
On his first day
at school, a pupil

is usually very
nervous ...

Write a short story about a fictional 
character that fits the following
theme: 

Simon David Stein
Viktoria Schneider

Do English generic masculine pronouns lead to 
a male bias for L1 German speakers, too?1, 2

And is singular they any better?

Method Result

Following a 
supposedly 
generic his,
we do find
more male 
protagonists ...

... than female 
protagonists.

chi-squared

**

But what if for other
participants, we 
replaced his
by their?

our expectation

On their first day
at school, a pupil

is usually very
nervous ...

n = 45

both
chi-squared

and the GLM

*
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Binomial logistic GLM with
protagonist gender

~ pronoun his or their

+ age of participant

+ gender of participant

+ p has additional L1

+ age of English onset

+ duration spent abroad

Previous studies found that both generic masculine 
pronouns and role nouns produce a male bias.1–10

We find crosslinguistic support for this when L1 
German speakers encounter English generic his. This 
may be a case of L1–L2 gender bias transfer.11–13

Discussion

Generic singular they14 has no straightforward one-
to-one mapping onto a German neutral alternative.

However, we show that German speakers are 
subconsciously aware of its potential gender-
neutrality, ruling out a general PEOPLE = MALE effect.15

Result

large CIs: in the future, 
we’d like to have more data
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