 occurrences, there is a strong dominance of male names in combination 

with Secretary of… (see example 8). Furthermore, many of the most common collocates are 

referring to political positions and departments such as defense, foreign, state and party, and 

most referents are male. 

                                                 
6 Words having multiple related senses (Klein & Murphy, 2001, p. 259).  
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(8) …has engaged my closest attention ever since I assumed the duties of Secretary of State 

 

Another interesting pattern is the fact that Madam or Madame (see example 9) appears 

0.9 times/million words with SECRETARY but Mister or Mr. only appears 0.01 times/million 

words with the term. It is clearly a marked linguistic situation when a woman is secretary in 

political areas of work but unmarked when the person holding the position is a man.  

 

(9) Madame Secretary Perkins later announced that Labor would not be asked to surrender 

its right to strike 

 

When studying the selected gender collocates in relation to SECRETARY, no clear 

difference is visible: the masculine terms appear 0.24 times/million words and the feminine 

words 0.23 times/million words (see Table 8). All terms are used with SECRETARY except lady 

and, as mentioned, it is presumed that the difference in specifying gender for this profession is 

the use of Madam or Madame but not Mr or Mister. The question, however, is whether a pattern 

with similar characteristics as NURSE would have been noted if another profession had been 

selected that better represents a feminine work area.  

SECRETARY Raw frequency per million words SECRETARY Raw frequency per million words 

male 23 0.22 female 15 0.14 

man 2 0.02 woman 6 0.08 

gentleman 1 0.01 lady 0 0 

TOTAL 26 0.25 TOTAL 21 0.22 
Table 8. L1 collocate search of SECRETARY with selected gender terms.  

 

To further examine this term, due to the fact that SECRETARY is a less successful 

example of a female profession, a search of 200 occurrences was performed (see Appendix 3). 

When studying the word in context it was noted that 187 occurrences was related to politics 

showing the dominance of the male profession in the discourse. Similar patterns, as noted in 

the 1,000 occurrences, were found. The male names in collocation with the term dominated 
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and there were only two female names appearing with the word. His secretary appeared twice 

within the 200 occurrences.  Out of the 13 occurrences that were relating to the profession 

intended for this study, the patterns of mentioning physical appearance, age and female names 

(see example 10-12) were present also in this smaller sample. In total, 10 women were the 

referents, 2 were of unknown sex and 2 were male (see example 13-14).   

 

(10) They all knew her as a 34-year-old former secretary 

(11) His attractive, redhaired, hard-working secretary 

(12) He has employed a secretary, Shirley Sewell 

(13) He became secretary to Don Luigi 

(14) His father’s longtime secretary, Mrs. John Bailey, 38 

 

4.1.5 CHAIRPERSON 

The term CHAIRPERSON was introduced as a neutral alternative to chairman or chairwoman and 

it first appears in the TIME corpus in the 1970s materials, when it also experiences its peaks 

with 1 instance/million words. In total, the term only appears 0.1 times/million words and there 

are no clear patterns involving any specific collocates (see Table 8). 

L1 & R1 collocates of CHAIRPERSON Raw frequency per million words 

1. of 6 0.6 

2. the 3 0.03 

3. madam 1 0.01 

4. honorary 1 0.01 

5. avant-garde 1 0.01 

6. party 1 0.01 

7. and 1 0.01 

8. not 1 0.01 

9. co- 1 0.01 

10. became 1 0.01 
Table 8. Total occurrences of L1 & R1 collocates of CHAIRPERSON.  
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Of is the most common collocate and the only gender collocate found for this term is Madam 

(see example 15) which appears once with the term.  

 

(15) Delegates were careful to address her as ”Madam Chairwoman," or, at least once, 

as “Madam Chairperson”. 

 

As mentioned above, none of the selected gendered terms of this study is present with 

CHAIRPERSON in the corpus and since the term is so unfrequently used that it is not possible to 

note any patterns in use by analyzing the term as the previous ones in this section. When reading 

the extended context of the occurrences, however, some patterns of use can be noted. There are 

10 instances where the term is used for a referent were the sex is unknown or unimportant (see 

example 16), 8 occurrences in total refer to a woman (see example 17) and only 2 occurrences 

have a man is the referent (see example 18).  

 

(16) Chairman briefly became chairperson, but many now settle simply for chair  

(17) One of the most beautiful chairperson that I have ever had in the White House 

(18) Stanley Fish, the avant-garde chairperson of the English department at Duke 

 

Even if these are small numbers, they may indicate a difference in usage. The term was coined 

to be utilized for both sexes, and when gender is unknown or unimportant, but there is an 

overwhelmingly larger proportion of the occurrences that refer to women than to men. This was 

similarly noted by Fuertes-Olivera (2007) who found that “chairperson tends to be more 

associated with women” (p. 230).  

The term is occasionally viewed with amusement and sometimes as a lesser version of 

the original chairman, which demonstrates how problematic issues of language reform in the 
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name of equality can be. The fact that it is a newly coined term is obvious in some of the 

occurrences and demonstrates that it is sometimes hard to abide by forced changes. Examples 

19-22 indicate speakers’ unwillingness to conform to the linguistic reform and reluctance to 

utilize this term.  

 

(19) Chairperson is just the latest exchange in that great linguistic bazaar where new 

terms are traded for old 

(20) In this country, chairperson is treated with mild amusement 

(21) Olive Beech, who with her late husband founded Beech Aircraft, is now its 

chairman (not chairperson) 

(22) The British draw the line # " Chairman " is fine, but'' Chairperson " isn't, 

according to one of the language's most respected arbiters 

 

If we consider the feminine and masculine versions of CHAIRPERSON, a clear dominance 

is apparent in the corpus. Chairman/chairmen is utilized 258 times/million words and 

chairwoman/chairwomen only appears 0.8 times/million words in total. This difference in 

usage clearly demonstrates that the neutral term has yet to replace the masculine form as the 

standard choice.  

There is, however, a third choice of word for this position: chair. It is also a gender-

neutral form of chairman and it is very popular across English. Problematically, it is 

polysemous, and the corpus use of the term is widespread. A search of 200 occurrences in 

context of chair (see Appendix 3) was performed to track if the same patterns as for 

CHAIRPERSON would emerge. In total, 167 occurrences referred to the furniture, another 11 was 

referring to political positions (see example 23) which left 22 occurrences for the analysis of 

this gender-neutral alternative (see example 24).  
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(23) a helpful boost toward the Governor's chair 

(24) says Suzanne Hanser, chair of music therapy 

 

The reverse pattern of gender referents was noted for this term compared to 

CHAIRPERSON. There are considerably more male referents; in 14 of the occurrences. As 

Fuertes-Olivera (2007) noted in her study that “chair prefers male reference” (p. 230). Two of 

the occurrences was the compound chairman, but separated in the text (see example 25) and 3 

occurrences were used when the gender of the referent was unknown or unimportant.  

 

(25) wife of Bethlehem Steel Corp.’s longtime board chair man 

 

This leaves only 3 occurrences referring to females. This term was not the victim of any 

ridicule in the corpus and the large number of occurrences indicates that it is much more 

popular to use than CHAIRPERSON. The term was used 11% out of the total 200 occurrences 

and 63% of those instances were referring to males and only 13% were referring to women 

and the male dominance in media discourse is visualized through this term and the 

comparison to CHAIRPERSON.  

 

4.1.6 SALESPERSON 

Similarly as CHAIRPERSON, SALESPERSON was introduced as a neutral term that was to offer an 

alternative to the male form, salesman. The term is not particularly frequent in the TIME corpus 

and only appears 0.3 times/million words. There is no pattern in the direct collocate list (see 

Table 9), where the most frequent one is indefinite article a, appearing 0.1 times/million words.   
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L1 & R1 collocates of SALESPERSON Raw frequency per million words 

1. a 10 0.1 

2. minute 3 0.03 

3. confided 1 0.01 

4. Sears 1 0.01 

5. junior 1 0.01 

6. keeps 1 0.01 

7. each 1 0.01 

8. if 1 0.01 

9. or 1 0.01 

10. one 1 0.01 
Table 9. Total occurrences of the top ten L1 & R1 collocates of SALESPERSON.  

 

The selected gender terms do not appear with SALESPERSON and no other traces of 

gendered words in the collocate list can be found. However, when researching the gender of the 

referent by analyzing the context, similar patterns as that of CHAIRPERSON emerge. A woman is 

the referent three times and a man is the referent twice indicating no difference in usage 

regarding the two sexes. However, in total 24 instances are referents of unknown sex, leaving 

the main usage for the term as one for situations where gender is unknown or unimportant.  

When examining the frequency of the feminine and masculine versions of the word, the 

male word is again the dominant one, with salesman/salesmen utilized 38 times/million words 

and saleswoman/saleswomen only 0.9 times/million words.  

The term is not exposed to the ridicule or amusement that CHAIRPERSON suffers from and 

the occurrences with neutral referents are utilized in the intended fashion, when describing the 

profession, a person who is unknown, or when the gender of the person is not important for the 

context (see examples 26-27).  

 

(26) Instead of dealing with salespersons, the customer tours the store with a large 

basket 

(27) When we went to purchase a new washer and dryer, the Sears salesperson was 

more interested in selling an expensive service contract than in explaining the machines 



 

26 
 

4.2 Changes over time 

The decades selected for the analysis are the 1920s, the 1940s, the 1960s, the 1980s and the 

2000s. Interestingly, the selected professional terms are used throughout the corpus at the same 

frequency order difference (see Figure 2). SECRETARY is the most frequent term in all the 

selected decades. It is also the most polysemous term and the one that has experienced the 

biggest changes over time. In the 1920s the term was used 674 times/million but that rate had 

dropped to 148.9 times/million in the 2000s. Even though this term has experienced a heavy 

fall, its lowest occurrence rate is still more frequent than any of the other terms in any of the 

selected decades. Second most frequent term is MANAGER, followed by PRIEST, NURSE, 

SALESPERSON and last CHAIRPERSON. Both CHAIRPERSON and SALESPERSON are terms rarely 

utilized and CHAIRPERSON does not appear until the 1970s.   

 
Figure 2. Occurrences of the selected professional terms/million from 1920s-2000s.7 

 

4.2.1 Changes in use of gender collocates 1920s-2000s 

The selected collocating gender terms (male, female, man, woman, gentleman, lady) have 

been extracted with the historically feminine and masculine professional terms from the 

TIME corpus and normalized to occurrences per million words. The feminine and masculine 

                                                 
7 For raw frequencies, see Appendix 2, table 7-8.  
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terms are presented separately for each profession. CHAIRPERSON and SALESPERSON, as we 

have seen, have too few occurrences for this analysis to be meaningful.  

 

4.2.1.1 Feminine collocating terms: female, woman, lady 

Firstly, PRIEST is the profession which has the highest rate of instances where a collocate of 

the selected gender terms is present in L1 or R1 3.4 occurrences/million words in total during 

the period. NURSE is marked the least by feminine gender in the TIME corpus (see Table 10). 

Feminine gender terms occur 5.66 times/million words with the selected professional terms 

throughout the period investigated and they are used more frequently with the traditionally 

male profession PRIEST and MANAGER than with the traditionally female professions NURSE 

and SECRETARY.  

  PRIEST 
 

MANAGER 
 

NURSE 
 

SECRETARY 
 

 

Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 
Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 
Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 
Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 

1920 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 4 0.4 

1940 2 0.3 2 0.3 0 0 3 0.2 

1960 2 0.1 1 0.06 1 0.1 0 0 

1980 25 2.3 4 0.4 1 0.1 0 0 

2000 5 0.7 4 0.6 0 0 0 0 

TOTAL 34 3.4 11 1.36 3 0.3 7 0.6 

Table 10. Total occurrences/million of feminine gender collocates with selected professional terms from the 

1920s-2000s.  

 

Furthermore, the 1980s is clearly the decade of the selected ones which represents the 

period that marks feminine gender the most in collocations with the selected terms (see Figure 

3) and the 1960s is the period when gender terms are used the least. From the start of the 

century, feminine gender terms have increased and decreased in use but in the 1980s there 

was a large difference in the utilization of these terms in collocation with the selected 

professional terms. After the 1980s, the use of feminine gender collocates decreased again.  
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Feminine gender terms mark the traditionally male professions in all the selected 

decades except in the 1920s. The traditionally female professions, however, are only marked 

by feminine gender two and three decades in total.   

 
Figure 3: Frequency of collocating feminine gender terms/million with selected professional terms from 

1920s-2000s.8 

 

4.2.1.2 Masculine collocating terms: male, man, gentleman 

When analyzing the masculine gender terms with the selected professional terms, the 

following was noted. The most frequent term marked by masculine gender is NURSE (see 

Table 11), at 1.41 occurrences/million words in the selected decades. The profession which 

appears least frequently with the selected masculine terms is SECRETARY with only 0.56 

times/million words. In total, the traditionally female professions, NURSE and SECRETARY, are 

the terms which have the highest rate of masculine collocates, 1.97 occurrences/million 

words, and the traditionally male professions, PRIEST and MANAGER, are marked by masculine 

terms 1.4 times/million.  

  

                                                 
8 For raw frequencies, see Appendix 2, table 15-18. 

0 0 0,1
0,40,3 0,3

0
0,20,1 0,06 0,1 0

2,3

0,4
0,1 0

0,7 0,6

0 0
0

0,5

1

1,5

2

2,5

PRIEST MANAGER NURSE SECRETARY

Feminine gender collocates 1920s-2000s

1920 1940 1960 1980 2000



 

29 
 

 

  PRIEST  MANAGER  NURSE  SECRETARY  

 

Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 

Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 

Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 

Raw 

frequency 

/million 

words 

1920 0 0 1 0.1 1 0.3 1 0.1 

1940 0 0 0 0 5 0.3 5 0.3 

1960 1 0.6 0 0 5 0.3 1 0.06 

1980 0 0 1 0.1 1 0.01 1 0.1 

2000 0 0 4 0.6 3 0.5 0 0 

TOTAL 1 0.6 6 0.81 15 1.41 8 0.56 

Table 11. Total occurrences/million of masculine gender collocates with selected professional terms. From 
the 1920s – 2000s.  

 

When analysing differences of collocating gender terms by the decades (see Figure 4), 

the opposite trend as for the feminine terms is noted. The 1980s is the decade which marks 

masculine gender the least but from the start of the decade, except the 1980s, the masculine 

collocating gender terms have increased in usage.  

 
Figure 4. Frequency of collocating masculine gender terms/million with selected professional terms from 

1920s-2000s.9 
 

NURSE is marked by masculine gender all the selected decades and the gender collocates 

appear with SECRETARY in all decades but one, the 2000s. The least frequent term to be 

marked by masculine gender terms is PRIEST and the combination with feminine gender terms 

only appears in the 1960s.  

 

                                                 
9 For raw frequencies, see Appendix 2, table 15-18. 

0

0,1

0,3

0,1

0 0

0,3 0,3

0,6

0

0,3

0,06
0

0,1

0,01

0,1

0

0,6

0,5

0
0

0,1

0,2

0,3

0,4

0,5

0,6

0,7

PRIEST MANAGER NURSE SECRETARY

Masculine gender collocates 1920s-2000s

1920 1940 1960 1980 2000



 

30 
 

5. Conclusion 

This study has investigated whether there are patterns of differences in frequency and usage 

of collocates with professional terms and if there is variation over time. The study included a 

small selection of historically male, historically female and gender-neutral terms. The findings 

indicate that there are differences and similarities in the way gender and other descriptive 

collocates appear with the terms, supporting the claim made by Artz et al. (1999) which 

indicates patterns of ”differing use if adjectives [are] referring to females and males” (p. 22).  

Similar patterns of use are that PRIEST, MANAGER, NURSE and SECRETARY all appeared 

regularly with specifications of work area or work title. Catholic priest, business manager, neo-

natal nurse and assistant secretary are all examples of this pattern. Specifications of referent 

nationality was also a common pattern for all female and male professions but one, SECRETARY. 

Names of the referent appeared frequently with all female and male professions except PRIEST. 

NURSE appeared both with first and last names and the male names dominated the occurrences 

with both MANAGER and SECRETARY.  

The most frequent term throughout the whole selected period is SECRETARY, but it is 

also the term that has seen the largest decrease in usage, perhaps due to the fact that terms such 

assistant and administrator has replaced the use of secretary in the traditional feminine 

professional sense. As stated in the discussion, the selection of this terms is problematic for this 

comparative study since it is dominated by the political title. The polysemous aspect of 

SECRETARY demonstrated the fact that, “many high-status occupational titles [are] presented as 

male […] whereas low-status occupational titles […] tend to be considered female” (Fuertes-

Olivera, 2007, p. 225).  

An additional investigation of SECRETARY, however, illustrated that the patterns of usage 

were similar both in the larger and the smaller samples. When the term refers to the traditionally 

feminine profession, female referents and an increasing amount of masculine gender collocates 
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were detected. The male professions are present throughout the corpus at a steady rate, NURSE 

is the least frequent term of the selected ones and unfortunately, the gender-neutral terms rarely 

appeared in the corpus and therefore it is not possible to trace patterns of collocates with either 

CHAIRPERSON or SALESPERSON.  

It was shown that the feminine gender terms are more commonly used in the corpus. 

They are frequently used with the traditionally male professions PRIEST and MANAGER, where 

marked linguistic occurrences are, for example, female priest or female manager. By contrast, 

the masculine gender terms are used with the historically female professions and this indicates 

that, if a profession is considered feminine, then masculine gender terms appear commonly as 

collocates, and vice versa: if the profession is historically considered male, then feminine terms 

are added since the unmarked occurrence of the term is considered masculine. The most 

frequent collocate/gender combination was male nurse indicating that this profession might be 

the one that is most strongly connected to a gender.  

In addition to these gender and frequency differences, interesting patterns in the use of 

PRIEST and NURSE were found in the study. PRIEST is often marked by female gender, but also 

by sexuality. Homosexual, celibate and lesbian all appear with this profession which was not 

noted for any other selected term. Since even ordaining a female is considered a grave crime in 

the Catholic Church (Levitt, 2012, p. SR7), one might conclude that the profession of being a 

priest is the one term of the selected ones that is most connected to controversy when it comes 

to sexuality identities outside the historic norm of that line of work.  

Regarding collocations with NURSE, several adjectives appeared which describe the 

referents’ physical appearance. This was not noted for any other profession and words such as 

beautiful, white, blonde, black, lovely and pretty all appear with NURSE in the TIME corpus 

supporting the claim by Artz et al. (1999) that “women are more often portrayed as young and 

concerned with physical attractiveness” (p. 20). 
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Both selected gender-neutral terms appear late in the corpus timeline and there are no 

evident patterns of usage in the 22 occurrences of CHAIRPERSON and 30 occurrences of 

SALESPERSON. None of the selected gender collocate terms appear with the two terms and the 

“successful language reform” which Cheshire (2008, p. 8) noted has not affected media 

discourse in the U.S. in the same way as in Britain and the BBC texts that she examined.  

One difference in usage of the gender-neutral terms was found. CHAIRPERSON most 

commonly referred to either a woman or to an unknown referent, but rarely to a man supporting 

Bebout´s founding that sex-neutral terms have declined in usage only when the referent is male 

(1995, p. 180).  The term chairman was more frequently used than the female version 

chairwoman and this indicates that CHAIRPERSON is not on its way to replace chairman in media 

discourse. One reason could be as Cheshire (1985) puts it, “masculine bias” (p. 22) in the use 

of male versions as opposed to the female or neutral ones. Another reason could be that the 

word chairman can be seen as denoting the position and not denoting a male person only. The 

term is shorter than chairperson and therefore it is more efficient to choose chairman for both 

males and females. The more popular term chair, however, referred to males in a larger number 

of occurrences, supporting what Fuertes-Olivera (2007) found in her study (p. 230). 

CHAIRPERSON is sometimes used with amusement (as Example 27 on page 18) and it seems like 

Cheshire’s (2008) reasoning about change being possible if people are willing to adapt their 

behaviour (p. 9) will prove to be challenging in this area of English discourse.  

Salesman was more frequent in the TIME corpus than its neutral alternative selected for 

this study: SALESPERSON, or than the female version saleswoman. SALESPERSON more often 

refers to an unknown referent than to either gender, which makes the use of this term more 

neutral than CHAIRPERSON.  

Across the time period studied there were both similarities and differences noted. 

Firstly, the difference in frequency of total occurrences in the TIME corpus is the same 
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throughout all the selected decades: SECRETARY is the most frequent term, followed by 

MANAGER, PRIEST, NURSE, SALESPERSON and last CHAIRPERSON. The male dominated 

professions are the most frequent ones, since SECRETARY is highly dominated by male referents 

in the TIME corpus, and the newly coined neutral terms are rarely used, and appear late in the 

corpus.  

Masculine gender terms have increased in usage as collocates over the last century, 

apart from a dip in the 1980s; this is the same decade where the feminine gender terms saw 

their highest usage as collocates with the selected terms, indicating clear asymmetries during 

the whole period, but particularly in that decade. The feminine gender collocates experience 

rises and falls in frequency in the TIME corpus throughout the whole century, meaning that 

there is indeed variation as to how the terms are used from the 1920s to the 2000s.  

It is more common to mark professions with feminine gender terms during the selected 

period and this might have to do with what Cheshire (1985) says about “some of our language 

habits [being] so firmly entrenched that we may not even recognize [them]” (p. 24). Do 

speakers unintentionally use female, woman and lady in collocations with the dominating 

masculine professional terms of this study merely because this is what they have always 

done? Similarly, a historically female profession, NURSE is the one which appears most 

frequently with a masculine gender term indicating the same habitual usage pattern “of 

cultural stereotyping” (Cheshire, 1985, p. 24).  

Research of collocates over time has not been included in this study. Future research in 

order to spot additional differences in the usage patterns with the selected terms could prove 

interesting to conclude whether the patterns noted for the total corpus has fluctuated over the 

studied period; if there were peaks that generated the asymmetries; and if there are additional 

interesting patterns to be noted that have changed over the last century. Also, an interesting 

possibility for other researchers is to investigate the patterns of use in regard to SECRETARY and 
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determine why race, physicality and age is common remarks associated with this profession. 

The use of this term could visualize additional asymmetries such as racism or age discrimination 

for example.   

Furthermore, it is evident that the TIME corpus is not the most appropriate source of 

data for the study of CHAIRPERSON and SALESPERSON. As Fuertes-Olivera (2007) pointed out, 

business English, which for example has almost completely erased the use of Miss and Mrs, is 

perhaps the area of the English language which contains the least gender bias (p. 25) and 

therefore a source of that kind would have been a better choice to study these two terms in 

greater detail. Therefore, it is suggested that these two terms are investigated in another corpus 

to facilitate finding usage patterns and to trace frequency in more detail than this study has been 

able to do.   
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Appendix 1: Collocate search 

Retrieved from the TIME corpus October 20th to November 5th, 2017.  

       

Term: PRIEST 
Total occurrence in the TIME corpus: 7,761 

 

Gender collocates: L1 and R1 

TOTAL CORPUS 

MALE: 3 

Female: 18 

Man: 0 

Woman: 77 

Gentleman: 0 

Lady: 1 

 

Selected texts for context:  

1960: who are able to talk to me about things they could not tell a male priest 

1980; Nan Peete of Indianapolis became the first female priest to address a Lambeth session 

1990: the first female priest in the Latin Tridentine Church 

1970: he would not personally ordain a woman priest or receive Communion from one. 

1960: a pause for worship in Stockholm with a lady priest 

 

Observations within the 1,000 occurrences:  

Most frequent collocate L1 or R1: 417 times 
 

L1:  

Sexuality and gender: homosexual, gay, lesbian, celibate, female, woman, lady 

Nationalities: Dominican, Indian, Syrian, American, Basque, Belgian, French, German and so 

on.  

 

R1:  

No obvious pattern 

       

Term: MANAGER 
Total occurrence in the TIME corpus: 13,341 

 

Gender collocates: L1 and R1 

TOTAL CORPUS 

Male: 7 

Female: 3 

Man: 0 

Woman: 11 

Gentleman: 1 

Lady: 3 

 

Selected texts for context:  

1994:  And then there is the misfire between the female bookstore proprietor and her male 

manager 

1939: for 41 years the only active woman manager of a U. S. iron foundry 
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1961: Congratulated the lady manager of a north Caucasus chicken farm 

1928: became swelled-headed and assumed the airs of a “Gentleman manager” 

 

Observations within the 1,000 occurrences:  

Most frequent collocate L1 or R1: 1,677 times 

 

L1:  

Nationalities: American, Australian-born, German, Turkish, European, Chicago and so on.  

Work area or position: assistant, campaign, commercial, marketing, store and so on.  

 

R1:  

Names, First and last: Johnson, Jimmie, Joe, Paul, Pete, Ralph. Male names are dominant! 

Nine women: Irene, Adella, Janet, Joan, Kate, Susan, Lauren, Lisa, Rose.  

       

Term: NURSE 
Total occurrence in the TIME corpus: 4,378 

 

Gender collocates: L1 and R1 

TOTAL CORPUS 

Male: 32 

Female: 5 

Man: 0 

Woman: 3 

Gentleman: 0 

Lady: 1 

 

Selected texts for context:  

1974: Oswaldo Villagra, was a male nurse and local politician 

1993: a white female nurse washing the back of a black man 

1923: Mrs. Harding and a woman nurse were with him 

1963: Novak trades punches with a lady nurse the size of a Japanese Sumo wrestler 

 

Observations within the 1,000 occurrences:  

Most frequent collocate L1 or R1: Registered: 67 times 

 

L1: 

Age: 21-year old, 36-year-old 

Nationalities: Australian, British, Chinese and so on 

Descriptive terms: Beautiful, spinsterish, black, blond, big, lovely, pretty, white, young 

Sexuality and gender: Gay x1, male 

Area of work: Neo-natal, private, public, psychiatric, surgical, trained 

 

R1:  

Names: Ella, Elisabeth, Linda, Nellie, Olivia, Both with and without last name. No male 

names. Female names dominant! 
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Term: SECRETARY 
Total occurrence in the TIME corpus: 39,543 

 

Gender collocates: L1 and R1 

TOTAL CORPUS 

Male: 23 

Female: 15 

Man: 2 

Woman: 6 

Gentleman: 1 

Lady: 0 

 

Selected texts for context:  

1954: Libby and Reynolds' male secretary were indicted for murder 

1958: they sent forth their male secretaries 

1936: where the female secretary of the company union at the distillery lived 

1931: the " English girl secretary, " the " German man secretary 

1929: hence it admitted women secretaries long ago 

1936: the lady and gentleman secretaries from 58 nations 

 

Observations within the 1,000 occurrences:  

Most frequent collocate L1 or R1: Assistant: 2,067 times 

 

L1:  

Area of work: agriculture, executive, deputy, press 

Political positions: Madam(e), defense, foreign, party 

HIS secretary: 16x 

HER secretary: 0x 

 

R1:  

Politician names: Male dominance: Secretary of… 

       

Term: CHAIRPERSON 
Total occurrence in the TIME corpus: 20 

 

Gender collocates: L1 and R1 

TOTAL CORPUS 

Male: 0 

Female: 0 

Man: 0 

Woman: 0 

Gentleman: 0 

Lady: 0 

 

Selected texts for context:  

1976: The great battle of the suffix person is still unresolved. Chairman briefly became 

chairperson but many now settle simply for chair 

1979: who with her late husband founded Beech Aircraft, is now its chairman (not 

chairperson), 
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Observations in context:  

Most frequent collocate: No pattern 

 

Gender collocates: L1 and R1: 

Madame x1 

 

Gender referents when going through context of all occurrences:  

Man: 2 

Woman: 7 

No sex: 10 

 

ADDITIONAL:  

CHAIRMAN/CHAIRMEN: 27,496 times 

CHAIRWOMAN/CHAIRWOMEN: 85 times 

       

Term: SALESPERSON  
Total occurrence in the TIME corpus: 30  

 

Gender collocates: L1 and R1 

TOTAL CORPUS 

Male: 0 

Female: 0 

Man: 0 

Woman: 0 

Gentleman: 0 

Lady: 0 

 

Observations in context:  

Most frequent collocate: No pattern 

 

Gender referents when going through context of all occurrences: 
Man: 2 

Woman: 3  

No sex: 24 

1 x duplicate 

 

ADDITIONAL:  

SALESMAN/SALESMEN: 4,072 times 

SALESWOMAN/SALESWOMEN: 91 times 
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Appendix 2: Frequency search 

Frequency and collocating gender words of selected professional terms: 1920s – 2000 

Retrieved from the TIME corpus October 20th to November 16th, 2017.  

Total words in the corpus: 106,418,475 

Total words/decade:  

1920: 7404948, 1930: 12,334,625, 1940: 15,012,019, 1950: 16,260,058, 1960: 15,653,909,  

1970: 12,518,793, 1980: 11,053,333, 1990: 9,425,993, 2000: 6,754,797 

 
             

TABLE 1             

PRIEST 

TOTAL 

TIMES 7761                  
  1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000    
TOTAL TIMES 527 962 898 1,549 1,470 1,027 681 379 331    
Per million 71.2 78 60 95.3 94 82 61.6 40.2 49    
Male priest(s)       1 1 1          
Female priest(s)         1 6 5 3 3    
Man priest(s)                      
Woman priest(s)     2 1   37 20 13 2    
Gentleman priest(s)                      

Lady priest(s)         1            

             

TABLE 2             

MANAGER 

TOTAL 

TIMES 13314                  
  1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000    
TOTAL TIMES 926 2,029 1,561 2,030 1,730 1,423 1,494 1,323 843    
Per million 125 164.5 104 124.9 110.5 113.7 135.2 140.4 124.8    
Male manager(s)           1 1 1 4    
Female manager(s)                 3    
Man manager(s)                      
Woman manager(s)   1 1     3 4 1 1    
Gentleman 

manager(s) 1                    

Lady manager(s)     1   1     1      
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TABLE 3             

NURSE 

TOTAL 

TIMES 4378                  
  1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000    
TOTAL TIMES 290 674 749 698 558 463 340 358 248    
Per million 39.2 54.6 49.9 42.9 35.6 37 30.8 38 36.7    
Male nurse(s) 1 3 5 5 5 7 1 2 3    
Female nurse(s)       1     1 3      
Man nurse(s)                      
Woman nurse(s) 1     1 1            
Gentleman nurse(s)                      

Lady nurse(s)         1            

             

TABLE 4             

SECRETARY 

TOTAL 

TIMES 39543                  
  1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000    
TOTAL TIMES 4,991 6,467 5,596 6,415 4,651 4,509 3,878 2,030 1,006    
Per million 674 524.3 372.8 394.5 297.1 360.2 350.8 215.4 148.9    
Male secretary(ies) 1 5 5 9 1 2 1        
Female secretary(ies) 1 7 2         5      
Man secretary(ies)   1   1              
Woman 

secretary(ies) 6 2 1                
Gentleman 

secretary(ies)   1                  

Lady secretary(ies)                      
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TABLE 5             

CHAIRPERSON 

TOTAL 

TIMES 19                  
  1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000    
TOTAL TIMES           12 3 4 1    
Per million           1 0.3 0.4 0.1    
Male chairperson(s)                      
Female 

chairperson(s)                      
Man chairperson(s)                      
Woman 

chairperson(s)                      
Gentleman 

chairperson(s)                      
Lady chairperson(s)                      
                       
Chairman  2,037 4,203 2,708 4,069 4,259 3,544 3,626 2,130 883    
Per million 275.1 340.7 180.4 250.2 272.1 283.1 328 226 136.8    
Chairwoman 5 7 1 1 2 15 13 22 19    

Per million 0.7 0.6 0.1 0.1 0.1 1.2 1.2 2.3 2.8    

             
 

             

TABLE 6             

SALESPERSON 

TOTAL 

TIMES 30                  
  1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000    
TOTAL TIMES 6       4 2 7 6 5    
Per million 0.8       0.3 0.2 0.6 0.6 0.7    
Male salesperson(s)                      
Female 

salesperson(s)                      
Man salesperson(s)                      
Woman 

salesperson(s)                      
Gentleman 

salesperson(s)                      
Lady salesperson(s)                      
                       
Salesman 197 627 556 861 737 460 303 214 117    
Per million 29.6 50.8 37 53 47.1 37.8 27.4 22.7 17.3    
Saleswoman 8 9 10 10 9 16 12 8 9    

Per million 1.1 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.6 1.3 1.1 0.8 1.3    
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TABLE 7             

Total 

numbers/decade                   

YEAR PRIEST 

per 

million MANAGER 

per 

million NURSE 

per 

million       

1920 527 71.2 926 125 290 39.2       

1940 898 60 1,561 104 749 49.9       

1960 1,470 94 1,730 110.5 558 35.6       

1980 618 61.6 1,494 135.2 340 30.8       

2000 331 49 843 124.8 248 36.7       

YEAR SECRETARY 

per 

million CHAIRPERSON    

per 

million SALESPERSON 

per 

million       

1920 4,991 674     6 0,8       

1940 5,596 372.8               

1960 4,651 297.1     4 0.3       

1980 3,878 350.8 3 0.3 7 0.6       

2000 1,006 148.9 1 0.1 5 0.7       

             

TABLE 8             

 

PRIEST 

 

per 

million 
MANAGER 

 

per 

million 
NURSE 

 

per 

million       

 Total 7,761 73 13,314 125.1 4,378 41.1       

 
SECRETARY 

 

per 

million 
CHAIRPERSON 

 

per 

million 
SALESPERSON 

 

per 

million       

Total  39,543 371.6 19 0.1 30 0.3       

             

TABLE 9   

L1 & R1 collocates of PRIEST Raw frequency per million words 

1. Catholic 417 3.9 

2. who 251 2.4 

3. parish 173 1.6 

4. high 173 1.6 

5. de 75 0.7 

6. Jesuit 69 0.7 

7. young 64 0.6 

8. named 53 0.5 

9. Episcopal 49 0.5 

10. village 37 0.4 
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TABLE 10   

L1 & R1 collocates of MANAGER Raw frequency per million words 

1. general 1,677 15.8 

2. campaign 528 5 

3. business 314 3 

4. sales 252 2.4 

5. production 240 2.3 

6. city 154 1.5 

7. advertising 118 1.1 

8. stage 95 0.9 

9. assistant 91 0.9 

10. office 79 0.7 

   

TABLE 11   

L1 & R1 collocates of NURSE Raw frequency per million words 

1. registered 67 0.6 

2. trained 51 0.5 

3. army 43 0.4 

4. named 34 0.3 

5. male 32 0.3 

6. head 30 0.3 

7. practical  24 0.2 

8. corps 24 0.2 

9. student 22 0.2 

10. former 19 0.2 

   

TABLE 12   

L1 & R1 collocates of SECRETARY Raw frequency per million words 

1. assistant 2,067 19.4 

2. defense 1,732 16.3 

3. under 1,596 15 

4. treasury 1,263 11.9 

5. foreign 1,098 10.3 

6. press 1,071 10.1 

7. general 1,010 9.5 

8. former 561 5.3 

9. Robert 550 5.2 

10. James 499 4.7 
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TABLE 13   

L1 & R1 collocates of CHAIRPERSON Raw frequency per million words 

1. of 6 0.6 

2. the 3 0.03 

3. madam 1 0.01 

4. honorary 1 0.01 

5. avant-garde 1 0.01 

6. party 1 0.01 

7. and 1 0.01 

8. not 1 0.01 

9. co- 1 0.01 

10. became 1 0.01 

   

TABLE 14   

L1 & R1 collocates of SALESPERSON Raw frequency per million words 

1. a 10 0.1 

2. minute 3 0.03 

3. confided 1 0.01 

4. Sears 1 0.01 

5. junior 1 0.01 

6. keeps 1 0.01 

7. each 1 0.01 

8. if 1 0.01 

9. or 1 0.01 

10. one 1 0.01 
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GENDER 

COLLOCATES: 

Selected decades              

TABLE 15      

PRIEST           

  1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 

Male priest(s)     1     

Female priest(s)     1 5 3 

Man priest(s)           

Woman priest(s)   2   20 2 

Gentleman priest(s)           

Lady priest(s)     1     

      

TABLE 16      

MANAGER           

  1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 

Male manager(s)       1 4 

Female manager(s)         3 

Man manager(s)           

Woman manager(s)   1   4 1 

Gentleman manager(s) 1         

Lady manager(s)   1 1     

      

TABLE 17      

NURSE           

  1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 

Male nurse(s) 1 5 5 1 3 

Female nurse(s)       1   

Man nurse(s)           

Woman nurse(s) 1   1     

Gentleman nurse(s)           

Lady nurse(s)     1     
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TABLE 18      

SECRETARY           

  1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 

Male secretary(ies) 1 5 1 1   

Female secretary(ies) 1 2       

Man secretary(ies)           

Woman secretary(ies) 3 1       

Gentleman 

secretary(ies)           

Lady secretary(ies)           

      

TABLE 19      

CHAIRPERSON           

  1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 

Male chairperson(s)           

Female chairperson(s)           

Man chairperson(s)           

Woman chairperson(s)           

Gentleman 

chairperson(s)           

Lady chairperson(s)           

      

TABLE 20      

SALESPERSON           

  1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 

Male salesperson(s)           

Female salesperson(s)           

Man salesperson(s)           

Woman salesperson(s)           

Gentleman 

salesperson(s)           

Lady salesperson(s)           
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TABLE 21 Normalized    

  

Male gender 

terms       

  PRIEST MANAGER NURSE SECRETARY 

1920 0 0.1 0.3 0.1 

1940 0 0 0.3 0.3 

1960 0.6 0 0.3 0.06 

1980 0 0.1 0.01 0.1 

2000 0 0.6 0.5 0 

     

TABLE 22 Normalized    

  

Female gender 

terms       

  PRIEST MANAGER NURSE SECRETARY 

1920 0 0 0.1 0.4 

1940 0.3 0.3 0 0.2 

1960 0.1 0.06 0.1 0 

1980 2.3 0.4 0.1 0 

2000 0.7 0.6 0 0 
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Appendix 3: Secretary and chair 

200 occurrences of SECRETARY 
Political position: 187 

 

Profession: 13 

Female referent: 10 

Male referent: 2 

Unknown: 2 

 

 He became secretary to Don Luigi 

 he has employed a secretary, Shirley Sewell 

 they all knew her as a 34-year-old former secretary 

 the door was opened by his private secretary 

 his father's long-time secretary; Mrs. John Bailey, 38 

 his attractive, red-haired, hard-working secretary; 

 

Collocates:  
his, age, physics, female name 

Only one female name with politican position 

 

200 occurrences of CHAIR 
Furniture: 167 

Political 11 

 

Position (used like chairman, chairwoman, chairperson: 22 

Female referent: 3 

Male referent: 14 

Unknown: 3 

Chair man: 2 

 

 And chair of the science department, is a member of the faculty or still a kid. He 

often  

 moved over to chairman of the board, a chair vacant since Charles M. Schwab died in 

1939 

 The Sorbonne appointed her to the chair left vacant 

 which will be nobly dramatized when the 22nd chair is filled  

 wife of Bethlehem Steel Corp.' s longtime board chair man 

 then chair man of National Life Assurance of Canada 

 says Suzanne Hanser, chair of music therapy 

 a helpful boost toward the Governor's chair 
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 He pointed dramatically to the flag behind the Speaker's chair 

 The poetry chair at Oxford University was established in 1696 

 The Chair votes' Yea! and lays the bill before the Senate 

 

Collocates;  

President’s chair 

Security council chair 

Govenor’s chair 

Speakers chair 

Witness chair 

Took the chair 


