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 [CT] Gender, Power and the Human Voice Linguistic Elements and Their 

Influence on the Recipient 

 

Alexandra Suppes 

  

The sound of men and women’s voices is quite unique. In the four sections of 

this chapter, I will address what acoustical quality of male and female voices 

makes those voices sound more or less powerful. First, I will provide a working 

definition of power, dominance and status, and highlight gender differences in 

how stereotypes about warmth and competence negatively affect women’s 

access to power, dominance and status. Second, I will review pragmatic 

research documenting the differences between the male and the female voice. 

Third, I will briefly review the sources of difference in male and female voice. 

Finally, I will review impression formation research on how variance in 

acoustical production influences how listeners perceive talkers, with an 

emphasis on features that relate to power, dominance and status. 

 

[A] 7.1   Introduction  
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To speak of voice – particularly with regards to how it harnesses persuasive 

force or power – one typically refers to an important metaphor of voice: a 

person or group’s ability to express and receive consideration for their 

perspective and to control their outcomes. In this chapter I will enforce a more 

literal use of the word ‘voice’ to refer to the acoustical sounds that emerge from 

a person when speaking. 

Nearly 80 years ago, social psychologists Hadley et al. (1935) opened 

the doors to voice research in their examination of what was then a great 

pastime: listening to the radio. Curious about how listeners formed such rich 

impressions of broadcasters, Cantril and Allport (1934) conducted a series of 

experiments about the relationship between broadcasters’ voices and the 

impressions that radio listeners formed about them. Among their findings was 

something that would surprise a modern reader: 95 per cent of the time, both 

male and female listeners preferred the voice of male broadcasters to female 

broadcasters.  

 Does something about the sound of male voices sound persuasive and 

powerful enough to carry the evening news? Or do male voices just sound like 

they are coming from men, who are persuasive and powerful, as compared to 

women? In her 1975 classic, Language and Woman’s Place, Robin Lakoff 

posited that women systematically speak in ways that reinforce their 
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subordinate social status, qualifying statements with tentative language and 

other forms of powerless linguistic structures. Since then a plethora of research 

has shown that the linguistic differences in speech production between the 

genders are minimal and context dependent (Mulac and Bradac 1995, Aries 

1996, Henley 2001, LaFrance 2001). In a recent meta-analysis of empirical 

research on the topic, Leaper and Ayres (2007) have reinforced this view: for 

the most part, when all else is equal, there is far more overlap than divergence 

in how men and women speak.  

While linguistic differences may be minimal, men and women’s voices 

are quite unique. Gender differences between the male and female voice are 

large: rarely do people misidentify the gender of a speaker, often needing little 

more than a single vowel (Lass et al. 1976). In the four sections of this chapter, 

I will address what acoustical quality of male and female voices makes those 

voices sound more or less powerful. First, I will provide a working definition of 

power, dominance and status, and highlight gender differences in how 

stereotypes about warmth and competence negatively affect women’s access to 

power, dominance and status. Second, I will review pragmatic research 

documenting the differences between the male and female voice. Third, I will 

briefly review the sources of difference in male and female voice. Finally, I will 

review impression formation research on how variance in acoustical production 
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influences how listeners perceive talkers, with an emphasis on features that 

relate to power, dominance and status.  

 

[A] 7.2   Power, dominance and status 

Both academics and laypeople alike are inclined to organize people along the 

vertical dimension: verticality allows differentiation of where people stand 

relative to one another in a hierarchy of power, dominance and status (Burgoon 

and Hoobler 2002, Hall and Friedman 1999, see also Scholl et al., this volume). 

How a given researcher defines the vertical dimension varies. For example, 

verticality can refer to an individual’s role, such as being a boss or an 

employee. Alternatively, verticality can manifest itself through behaviour that 

denotes power. Hall et al. (2005) have recently reviewed the non-verbal 

behaviour associated with power to show that there is a strong connection 

between what non-verbal behaviour an individual uses and the power that he or 

she gains in their interactions. For example, by using open body postures an 

individual can project power, and this leads them to both behave more 

powerfully and be perceived as more powerful (Carney et al. 2005, Scholl et al., 

this volume). For the purpose of this chapter, I will limit my discussion of 

verticality to features that have been the subject of empirical research about 
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voice: vocal dimensions that lead to varying favourability in the impression of 

talkers, including their dominance, competence, persuasion, favourability, 

intelligence and socio-economic status (SES). 

 

[B] 7.2.1   Gender and power  

One impediment that women and other marginalized groups face on verticality 

comes from a trade-off between being perceived as either warm or as 

competent. The stereotype content model (Fiske et al. 2002, 2007) elaborates 

how people are stereotyped on orthogonal dimensions of warmth and 

competence. Warmth is associated with stereotypes about female traits that are 

positive and stereotypes about male traits that are negative (e.g. women are 

more friendly, men are more aloof). In contrast, competence is associated with 

stereotypes about male traits that are positive and stereotypes about female 

traits that are negative (men are driven, women are ineffective).  

When individuals or groups are categorized as high on warmth and low 

on competence, they are marginalized – not because they are disliked but 

because they are perceived as ineffective – and end up in positions with little 

status or power. The compensation relationship draws on a long-standing 

dynamic between masculine qualities being associated with agency and 

feminine qualities being associated with communality (Abele 2003). As such, 
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women are more likely to be labelled as high on the warmth dimension and low 

on the competence dimension. When individual women defy this stereotype and 

convey competence, they can diminish their perceived warmth. Women who 

make gains on the competence dimension are assumed to lack the 

stereotypically expected warmth and come off as ‘iron ladies’. For women in 

particular, high levels of one trait can be perceived as compensating for another, 

such that there is a negative relationship between warmth and competence 

during impression formation (Judd et al. 2005). Moreover, as will be elaborated 

on below, listeners have a robust ability to judge the warmth and competence of 

a speaker based on his or her voice alone. 

 

[A] 7.3   Pragmatic differences in voice by gender 

A modern replication of Cantril and Allport’s (1934) research would likely 

show a reduced effect in radio listeners’ preference for male broadcasters. 

Certainly, societal norms have evolved in recent years to strongly encourage 

people against making categorical stereotypes, yet listeners are still sensitive to 

feature-based cues about categories (such as femininity) in their evaluation of 

talkers (Ko et al. 2008).  
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 Two highly publicized examples highlight this point. During the 2008 

Democratic Presidential Primary election, Hillary Clinton, the first viable 

female candidate for the US presidency, was routinely criticized for the sound 

of her voice, and specifically for her high vocal pitch (Kantor 2008). Similarly, 

in response to criticisms that she did not sound like a leader, Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher received vocal coaching to lose her ‘shrill tones’ (Ko, 

Sadler, & Galinsky, 2014). In both cases, mainstream criticism was not that 

these leaders were women, or even that they sounded too much like women; 

instead, they were stereotyped because of feature-based cues of femininity 

carried in their voice. Considering this, we may return to the question raised at 

the beginning: is it that qualities typical of the sound of male voices carry 

persuasive power, or do they just sound like men?  

 

[B] 7.3.1   Vocal pitch  

Vocal pitch is highly sexually dimorphic (Klatt and Klatt 1990, Hillenbrand and 

Clark 2009), with men having far lower range and average vocal pitch than 

women. Perceptions of vocal pitch follow from the sinusoidal vibration of the 

vocal folds during the production of vowels, readily measured in hertz and 

referred to as a talker’s fundamental frequency (F0). F0 is the most salient 

acoustic parameter of voice and the one most closely associated with perceived 
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pitch (Kuwabara and Ongushi 1984). Men are reported to have F0 levels about 

half those of female speakers (Titze 2000) or, as Puts and colleagues (Puts et al. 

2012) highlight, a gender difference of nearly five standard deviations. As we 

will see in the next section on impressions, it is also a strong predictor of the 

impressions listeners form of a speaker. 

 

[B] 7.3.2   Pitch variation 

Pitch variation is a feature of speech that lies on a continuum of variation from 

monotonic (relatively little pitch variation) to highly intonated (relatively large 

pitch variation). It is typically measured as a talker’s standard deviation of F0 

across a short speech sample. There has been a long tradition in linguistics and 

popular culture to characterize female speech as excessively variable, swooping 

up and down, and emotional, in contrast to the less variable voice of the rational 

and monotone male talker (Henton 1995). This characterization has been 

measured and documented internationally as well: female talkers speak with 

greater pitch variability in Sweden (Traunmüller and Eriksson 1995), Holland 

(Haan and van Heuven 1999) and New Zealand (Daly and Warren 2001).  

 

[B] 7.3.3   Clear speech 
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There is ample evidence that women speak more clearly than men. Compared 

to men, female talkers speak more slowly (Byrd 1994), use wider vowel spaces 

(Henton 1995), produce glottal stops more frequently (Byrd 1994) and have 

greater differentiation when pronouncing consonants (Whiteside 2001). 

Another acoustic feature of clear speech that can be affected by speaker gender 

is voice onset time (VOT). VOT is defined as the length of time that passes 

between the release of a stop consonant and the onset of voicing, or the 

vibration of the vocal folds. Compared to American men, American women use 

longer VOTs (Whiteside et al. 2004), a difference that has been accounted for 

anatomically: difference in voicing is caused by the size difference between 

men and women’s vocal tracts (Cho and Ladefoged 1999). Interestingly, 

researchers in Korea have found a difference in VOT between men and women 

in the opposite direction, suggesting that this difference is sociophonetic, rather 

than anatomical (Oh 2011). 

 

[A] 7.4   Source of differences 

As suggested by Oh’s research on Korean VOT (2011), differences in speech 

are due to both anatomical differences between talkers and the cultural practices 

of speech. Anatomically, speakers differ in the shapes of their vocal tracts (Joos 
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1948, Peterson and Barney 1952) that lead to individual differences in 

production. In particular, when compared to women, men tend to have longer 

and thicker vocal folds (Hollin 1960), a difference that results in their voices 

sounding deeper (Simpson 2001). 

 Culture and context also serve as sources of variation in speech 

production. For example, while women differentiate their phonemes more than 

men, it has also been shown that both male and female talkers differentiate their 

phonemes less when speaking in an informal context (Byrd 1994). Within a 

culture, listeners have expectations about how men and women speak, and 

generally talkers produce as expected (Graddol and Swann 1989). Production 

also varies between cultures. A notable example of this is that Japanese women 

speak with a higher average pitch than European women (Yamazawa and 

Hollien 1992), a difference with important implications: both male and female 

Japanese listeners prefer higher-pitched female talkers compared to European 

listeners (van Bezooijen 1995). In addition, cultural norms around speech can 

shift: parallel to shifts in women’s status, there has been a systematic habitual 

drop in the speaking pitch of Japanese women (Kristof 1995, Reynolds 1998), 

suggesting a causal relationship between cultural expectations and habitual 

styles of speaking. 
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[A] 7.5   Impressions of voice 

[B] 7.5.1   Lower vocal pitch  

Differences in F0, or vocal pitch, are not associated with different levels of 

intelligibility (Bradlow et al. 1997), but it has been shown to influence 

impressions that listeners form of talkers. In a meta-analysis of non-verbal 

behaviour and dominance, Hall and colleagues (Hall et al. 2005) report that 

vocal pitch is negatively related to verticality for men and women, as measured 

by both ratings of dominance and socio-economic status. This finding continues 

further: speakers with lower F0 are viewed as more dominant (Wolff and Puts 

2010, Tusing and Dillard 2000, Puts et al. 2006, 2007) than those with higher-

pitched voices. Similarly, voting patterns have shown that voters prefer male 

candidates with lower-pitched voices, and that this effect is augmented during 

wartime elections, suggesting a strong link between perceived dominant 

behaviour and low F0 (Tigue et al. 2012). 

Low voice pitch, as manifested in low F0, may have in part evolved as a 

dominance cue among men (Puts 2010, for review). In males, testosterone 

levels at puberty cause an increase in vocal fold length and thickness, leading to 

an adult male voice pitch (Harries et al. 1998). Carried on into adulthood, male 

talkers with lower vocal pitch have higher levels of testosterone (Evans et al. 

2008, Dabbs and Mallinger 1999) and testosterone levels have been positively 
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associated with both dominant behaviour and social status (Mazur and Booth 

1998). This association for men between testosterone and vocal pitch means not 

just that those men with lower voices behave more dominantly, but that there is 

a communicable index that men use consistently about their testosterone levels 

and probable dominant behaviour (Bruckert et al. 2006). 

 The story is not as simple for female speakers. While they are viewed as 

more dominant when speaking with a lower F0 (Jones et al. 2010), and this is 

important when considering their verticality, there is a body of literature 

suggesting that speaking with a lower vocal pitch can contribute to negative 

impressions. Men judge women with higher-pitched voices as more attractive, 

feminine and younger (Collins and Missing 2003, Feinberg et al. 2008). 

Unfortunately, as predicted by the stereotype content model (Fiske et al. 2007), 

greater vocal femininity comes at the cost of the talker’s perceived competence. 

Ko and colleagues (2009) have shown that higher ratings of vocal femininity 

are associated with perceived competence for both female and male talkers.  

 

[B] 7.5.2   A benefit of higher vocal pitch?  

While there has been a wealth of research showing that low F0, or vocal pitch, 

is associated with dominance and competence, some research has shown that 

natural variation in vocal pitch yields the opposite result. When a male actor 
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was asked to intentionally manipulate his speech to sound confident or 

doubtful, he used higher fundamental frequency to sound confident, and 

subsequent listeners gave more favourable ratings to him when speaking with 

this higher, rather than lower, F0 (Scherer et al. 1973). More recently, Ko and 

colleagues (2015) have found that among a group of speakers, those with higher 

F0 were of higher rank than those with lower F0, and that this natural variance 

was detectable by subsequent listeners.  

 These discrepant findings raise questions as to why speakers are 

sometimes viewed favourably when their pitch is high, particularly when those 

speakers are male. Here it is likely that differences in both the context of the 

speech production and in the analytical techniques employed account for 

contradictory findings (higher pitch was favoured when a single, within-talker 

comparison was made, and when assessing between-talker differences in a 

group setting). It is important to remember that changes in the acoustical 

production of pitch happen for a myriad of reasons. For one, as a talker’s stress 

increases, there can be changes in their vocal pitch – typically, it increases 

(Hecker et al. 1968). It is possible that the favourable impression is not due to 

the pitch increase itself but the engagement of the talker, or another dynamic in 

which increased arousal led to higher pitch. Here we see a need for more 

research on the role of vocal pitch, particularly those which include phonetic 
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tests enabling us to delineate categories of power, dominance and status and the 

contextual situation where speech is made. 

 

[B] 7.5.3   Pitch variation 

Hall and colleagues’ (2005) meta-analysis of the non-verbal characteristics 

associated with verticality revealed that there is a strong association between 

higher vocal variability and higher verticality. Large pitch variation has been 

associated with positive traits, including self-confidence, extraversion, 

boldness, dominance (Aronovitch 1976), benevolence (Brown et al. 1973, 

1974), and vocal attractiveness (Zuckerman and Miyake 1993, Ray et al. 1991). 

Speakers with greater variability in their pitch have been shown to be more 

persuasive (Miller et al. 1976) than speakers with less variability. Interestingly, 

Ko et al. (2006) found that larger pitch variation (known to be higher in 

women) was associated with perceptions that the voice sounded more feminine 

and the speaker was less competent. 

 

 [B] 7.5.4   Clear speech 

Increased speech rate has been associated with increased impressions of 

credibility during persuasion tasks (Miller et al. 1976) and is associated with 

greater short-term memory and reading abilities in children (McDougall et al. 
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1994), suggesting that it is a communicable index of a talker’s intelligence. In 

Hall and colleagues’ meta-analysis (2005), they reviewed 20 studies 

investigating the association between speech rate and verticality. While the 

trend was for studies to identify a positive association between faster speech 

and verticality, cultural differences emerged. In Korean samples (Oh 2011), the 

trend was negative, meaning that faster speech was associated with lower 

verticality. This research again points to important differences between cultural 

norms of how speech is associated with power, dominance and status. 

 

[A] 7.6   Summary of research 

This chapter has assessed both between- and within-level gender differences in 

how talkers and listeners use voice to assert verticality. First, male and female 

voices are quite distinct. Second, there are differences in how acoustic features 

of a talker’s voice influence their dominance, power and status, and their 

placement on the vertical dimension, and this within-gender variance is not 

without consequence. Both men and women show a decrease in their verticality 

when speaking with a higher pitch, when they speak with less pitch variation 

and when they speak more slowly. Interestingly, compared to men, women 

have high vocal pitch (which is negatively associated with verticality), higher 
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variation in vocal pitch (positively associated with verticality) and speak more 

slowly (negatively associated with verticality).  

Taken together, I hope to have highlighted that voice is one way in 

which men and women’s placement on the vertical dimension of power is 

achieved, and that dominance and status can be reinforced without the use of 

direct categorical information.  
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