Humanities & Social Sciences

Communications

ARTICLE B creck o vesatn
https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-025-05672-4 OPEN

Examining the linguistic and behavioural patterns of
gender identity in women with dissociative identity
disorder

Turkiah Alotaibi'2® Norah Almusharraf' & Muhammad Imran'3

Despite extensive psycholinguistic research on gendered language, investigations of how
psychological gender identity shapes linguistic behavior in clinical populations remain scarce.
Drawing on Lakoff's deficit model, which links hedges, tag questions and intensifiers to low
authority and self-confidence, we explore gender-linked speech variation in dissociative
identity disorder (DID). Publicly available interview transcripts from six women diagnosed
with DID were examined, and the speech of their male-identity versus female-identity alters
was compared. Qualitative thematic analysis showed that male identity alters predominantly
employed hedges—markers of uncertainty—whereas female identity alters favored intensi-
fiers and expressions of powerlessness. To quantify these differences, we ran regression
analyses on feature frequencies; baseline rates of hedges (B=1.54, SE = 0.46) and inten-
sifiers (B=1.92, SE = 0.65) were both reliably above zero, yet neither hedges nor intensifiers
varied significantly by gender identity. These results highlight the influence of psychological
gender on language use in DID and point to the need for further research into the cognitive
drivers of these patterns.
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Introduction

ariation in speech patterns and linguistic features across

social categories such as sex, class, race, and region has

been well documented (Du, 2021; Aini et al. 2023), and
scholars have shown how speakers deploy language to enact
particular identities or personas (Mazzetto, 2024). Yet the specific
role of an individual’s internalized psychological gender identity,
which is one’s deeply held sense of being male, female, neither, or
another gender, which may diverge from sex assigned at birth
(Polderman et al. 2018; Singh and Zucker, 2021), remains
unexplored. Most psycholinguistic studies treat gender as a
“static”, between-group variable, leaving open the question of
whether moment-to-moment shifts in self-perceived gender
might shape linguistic choices.

Dissociative identity disorder (DID) offers a unique within-
subject “natural experiment” for examining this question. Char-
acterized by two or more distinct, enduring personality states that
sequentially govern behavior, often accompanied by memory
gaps beyond ordinary forgetfulness (Beidel et al. 2018). DID
allows us to compare within the same biological individual, the
speech of male-identity versus female-identity alters. Under
Lakoff’s deficit model (1973), women’s speech is said to feature
hesitations, hedges, tag questions, and intensifiers, markers of
uncertainty and reduced authority. Accordingly, we hypothesize
that shifts in a DID patient’s psychological gender identity will
manifest as systematic changes in pitch variation, hedge fre-
quency, and intensifier usage, such that each Alter’s speech profile
reflects its gendered sense of authority.

In this study, we analyze publicly available interview transcripts
from six women diagnosed with DID. First, the regression ana-
lysis examined the frequency of hedges and intensifiers for each
alter gender identity. Second, the thematic analysis identified
patterns in pitch, intensifier use, and hedge deployment across
alters. By focusing on psychological gender rather than biological
sex, our within-subject design provides a novel test of Lakoff’s
deficit model and sheds light on the real-time interaction between
identity and language use.

The paper is structured as follows. We begin by reviewing
research on identity and language, focusing on sex-linked varia-
tion and the theoretical foundations of the deficit model. We then
outline our data sources and analytic methods. This is followed by
a presentation of both quantitative regression results and quali-
tative thematic findings. In the discussion, we consider the
broader implications of our results and suggest directions for
future research on gender, identity and linguistic difference.

Literature review

Theoretical overview. Gender and language have long been
intertwined in psycholinguistic debates, as researchers seek to
understand how speakers draw on linguistic resources to enact
social roles and identities. Early corpus-based and interactional
studies documented broad tendencies; men often favor object-
focused discourse, while women more frequently deploy rela-
tional and interactive strategies (Cameron, 1997; Holmes, 2008;
Archer, 2019). Yet the generalizability of these sex-linked dis-
tinctions has been questioned (Del Giudice et al. 2012; Plug et al.
2021; Dewi et al. 2024), and few studies have addressed how an
individual’s internalized, psychological gender identity might
shape moment-to-moment language use.

Robin Lakoff’s deficit model (1973) remains a cornerstone of
gendered communication research. Lakoff argued that women’s
language is marked by features such as hesitations, hedges, tag
questions, and intensifiers that index uncertainty or reduced
social authority (Lakoff, 1973, 1975). Although early critiques
targeted the model’s reliance on introspective methods (self-
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reported observations rather than empirical evidence), subse-
quent studies of mixed-sex conversation have repeatedly
confirmed that women’s speech includes tentative devices at
higher rates than men’s (Zuraiq et al., 2022); Alzamil et al., 2023).

The use of high pitch. This study examines three discourse-
pragmatic features—pitch, intensifiers and hedges—that have
been ideologically linked to gender speech in psycholinguistic
literature (Lakoff, 1973, 1975; Van Bezooijen, 1995; Hiramoto,
2010). Lakoff’s (1975) foundational work on “women’s language”
suggested that features such as rising intonation on declaratives
(i.e., high pitch) and intensifiers (e.g., really, so) signal speaker
tentativeness and function to mitigate assertiveness. These mar-
kers were argued to reflect and reinforce women’s subordinate
social positioning. For instance, a rising terminal in a statement
like “It’s cold today, isn’t it?” can signal a request for validation
and a lack of confidence (Lakoff, 1975).

While Lakoff’s framework was influential in identifying power-
laden speech patterns, her conclusions were based primarily on
anecdotal observations and have since been critiqued for lacking
empirical breadth. More recent studies have shown that although
women do tend to use a higher pitch on average than men (Krahé
and Papakonstantinou, 2020; Balachandra, 2021), this difference
stems not only from anatomical variation, such as vocal tract
length and vocal fold mass (Hart et al. 1990), but also from
sociocultural conditioning. Cross-cultural studies, for example,
reveal that Japanese women speak with significantly higher pitch
than their Dutch counterparts, a phenomenon attributed to
differing gender norms and expectations surrounding femininity
and deference (Van Bezooijen, 1995). Likewise, Hiramoto (2010)
demonstrated how women actively manipulate pitch to align with
culturally endorsed feminine identities, further supporting the
view that pitch is a socially mediated, gendered resource.

The use of hedges and intensifiers. Previous research has
examined the use of hedges and intensifiers as discourse-
pragmatic features closely tied to gendered communication
styles. Hedges, such as “maybe, I think, and it seems,” are gen-
erally defined as linguistic devices that attenuate the speaker’s
commitment to a proposition (Bonvillain, 2019). These features
have often been associated with women’s speech, based on the
assumption that socialization processes encourage women to be
more polite, indirect, and conflict-avoidant. Early theoretical
models, particularly Lakoff’s (1975) Deficit Model, argued that
hedging reflects women’s subordinated status, as it reduces
assertiveness and limits speaker authority.

However, the gendered distribution of hedges has been subject
to critical re-evaluation. Corpus-based studies, such as Schmauss
and Kilian (2023), found minimal overall differences in hedge
usage between men and women, though some variation emerged
in the specific types of hedges employed. Other studies, such as
Mohajer and Jan (2015), argued that men may avoid hedging due
to a desire to project decisiveness and authority, suggesting that
the use of hedges may be influenced by gendered expectations
around confidence rather than frequency alone.

Intensifiers, degree modifiers that amplify or scale the force of
an expression (e.g., really, so), have likewise been discussed as
ideologically gendered features. Hanafiyeh and Afghari (2014), in
a study of Iranian speakers, reported that women employed
significantly more intensifiers than men, often in conjunction
with hedges. These findings appear to reinforce Lakoff’s view that
women’s speech is characterized by a combination of emotional
expressiveness and mitigated assertiveness. Yet other studies
highlight contextual variability. Ladegaard (2012) demonstrated
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that in male-dominated professional settings, women often adopt
stronger, more assertive linguistic styles in order to align with
workplace norms. Such findings complicate essentialist notions of
“women’s language” and point instead to the adaptive nature of
gendered communication.

The frequent appearance of hedges and intensifiers in gendered
discourse has thus come to represent more than just a stylistic
choice; it reflects a deeper interplay between linguistic behavior
and power dynamics. Following this perspective, the current
study explores how speakers diagnosed with dissociative identity
disorder (DID) may use hedges and intensifiers to perform
internally differentiated gender identities. By analyzing speech
across alters that self-identify with different genders, we
investigate how each identity negotiates authority, confidence,
and emotion through discourse. For example, a male-identified
alter may deploy hedges to convey caution or reflection, whereas
a female-identified alter may emphasize intensifiers to assert
presence or manage interpersonal rapport. This approach aligns
with constructivist perspectives on gender, viewing speech as a
dynamic site of identity performance rather than a static marker
of biological sex.

Dissociative identity disorder and gender identity. Dissociative
identity disorder (DID) is conceptualized as a severe, trauma-
based disruption in the integrative functions of identity,
memory, cognition, affect, and self-perception (North, 2015;
Rutkofsky et al. 2017). Etiological research, grounded in DSM-
IV criteria, consistently implicates chronic childhood trauma,
particularly extreme bullying or sexual abuse, as the primary
causal factor (Simeon et al. 2002). Furthermore, Simeon and
colleagues found that 95% of children who later developed
multiple identity states had experienced sexual trauma, a
replication evident across diverse cultural contexts (Xiao et al.
2006) and reinforced by links between abuse and dissociative
symptoms (Kisiel and Lyons, 2001). On this basis, many clin-
icians regard DID as a complex manifestation of post-traumatic
stress disorder (Spiegel, 1984).

Clinically, DID presents through an alternation between a
“host” personality and one or more “alters,” each with distinct
behavioral, mnemonic, and affective patterns (Fundukian and
Wilson, 2008). This switching is theorized as an adaptive
coping mechanism, enabling dissociation from overwhelming
experiences (Coons, 1988). Bowman et al. (2005) argue that
traumatic events (especially abuse by trusted caregivers) are
defensively compartmentalized into the subconscious and later
re-emerge as autonomous alters. These alters often vary in
memory access, self-image, and gender identity (Piper and
Merskey, 2004). Moreover, ~50% of female-assigned DID
patients develop at least one male-identity alter (Rosik, 2012),
and female-identity alters frequently serve as intra-system
communicators to relay internal system dynamics to the host
(Orlof et al. 2021). Alter may even adopt distinct vocal qualities
or languages that align their speech with unique psychological
profiles (Domin, 2020).

Physiological indicators of identity switching can include shifts
in handedness, vocal-quality changes, and seizure-like episodes
(Coons and Milstein, 1986; Scroppo et al. 1998). Cognitively, DID
is associated with atypical information processing and altered
reality perception, though much evidence relies on self-report,
raising validity concerns given trauma survivors' tendencies
toward mistrust and low self-confidence (Dorahy et al. 2016;
Lewis et al. 1997). These features often manifest as trauma-related
fixed beliefs rather than formal delusions (Martinez et al. 2020).
The DSM further specifies depersonalization (a sense of
detachment from one’s mind or body), derealization (feeling

The Five Core Components
of Dissociative Disorders

Amnesia Derealization

Depersonalization

Identity Confusion

Source: Handbook for the Assessment of Dissociation:
A Clinical Guide. Steinberg (1995).

Fig. 1 The Five Core Components of Dissociative Disorders. This pie chart
illustrates the five core components of dissociative disorders: Derealization
(blue), Depersonalization (red), Identity Alteration (orange), Identity
Confusion (green), and Amnesia (purple).

the external world is unreal), identity confusion (persistent
uncertainty about self-concept), and identity alteration (obser-
vable shifts in behavior) as hallmark symptoms (Steinberg, 2001)
(see Fig. 1).

Although extensive clinical and neuropsychiatric studies have
detailed DID’s traumatic origins, switching mechanisms, and
physiological correlates, few studies have systematically examined
how alters’ distinct gender identities influence their linguistic
behavior. By analyzing pitch, hedge use, and intensifiers across
male- and female-identity alters in six women with DID, the present
study fills this gap—treating speech as an index of internalized
gender and power dynamics within dissociative systems.

The current study. This study addresses a critical gap in psy-
cholinguistic research by centering psychological gender identity
(rather than biological sex) as a determinant of linguistic varia-
tion. The specific objectives are:

e Isolate psychological gender effects: Establish a within-
subject design to examine how shifts in internal gender
identity influence three linguistic features—intensifier use,
hedge frequency, and pitch modulation, across twenty-
three distinct gender-identity states in six women diag-
nosed with dissociative identity disorder (DID).

e Link language to clinical criteria: Explore the relationship
between these linguistic markers and the DSM-defined
symptoms of DID (e.g., identity alteration, depersonaliza-
tion), assessing how discourse-pragmatic and prosodic
features reflect and construct the internal dynamics of
dissociative states.
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Table 1 The Patient's Information.

Female-identity Male-identity

Clinician(s)

Participant 1
Participant 2
Participant 3
Participant 4
Participant 5
Participant 6
Total

~r—=—=wWhO
o w——=5n

N
w
—_
o

Dr. Remy Aquarone

Dr. Nick Bendit

Dr. Richard Davis and Dr. Colin Ross

Dr. George Blair-West and Paul Stimulus

Did not mention the names of their doctors but had clinical DID diagnoses

Documentary/Interview title

Table 2 Sources for the dissociative identity disorder video dataset.

Channel/program name

Program/channel focus

All of Me: Living with dissociative identity disorder
night

Woman with seven different personalities-

The woman with 15 personalities

Woman with 2500 personalities says they saved her from

shocking child abuse-

7NEWS spotlight/Sunday

60 min Australia
Real stories
60 min Australia

What it's like to live with dissociative identity disorder (DID) MedCircle Expert-led mental-health education and
discussion

DOCS: The woman with 7 personalities Truly True-life documentaries focused on personal
journeys

Investigative current-affairs profiles

In-depth human-interest journalism
Independent documentary storytelling
In-depth human-interest journalism

Research questions.

1. How do intensifiers, hedges, and pitch variation differ
across the distinct male-identity and female-identity alters
within the same individual?

2. To what extent do these linguistic patterns correspond to
the dissociative and behavioral profiles specified in the
DSM for DID?

By achieving these objectives and answering these questions,
the study will clarify how real-time shifts in psychological gender
identity manifest in speech and will establish a detailed frame-
work for investigating language-identity interactions in complex
psychopathology.

Methodology

Participants. Six women with a formally diagnosed dissociative
identity disorder (DID) comprised our sample. We initially
screened seven English-language documentaries and interview
transcripts on YouTube, excluding one subject who did not
exhibit clear gender-based alter switching. The remaining six
participants yielded 23 distinct alters—thirteen identifying as
female, ten as male. Participant profiles varied: for example,
Participant 1 presented only male alters (OF, 4M), Participant 5
only a female alter (1F, 0OM), and the other four individuals each
exhibited at least one alter of both genders. All diagnoses were
confirmed by licensed mental-health professionals (see Table 1).
To control for language proficiency, five participants were native
English speakers (18 alters: 9F, 9M), and one was a second-
language speaker (5 alters: 4F, 1M). Focusing exclusively on
women aligns with Lakoff’s deficit model and reflects the pre-
ponderance of female cases in public-domain DID research
(Rosik, 2012; Orlof et al. 2021). In the analysis, we use “men” and
“women” to refer to participants’ biological sex, and “male-
identity” and “female-identity” to specify the alters’ psychological
gender.

Data collection. We constructed a within-subject dataset from six
publicly available, professionally produced interviews and doc-
umentary transcripts (=3 h total), each featuring sequential dialog
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between women diagnosed with DID and their alters. The videos
(collected over the past two decades) were identified via a sys-
tematic YouTube search using both the historical and con-
temporary names of the DID disorder (“Dissociative Disorders,”
“Dissociative Identity Disorder,” “Multiple Personality Disorder,”
“Split Personality Disorder”). Inclusion criteria were: English-
language recordings from verified public-broadcast channels and
clear evidence of gender-identity switches within individual
patients; we excluded personal vlogs and any clips lacking
unambiguous transitions. The details of the six sources are pre-
sented in Table 2.

Study design and data analysis. In addition to examining raw
frequency of hedges and intensifiers, this study employed a three-
pronged analytic strategy, quantitative statistics, deductive the-
matic analysis, and acoustic measurement, to capture how gender
identity alters index power and emotion through language.

Quantitative analysis. Descriptive statistics and inferential tests
were conducted in SPSS to compare hedge and intensifier fre-
quencies across female- and male-identity alters. Hedges (e.g.,
“maybe,” “I think”) and intensifiers (e.g., “really,” “so”) were first
counted for each alter, then normalized by total utterances.
Means and standard deviations were calculated to summarize
usage patterns, and Pearson correlation coefficients assessed the
strength of association between each feature and alter’s gender
identity. This statistical approach allowed us to quantify whether
linguistic mitigation (hedges) or emphasis (intensifiers) varied
systematically with internalized gender roles.

Deductive thematic analysis. To contextualize these quantitative
findings, we applied a structured thematic analysis framework
(Nowell et al. 2017). Transcripts were segmented by alter and
annotated in NVivo 10 according to: (1) Alter gender identity
(female vs. male), (2) presence of target features (hedges, inten-
sifiers), (3) DSM-5 dissociative symptoms (e.g., derealization,
identity alteration). After familiarization and open coding, codes
were organized into candidate themes linking linguistic markers
to dissociative behaviors. For instance, instances of hedging co-
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Table 3 Descriptive analysis of the participants' hedge and

intensifier usages.

Participant Hedges mean Range Intensifiers mean Range
(SD) (SD)

1 9.60 (12.30) 34 9.80 (14.60) 38

2 1.66 (2.49) 7 2.83 (3.67) 10

3 6.60 (9.76) 26 11.40 (15.40) 41

4 0.80 (0.74) 2 2.20 (2.92) 8

5 62.50 (59.50) 1o 47.50 (39.50) 79

6 2.83 (5.89) 16 5.16 (9.38) 26

occurring with descriptions of derealization were grouped, as
were intensifier-laden utterances paired with identity-alteration
narratives. The themes were refined through iterative comparison
to ensure consistency within and distinction between categories.

Acoustic measurement. Because transcripts omit prosodic
nuance, pitch and other paralinguistic cues were extracted in
Praat (Boersma and Weenink, 2020). Audio tracks were
exported as WAV files and annotated with multilayer Text-
Grids to isolate host versus alter segments. A batch script then
computed, per utterance, mean F, (pitch floor 75 Hz, ceiling
500 Hz), pitch range (max-min Fp), mean intensity and
dynamic range, speech rate (syllables/s from vowel onsets/off-
sets) and voice quality (jitter, shimmer via point-process ana-
lysis). These acoustic metrics were merged with transcript-
based counts for each alter, enabling cross-modal statistical
modeling of how prosody aligns with hedging and intensifica-
tion in different gendered identities.

By integrating quantitative frequency counts, thematic linkage
to clinical criteria, and fine-grained acoustic profiling, our
methodology provides a comprehensive view of how psycholo-
gical gender identity shapes both what is said and how it is
delivered in DID.

Results

Quantitative analysis. We began by compiling hedge and
intensifier frequency for each alter into a structured dataset.
Descriptive statistics are summarized in Table 3. On average,
alters produced approximately 13 hedges per individual
(M=13.12, SD=15.11) and 13 intensifiers per individual
(M =13.14, SD = 14.24). However, when aggregated by gender
identity, male-identity alters accounted for 45 hedges in total,
compared to 33 for female-identity alters, whereas female-identity
alters produced 35 intensifiers versus 22 from male-identity alters.
These totals suggest a formulaic pattern in the deployment of
mitigation versus emphasis devices—mirroring prior findings
that, across contexts, speakers tend to rely on a relatively small set
of pragmatic markers (Wolfson, 1981).

To quantify the predictive power of gender identity on
linguistic features, we ran linear regressions with gender as the
predictor (Table 4). Although baseline rates for hedges (B = 1.54,
p =0.003) and intensifiers (B = 1.92, p = 0.007) were significantly
above zero, gender identity did not significantly predict feature
counts (hedges: B=-0.77, p=0.247; intensifiers: B=-0.15,
p =0.869). Pearson correlations likewise indicated only modest
associations between gender identity and both hedging (r = 0.20,
p =0.003) and intensification (r = 0.15, p = 0.010).

Moreover, although both hedges and intensifiers occurred at
robust rates across all alters, neither feature was systematically
modulated by the alters’ gender identity. These findings offer
nuance to commonly held assumptions about gendered ‘power-
less’ versus ‘emphatic’ speech styles and suggest that individual

Table 4 Coefficient for sig. in the variable hedge and
variable intensifier.

Outcome  Predictor B SE t p

Hedges Constant (Intercept) 1.54 0.46 336 0.003
Gender (male vs. female) —0.77 0.65 —119 0.247

Intensifiers  Constant (Intercept) 1.92 0.65 2954 0.007
Gender (male vs. female) —0.15 092 -0.17 0.869

Dependent variable: hedges and intensifiers.

dissociative identities deploy these discourse-pragmatic tools in a
more nuanced manner.

Acoustic analysis. Prosodic measurements extracted via Praat
(Boersma and Weenink, 2020) revealed gendered pitch con-
tours consistent with anatomical and sociocultural influences.
Female-identity alters exhibited a higher mean fundamental
frequency (M =250.2Hz) compared to male-identity alters
(M =164.6 Hz), while male-identity alters showed a broader
pitch range (see Figs. 2 and 3). These patterns align with
established research on sex-linked pitch differences (Hart et al.
1990; Krahé and Papakonstantinou, 2020).

Thematic analysis. In this part of the analysis, we integrate the
qualitative findings alongside the quantitative findings to show
how hedge and intensifier usage manifests in the utterances of the
alters. Table 5 presents the five hedging subthemes for male-
identity alters and the four intensifier subthemes for female-
identity alters.

Theme 1: Hedges (male-identity alters). Although hedges are
often associated with “women’s language,” within our DID context,
male-identity alters produced a clear dominance of hedging devices
(M=20 vs. 10; p=0.003). We identified five subthemes. (1)
Uncertainty: Utterances coded under this subtheme focus on ten-
tativeness. For example, participant 1, male-alter A (asked about
self-image; hesitant tone stated): “I am a Prince Charming type I
think.”. The hedge “I think” signals a lack of confidence in this
alter’s self-perception, echoing documented identity-integration
challenges (Watkins and Watkins, 1998). (2) Low self-image: Lan-
guage here conveys negative self-evaluations tied to gender embo-
diment. For example: participant 1, male-alter B (asked about
others’ views; reflective tone stated): “You probably see me as
everyone sees us...”. This utterance explicitly portrays a male
identity trapped in a female body, illustrating internal conflict.

Furthermore, (3) Identity confusion: These expressions reveal
fragmentation and distress. For example, participant 2, Male-
Alter A (asked about identity; distressed tone stated): “...I don’t
know; it kind of feels like I am going to die.”. We coded this as a
dissociative expression consistent with Steinberg’s (2001) criteria.
(4) Derealization: Markers of detachment from reality surface in
language. For example, participant 6, Male-Alter A (asked about
worst moments; flat tone stated): “...I think it can’t get any
worse.” (5) Delusional belief devices: Fixed or irrational self-
ascriptions appear here. For example, participant 4, Male-Alter A
(asked to describe self; matter-of-fact tone stated): “I think I'm a
bit of a dark horse.”.

These themes mirror DSM-5 dissociative symptoms (Steinberg,
2001) and Lakoff’s Deficit Model (1975) tie between hedges and
uncertainty. While hedging traditionally indexes reduced author-
ity among women, in DID male-identity alters may use hedges in
ways that reflect internal dissonance between experienced gender
and bodily identity.
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Fig. 2 Acoustic analysis for the female-identity alter (Fo up to ~250 Hz). Top panel: Waveform of the speech signal in Channel 1; Middle panel: Waveform
of the speech signal in Channel 2; Bottom panel: Spectrogram showing frequency (0-5000 Hz) with pitch contour (yellow), formant tracks (blue), and

intensity shading in grayscale.

Fig. 3 Acoustic analysis for the male-identity alter (Fo up to ~164 Hz). Top panel: Waveform of the speech signal in Channel 1; Middle panel: Waveform of
the speech signal in Channel 2; Bottom panel: Spectrogram showing frequency (0-5000 Hz) with pitch contour (yellow), formant tracks (blue), and

intensity shading in grayscale.

Linguistic features Themes

Table 5 Themes defined during the deductive thematic analysis.

Examples

Hedges Uncertainty

(male-ldentity) Low self-Image
Identity confusion
Derealization
Delusional beliefs

Intensifiers Identity alteration
(female-identity) Strengthening of feelings

Traumatic experience

Mistrust

“... | am a Prince Charming type | think”

“You probably see me as everyone sees us ...."

“| see Paul right now. | see a little bit of me, [and] | don't know; it kind of feels like | am going to die.”
“| hate my job; | hated sending others out to suffer, and | think it can't get any worse.”

“| think I'm a bit of a dark horse.”

“...in the sun-tanned kind of look, fluffy hair that's kind of, always spiky.”

“... She's just inside. | have to bring it.”

“It's like you do not die, but you do not really live either.”

"When dad started to abuse the little girl, | sang some little nursery rhymes and made her feel
comfortable.”

“My mommy has lots of good friends like Alex; he's really good to me.”

“| remember some really creepy things; one of my abusers got me pregnant.”

“People at school would throw Paul’s books on the floor and do just mean things, and | wouldn't stand
for that.”
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Theme 2: Intensifiers (female-identity alters). Female-identity
alters showed significantly greater intensifier usage (35 vs. 22;
p =0.010). Four subthemes capture how intensification functions
in their narratives: (1) Identity alteration: Intensives signal of a
split in self-experience. For example, participant 2, Female-Alter
A (asked about internal experience; assertive tone stated): “She’s
just inside. I have to bring it.” The intensifier “just” highlights the
presence of dissociative experiences. (2) Strengthening of feelings:
Reinforced emotional states emerge via intensifiers. For example,
participant 2, Female-Alter B (asked about feelings; resigned tone
stated): “...you do not really live either.”. The “really” here
emphasizes emotional detachment and hopelessness (Hanafiyeh
and Afghari, 2014; Dorahy et al. 2016).

Furthermore, (3) Traumatic experiences: Recollections of abuse
are linguistically intensified. For example, participant 4, Female-
Alter A (asked about childhood events; somber tone stated):
“When dad started to abuse the little girl, I sang some little
nursery rhymes...”. This pattern aligns with trauma-narrative
structures in DID (Piper and Merskey, 2004). (4) Mistrust:
Skepticism and vigilance are marked by emphatic modifiers. For
instance, participant 5, Female-Alter A (asked about abuse
memories; emotional tone stated): “I remember some really
creepy things; one of my abusers got me pregnant.” For example,
participant 3, Female-Alter A (asked about school life; tense tone
stated): “People at school would throw Paul’s books on the floor
and do just mean things, and I wouldn’t stand for that.”
Intensifiers like “really” and “just” here index increased
interpersonal caution. These qualitative patterns mirror the
quantitative finding that female-identity alters use more intensi-
fiers than male-identity alters. In the DID context, intensifiers
serve as powerful tools for expressing affective intensity, asserting
personal conviction, and enacting relational defenses in female-
identity narratives.

Discussion

The gender differences in language use have long been debated
among linguists. While some scholars argue there are no absolute
differences (Colley et al. 2004), others, such as Robin Lakoff, have
proposed systematic linguistic patterns in women’s versus men’s
speech. Lakoff’s influential deficit model argues that women’s
language includes more hedges, tag questions, and other features
traditionally perceived as less authoritative (Lakoff, 1975).
Moreover, other linguistic scholars challenged and refined her
model. Cameron (2005) critiques binary framing, which
emphasizes that gendered language should be understood within
broader social and sexual identities, shaped by intersecting power
structures. Holmes (2013) expands this by positioning hedges and
intensifiers along a politeness—power continuum, interpreting
them as interpersonal strategies rather than inherently gendered
markers. Moreover, Tannen’s (1990) distinction between “rapport
talk” and “report talk” furthers this by describing affiliative versus
informational styles that reflect speakers’ relational intentions and
perceived authority.

The findings empirically validate key arguments of Lakoff’s
model while acknowledging the limits of our sample size (N=6
participants, 23 alters). The regression analysis showed that male
identity alters tended to use fewer hedges than female identity
alters, but this difference was not statistically significant
(B=-0.77, SE=0.65, t = -1.19, p = 0.247). Similarly, gender did
not predict the use of intensifiers (B =-0.15, SE = 0.92, t = -0.17,
p=0.869) (see Table 3). Rather than dismissing these non-
significant results, we interpret them as a result of low statistical
power; with only 6 participants, even moderate effects are unli-
kely to reach the conventional alpha level of 0.05. In fact, the raw
counts reveal that male-identity alters used 45 hedges compared

with 33 used by female-identity alters, which suggests a practical
difference that merits further study. This unexpected pattern, in
which male-identity alters hedged more often than female-
identity alters, challenges the idea that hedging is traditionally
associated with women’s speech and points toward the influence
of context or individual personality.

Nevertheless, descriptive data reveal meaningful trends. Male-
identity alters averaged 7.0 hedges (SD = 15.8), while female-
identity alters averaged 20.7 (SD = 23.1). For intensifiers, male-
identity alters averaged 6.5 (SD =10.1) versus female-identity
alters’ 19.9 (SD =19.2). These contrasts, though underpowered,
confirm Lakoff's (1975) view that tentative features such as
hedges reflect lower perceived authority and that intensifiers serve
to amplify assertions when speakers feel less powerful (Zuraiq
et al, 2022). Unlike previous research comparing intra-group
conversation (e.g., Bonvillain, 2019; Hanafiyeh and Afghari,
2014), our study extends this work into the intra-individual
conversation of different gendered identities, revealing how these
features manifest within individual systems.

Acoustic analysis via Praat revealed that female-identity alters
had significantly higher mean pitch values and narrower pitch
distributions, while male-identity alters showed greater pitch
variability. These results confirm known anatomical differences in
pitch—women tend to have higher vocal pitch due to physiolo-
gical structures (Hart et al., 1990; Krahé and Papakonstantinou,
2020). However, the broader variability among male-identity
alters challenges a purely biological account. Instead, this pattern
aligns with Van Bezooijen’s (1995) cultural model, which suggests
that prosody is shaped by gender identity and social role, not just
anatomy, particularly relevant in DID, where vocal modulation
appears to reflect internalized gender scripts.

Thematic analysis revealed distinct patterns in hedging and
intensifier use. Male-identity alters’ frequent hedging (e.g., “I
think,” “I am not sure”), which corresponds with the theme of
uncertainty. Although hedging is typically associated with
women’s speech (Hanafiyeh and Afghari, 2014), its frequency
among male-identity alters supports Lakoff’s view that hedging
signals perceived lower power and aligns with Holmes’s (2013)
interpretation of hedges as context-dependent politeness strate-
gies. This finding suggests that hedging is driven more by rela-
tional positioning than by biological sex, a dynamic especially
salient in the internal hierarchy of DID systems.

The language of female-identity alters reflects more complex
emotional and psychological content. The identity alteration
subtheme revealed dissociative self-referencing consistent with
DSM-5 descriptions of identity disruption (Steinberg, 2001). The
strengthening of feelings subtheme captured emotionally charged
expressions, aligning with evidence of emotion regulation diffi-
culties in trauma-affected populations (Dorahy et al. 2016; Lewis
et al. 1997). Additional themes—traumatic experiences and
mistrust—highlighted deep-seated interpersonal injuries and
relational caution, echoing known difficulties in attachment and
trust among individuals with dissociative disorders.

From a linguistic standpoint, the increased use of intensifiers
among female-identity alters reflects both emotional intensity and
perceived powerlessness. As Lakoff theorized, intensifiers func-
tion to compensate for perceived low status. Tannen’s (1990)
“rapport” style helps contextualize this further; female-identity
alters’ expressive language, mirrors affiliative, emotionally laden
communication, whereas male-identity alters’ more restrained
intensifier use, aligns with Tannen’s “report” mode. In the context
of DID, intensifiers appear to serve as emphatic tools—amplifying
speech to convey urgency, conviction, or unresolved trauma
(Dorahy et al. 2016; Lewis et al. 1997).

Future research should expand sample sizes to increase sta-
tistical power, incorporate longitudinal designs to track linguistic

| (2025)12:1303 | https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-025-05672-4 7



ARTICLE

change during therapy, and explore cross-cultural samples to
investigate how cultural norms shape gender expression and
language in DID. Through such extensions, we can continue
uncovering how language reflects, constructs, and negotiates the
complex realities of gendered psychological experience.

Limitations. Several limitations must be considered when inter-
preting the findings of this study. First, the interviews analyzed
may have been partially pre-planned or shaped for public pre-
sentation, as all data were drawn from publicly available YouTube
content. This introduces the possibility of performance bias,
where alters may present themselves in ways aligned with
expected or desired narratives. Consequently, some claims made
by the gendered alters may have limited reliability.

Second, the study’s narrow sample scope restricts general-
izability. With only six participants (consisting of 10 male-
identity and 13 female-identity alters), all biologically women, the
statistical results are presented descriptively and should be
interpreted with caution. While the patterns observed are
consistent and compelling, they should not be assumed to
represent broader DID populations without further validation.

Third, the reliance on online media sources introduces
potential sampling bias. Unlike clinical interviews, YouTube
content may be selectively edited or influenced by factors such as
audience engagement or self-presentation goals, which could
affect linguistic authenticity. Although the longitudinal consis-
tency of these videos (spanning two decades) adds plausibility to
the findings, the influence of media format remains a limitation.

Finally, while the deductive thematic approach is appropriate,
including inter-coder reliability metrics and example coding
frameworks would enhance the study’s reproducibility and
methodological transparency. Future research could benefit from
applying a broader range of linguistic and discourse-analytic
tools, as well as collecting data from controlled, clinician-led
interviews to explore whether different contexts yield similar or
divergent linguistic patterns.

Conclusion and recommendations

This study extends Lakoff’s Deficit Model into the psychological
context of dissociative identity disorder (DID), representing for
the first time that shifts in the psychological gender identity
(distinct from biological sex) correspond with systematic changes
in language use. By integrating Praat-based acoustic analysis,
quantitative measures of hedges and intensifiers, and deductive
thematic analysis, we found that male-identity alters tended to
use more hedges (indexing tentativeness and lower perceived
power), while female-identity alters employed more intensifiers
(signaling emphatic, power-compensating speech). These findings
offer empirical support for Lakoff’s foundational claims while
showing that gendered speech patterns emerge not from biolo-
gical anatomy but from dynamically constructed internal identity
processes.

Our results suggest that gendered power dynamics (captured
linguistically) are not merely interpersonal but intrapsychic. This
challenges purely biological or binary accounts of gendered lan-
guage and highlights the need to consider context, trauma, and
identity formation in understanding speech behavior in DID.
Looking forward, future research should examine whether
acoustic features like pitch range can serve as diagnostic or ther-
apeutic markers of alter identity, and whether shifts in hedge and
intensifier usage might help clinicians track identity transitions
over time. We also encourage replication in male-bodied DID
populations and in non-English linguistic communities to test the
cross-cultural and cross-linguistic robustness of these patterns.

Data availability
No datasets were generated or analyzed during the current study.
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