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Abstract: This chapter focuses on the influence of language on one’s self-concept and identity. The first section explains how the language one speaks intersects with other social identities, while also serving as a key identity in and of itself. The second section considers how accents guide interpersonal perceptions and can serve as a basis for discrimination. The final sections give an overview of the role language plays in group processes, with a particular emphasis on how language is used to manage group boundaries. 

In this book, we’ve covered how our self and our identity is influenced by others, often without us realising it. In Chapter 2 we discussed how our social world is an embedded part of our self and as a result, we may not notice the impact it has on our attitudes and our beliefs. In the previous two chapters, we went into depth about how we are influenced by groups of others, and how the relationships that exist between groups shape who we are. Across these discussions, there has been one common theme: they all depend on communication. Indeed, no social process could exist without humans communicating with one another. For this reason, I have devoted an entire chapter to this topic.

Communication takes many forms; everything from our emails to our hair styles sends a message. Generally, we can classify communication into three main categories. Visual communication involves the transmission of ideas using symbols and imagery. Examples might include signs, graphics, and films. Few of us would deny the power that a picture can have on our feelings and beliefs (for an example of this, see Box 3.2). Non-verbal communication consists of the behavioural elements of communication, such as facial expressions, body language, and posture. If you’ve ever had the experience of trying to hide your emotions only to have others guess exactly what you are thinking, you will know how difficult this form of communication is to control (DePaulo et al., 2003). One example of this can be found in a study of Olympic medal winners. The study showed that although all of the medal-winning athletes smiled on the podium, observers could accurately detect whether the athletes had genuine smiles or ‘social smiles’ (that is, smiling for the sake of the camera; Matsumoto & Willingham, 2006). Interestingly, Gold and Bronze medal winners had more genuine smiles than Silver medal winners; it seemed that those who came in second struggled to hide their disappointment at missing out on the top prize!
	
This chapter will focus on verbal communication or, the production of spoken language that sends an intentional message to a listener. The emphasise will be on demonstrating the fundamental role language plays in shaping the way we perceive ourselves and others. We will discuss several ways that language can influence these perceptions – from how it shapes our relationship with those around us to its contribution to the inequalities between groups. To start, let’s consider how our language influences key social identities.  

Language as Key to Identity
Some of our most important social identities rely on language. To illustrate this, let’s consider someone who has immigrated from Mexico to the United States. Based on the level of attachment they feel toward each country, they might identify as Mexican, as American, and/or as Mexican American. Each of these identities are influenced by whether, and how well, they speak the dominant language in each country. For instance, their ability to speak Spanish might increase their identification with other Mexican or Spanish-speaking immigrants. At the same time, how well they speak English will be an important factor in determining their engagement in their new culture and by extension, how identified they are with their new country.
	
Researchers have acknowledged the importance of language in shaping our social identities. John J. Gumperz, one of the founders of the field Sociolinguistics, argued that “social identity and ethnicity are in large part established and maintained through language” (Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 1982), while early social identity theorists, Howard Giles and colleagues, developed frameworks to understand how this happens (see Gallois et al., 2005). One such framework is Ethnolinguistic Identity Theory (ELIT; Giles & Johnson, 1987). One’s ethnolinguistic identity as the feeling of belonging to a group that is based on a common ancestry and language (Noels, 2017). Just like any social identity, people are motivated to maintain the positive distinctiveness of this group. By applying Social Identity Theory to one’s ethnolinguistic identity, ELIT outlines the process in which this happens. It proposes that, just like any social identity, perceptions of permeability and legitimacy (or, stability) determine whether members of a linguistic group engage in social mobility strategies, social creativity strategies, or collective action to feel good about their group (see Chapter 3). 

To show how these strategies play out within the context of language, let’s return to our previous example of a Mexican immigrant to the U.S. (let’s call her Mia). Speaking Spanish in the U.S. is likely to mark her as an immigrant, a group that is generally low in power and often disliked by nationals (Havermans & Verkuyten, 2021). If Mia sees boundaries into the non-immigrant (i.e., the higher status group) as permeable, she may attempt to pass as a member of this group using social mobility strategies. These might include avoiding speaking Spanish or not teaching the language to her children (see Bilewicz et al., 2021). If boundaries seem impermeable and status relations as legitimate, Mia might engage in social creativity strategies. This could take the form of comparing herself to a group she perceives as being more disadvantaged than her own (for instance, a smaller linguistic group with less speakers). Finally, if boundaries are impermeable but status differences feel illegitimate, then conditions may be rife for collective action. For Mia, this might involve campaigning for Spanish to be given equal status to English in the U.S. (Harwood & Vincz, 2012).

As with any social identity, achieving positive distinctiveness for one’s ethnolinguistic identity depends on perceptions of group status. However, for language, status goes beyond whether speakers feel good about their group; it can determine whether a language will thrive, or even survive, in an intergroup context (Giles et al., 1977; Clément & Norton, 2021). ELIT proposes that for linguistic groups, status is expressed through ethnolinguistic vitality. This is made up of three key factors: Demographic vitality (i.e., the number of speakers within a linguistic community), institutional support (i.e., support for the language’s use in settings such as schools or government buildings), and status vitality (i.e., the level of prestige it holds; Bourhis et al., 2019). How a language fares on each of these dimensions influences whether the linguistic group is at risk of becoming endangered and disappearing altogether. If the number of language speakers dwindles (low demographic vitality), there is a lack of support for its use in key areas of society (low institutional support), and it is perceived as generally unimportant (low status vitality), then it is less likely that people will want to learn that language. In addition, those who do speak it may be less inclined to teach it to their children (Clément & Norton, 2021), further contributing to the threat of extinction. 

<start box> Box 6.1. Applying Ethnolinguistic Vitality to Welsh
To understand how ethnolinguistic vitality can be applied to the real world, let’s look to Welsh. Although the language dates to 600 BC, the Tudor period brought policies that suppressed its use in public life (e.g., schools, courts, workplaces, etc). From the perspective of ELIT, these practices meant that the language began suffering from low institutional support. Discrimination against the Welsh language continued into the mid 20th– century (Brain, n.d.) resulting in increasingly less people speaking it over time (i.e., low demographic vitality). These factors may have fed the general perception that Welsh, as a language, was dying (i.e., low status vitality). By 2011, only 19% of the Welsh population reported that they were able to speak Welsh (Office of National Statistics, 2011). However, that same year, the Welsh Language Measure was introduced, an act that ensured the equal treatment of Welsh and English (thus, cementing Welsh’s status in society by increasing institutional vitality). Only 10 years later the number of Welsh speakers in Wales had risen to 29.5%, marking a significant increase in demographic vitality (Welsh Government, 2021). Today, Welsh is the fastest growing language in the UK and no longer considered endangered by UNESCO (The National Reporter, 2022). <end box> 

Given its influence on our who we are, it seems clear that language goes beyond transmitting information from one person to another. Rather, it plays an integral role in shaping our Self. However, it’s not just which language we speak that influences who we are, but how we speak that language. Over the next three sections, we will discuss the ways in which our self and our identity is shaped by words: how we pronounce them and the ones we choose. To begin, we will be applying many of the concepts we’ve discussed so far in this book to one of the most powerful markers of group membership: our accent.

Accents as Key to Identity
When we think about accents, we often think about the ways other people speak. However, an accent, defined as any speech pattern that is more or less similar to the standard within a population, is something that everyone has (Kinzler, 2021). In the UK, the standard accent is called Received Pronunciation English (aka the ‘Queens English’; Levon et al., 2021). Other accents can be classified into three main groups: regional (e.g., Cockney accent), foreign (i.e.., native English accents that are not British, such as an Australian accent), or non-native (i.e., the accent of any speaker who has not spoken English since birth). Importantly, all accents give clues to the speaker’s ethnicity, social class, education, age, nationality, and region of birth (Dragojevic et al., 2021). Let’s go back to our example of Mia, a Mexican immigrant to the United States. The strength of her accent when she speaks English could indicate how long she has been living in the U.S. The way she speaks Spanish might reveal clues to the part of Mexico she is from. Importantly, one’s accent intersects with their other social identities (see Chapter 2): When forming impressions of Mia, the information deduced from her speech patterns will contribute to the information deduced from her other category markers. For example, in some of my own work, we found that people considered a person’s nationality as well as the strength of their accent when forming impressions. Indeed, after detecting even slight dissimilarities in a person’s speech patterns, the first question we tend to ask is ‘Where are you from?” (Birney et al., 2020a). 

The power of accents to shape perceptions of our self and others is profound. As an indicator of out-group membership, multiple studies have shown that one’s accent is more meaningful than one’s race (e.g., Pietraszewski & Schwartz, 2014). As an example, let’s imagine a white British person who meets two people: one is of Asian descent but speaks like them, the other is white but speaks with an Eastern European accent. According to research in this area, the white British person is more likely to see the person of Asian descent as in-group and the other white person as out-group, based on their speech patterns (Rakić et al., 2011). It seems that this penchant for similar speech patterns starts early; at 5 months old, babies show a preference for speakers with accents that are like those of the people they are normally around (Kinzler et al., 2007). This bias becomes increasingly meaningful as we grow. By the age of 10 children favour same accented speakers (over same race speakers) when distributing resources (Spence & Imuta, 2020). By adolescence, young people assume that a shared accent indicates friendship, rather than a shared race or gender (Arredondo & Gelman, 2019).

Many people are surprised to think of accent in this way. Afterall, our comparisons of how different linguistic groups speak is often done in light-hearted conversations (while comparing how different racial groups look probably would not be). But, when we consider our evolutionary history, it’s perhaps not that surprising that accents take precedence over race in how we categorise others. According to Kurzban et al., (2001), when humans lived in bands of hunters and gatherers, they were unlikely to encounter anyone who looked different than themselves. Therefore, they would have relied on speech patterns to determine whether someone unfamiliar was a member of their own group or that of a potentially threatening out-group (Cosmides et al., 2003). Today, humans are excellent at detecting even slight differences in speech patterns (de Jong, 2018), possibly because this ability may have evolved over time.

While a preference for the accent of one’s in-group does not automatically result in discrimination (Liberman et al., 2017) there is a wealth of research showing that people are regularly discriminated against based on how they speak. With everything else equal, people with non-standard accents are judged as less suitable for leadership positions, less effective educators, and more likely to be judged as having committed crimes compared to people with standard accents (Dragojevic et al., 2021). However, it’s important to note that whether an accent is considered standard depends on the social context. Let’s take the example of a student from Yorkshire, England who speaks with a Northern English accent. Because this way of speaking is line with the standard in his community, he might not think much about it when he’s in his home county. However, if he goes to an academic conference and people’s speech patterns are more in line with the British standard accent (i.e., RP English), he may become aware and even self-conscious about his Northern dialect. Just like any social identity, certain contexts can make our linguistic identity salient, and as such guide our thinking and our behaviour (see Chapter 2).

One reason our student may feel uncomfortable about his accent in this new environment is that he is likely aware of the stigma attached to it (see Chapter 5). In the UK, speakers with accents that deviate from RP English are judged as less educated and as lower in socioeconomic status (Levon et al., 2021). Regional accents also tend to be rated as less ‘correct’ than standard accents (Hiraga, 2005). As our student is at an academic conference, an environment where intelligence is especially valued, he may be vulnerable to experiencing stereotype threat because of how he speaks (see Chapter 5). To manage this stigma, he might avoid interactions with others or attempt to imitate the accent of the speakers at the conference (Barreto, 2015). The former will make it more difficult to network and the latter is likely to backfire; because it is very difficult for most people to change their accent, trying to sound like someone else an come across as disingenuous (Birney et al., 2020b). Regardless, the cognitive burdens that come with the management of accent stigma serve to entrench the disadvantage the student faces.

Despite the evidence that accent-based discrimination is rife (e.g., Levon et al., 2021), most laws offer little support for non-standard speakers. In the U.S., employers who deem a candidate’s accent to be unintelligible are protected from charges of discrimination. Yet, there is no way to assess this claim objectively. Considering that listeners are adept at adapting to unfamiliar speech patterns (Melguy & Johnson, 2020), it is prejudice that likely drives claims about the clarity of others’ speech (Rubin, 1992). Furthermore, because other social identities such as race and ethnicity intersect with accent but are protected under the law, claims about a speaker’s intelligibility could be used as a ‘legitimate’ way to discriminate against these characteristics (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010). A 2008 study by the European Commission found that 45% of managers across 26 countries believed that having a non-standard accent is a disadvantage in the workplace. The prevalence (and openness) of such sentiments has led some scholars to identify accent discrimination as the “last acceptable form of prejudice” (Akomolafe, 2020). While efforts to eliminate practices that disadvantage non-standard speakers is increasing (e.g., France outlawed the discrimination of regional accents in 2020), accent remains a means of discrimination that, like any stigmatised identity, have implications for the speaker’s sense of self (see Chapter 5). 

In this section we considered how language, by way of one’s accent, is not only a social identity in and of itself but can guide perceptions about other social identities we have. We also considered how accents are discriminated against, often in a way that is generally protected to the point where it can be considered acceptable. Finally, we touched upon the repercussions that accent stigma can have on one’s opportunities and their relationships with others. In the next section, we move on to how language impacts group level dynamics. Although hearing an individual speaker’s non-standard accent can impact perceptions of out-groups (Birney et al., 2020b), how we use language, through the words we choose, that has been shown to play a subtle, yet crucial role in the way that stereotypes are formed and perpetuated. However, before discussing these processes, I will give an overview of how we use language to manage our interpersonal relationships and by extension, the boundaries between groups.

Language Accommodation
Imagine you are talking to your friend Sophie about a shared acquaintance called Mary. You are aware that Sophie and Mary are meeting for drinks, and you want Sophie to know that Mary tends to avoid spending money. To convey this message about Mary, you have several adjectives available to you. Some have negative connotations (e.g., stingy, cheap, tight) while others are more positive (e.g., thrifty, prudent, careful). Which word will you chose? According to Higgins and Rholes (1978), your choice will depend on how you think Sophie feels about Mary. If you believe Sophie likes Mary, you will be more likely to describe her using a more positive word, such as thrifty. If you think Sophie dislikes Mary, you will likely use a negative word, such as stingy. 

Higgins (1992) calls this phenomenon audience tuning or, using the language that most closely aligns with the beliefs of your listener. To some extent, we do this in every communication exchange. For instance, we often use different language to communicate with our family than we do with their work colleagues. Certain environments also encourage specific ways of speaking; while an office setting might call for formal language, a pub is generally a place where we speak more causally. Most of us will also recognise differences in how we speak to friends versus authority figures, or that words come more easily when conversing with people we know well as opposed to when interacting with strangers. Varying one’s language based on the characteristics of the listener, or to suit a particular environment, is something we often do without thinking much about it (Higgins, 1981).

How we modify our language depends on several factors. Some examples include the goal we have for the exchange (e.g., to provide customer service, to make someone laugh; Echterhoff et al., 2008) or the status differences that exist between ourselves and our communication partner (e.g., an interviewee is more likely to tune their language towards that of the hiring manager than the other way around; Gregory & Webster, 1996). Yet, whatever the reason, the success of any communication exchange depends on our ability to create a shared reality between ourselves and the person we are communicating with (Higgins et al., 2021). A shared reality describes the feeling of sharing a common experience with someone else (see Echterhoff & Higgins, 2018). Our ability to connect with others by matching language and following shared social norms about how to use language helps to both deepen our relationships and to understand what is happening around us. Hence, the shared reality that is created through language draws on two key ideas we have discussed in this book so far. First, it allows us to fulfil our fundamental psychological need to connect with other human beings (see Chapter 2). Second, it validates our experiences, something that we depend on others to do (see Chapter 4). 

However, the shared reality we create through language has implications for the way we perceive ourselves and others. Let’s think back to the example above where we tuned our message about Mary’s lack of spending in line with Sophie’s attitudes about Mary. The connotations attached to the word we use not only reinforces how Sophie sees Mary but can influence our own ideas about Mary (even if we chose the word based on what we think Sophie’s perception of Mary is, rather than our own opinions of Mary!). According to the ‘saying is belief effect,’ what we remember tends to be consistent with what we’ve said, even if what we’ve said was based on our ideas about others’ beliefs (Higgins & Rholes, 1978). In other words, we remember the message of the words we tuned, rather than any original opinions we had. However, this recall bias is not automatic; for our memories of the target to be influenced by our use of audience tuning, we must trust our communication partner (Etcherhoff et al, 2008) and feel that we’ve been successful in creating a shared sense of reality with them (Pinelli et al., 2022).

Accommodating our messages also allows us to manage our own identity. How this happens can be understood through Communication Accommodation Theory (i.e., CAT; Giles, 2016). According to this theory, there are two main ways that we adjust (or, accommodate) how we communicate. The one we choose depends on how we position our identity to that of the person we are interacting with. If we think of our communication partner as an in-group member, we’re likely to engage in convergence where we adapt our language towards that of our partner. If we think of our communication partner as a member of an out-group, we’ll engage in divergence, where we emphasise differences in our way of speaking, allowing us to distance ourselves from our partner. While we have been focusing specifically on spoken language throughout this chapter, CAT considers all types of communication (e.g., amount of eye contact, etc.) as able to be accommodated. Exactly how that communication is adapted depends on both identity processes and the goal we have for the exchange. 

To illustrate this, let’s use the following example: A professor who wants to motivate a student might align their language to that of the student’s (e.g., by speaking casually, asking the student to call them by their first name, or imitating phrases that students tend to use). In this way, the professor uses language to position themselves as a member of the student’s in-group, which sends the message to the student that they are working towards the same goal. However, the professor may also decide to position themselves as out-group to the student, perhaps because they want to assert their authority or emphasise their higher status. To do this, the professor may accentuate differences between how they communicate and how their student communicates (e.g., by speaking formally or requesting that the student use titles). 

In addition to shaping interpersonal relationships, the way we accommodate our language can shape the relationship between groups. As in the example above, the professor manages their relationship by using language to either bond with or to distance themselves from their student. For both parties, this experience might influence future interactions, shaping the relationship between students and professors more generally. Even on a national level, how language is accommodated helps to enhance in-group solidarity and exclude out-groups (see Box 6.2). For example, in Taiwan, the shift to speaking the Taiwanese dialect, Southern Min, over Mandarin Chinese in the 1990s was one way to distinguish their identity from that of China (Chung, 2004). Other examples of how language helps to form and maintain group identities can be found in the dialects of minority groups. For instance, African American Vernacular English (or, AAVE) serves to maintain Black American’s distinctiveness from other groups (Filmer, 2003). Hence, in addition to easing the communication process and influencing interpersonal relations, language accommodation is a tool that both creates and maintains group boundaries.

In this section, we reviewed how we alter our language depending on factors such as the beliefs of our communication partner and our goals for the exchange. We also covered the consequence of language accommodation for our own thoughts and beliefs, as well as the repercussions it has for interpersonal perceptions and by extension, the dynamic between groups. In the next section, we discuss the link between language and intergroup relations further, focusing specifically on how the words we use can perpetuation group stereotypes.

<start box> Box 6.2: Language as National Identity – British English vs American English

In the 1887 story, The Canterville Ghost, Oscar Wilde famously stated “we have really everything in common with America nowadays, except, of course, language”. Over 135 years later, the statement can still get a chuckle from English speakers on both sides of the Atlantic. This is because differences in pronunciation, grammar, and spelling continue to distinguish British English from American English. For instance, when spelling common words, the preference in American English is to omit the letter “u” (e.g., color vs. colour) and to use “z” instead of “s” (e.g., realise vs realize). Grammar is different as well: British English would describe Joe as in hospital, while American English would see Joe as in the hospital. There are also many examples of entirely different words used to describe the same thing (e.g., pacifier vs. dummy, trunk vs. boot, sneakers vs trainers).

Why is this? And how have these differences endured despite the rise of globalisation over the past century? One answer relies on the way language has been used to reflect and maintain each country’s individual identity. Before 1600, English was only spoken in Britain. However, as the British expanded their empire over the next 150 years, they spread their language around the world. Overtime, British settlements began forming their own identities, and as part of this, started adapting the language. By the time the American colonies declared their independence from Britain in 1776, they had formed their own version of English. In line with the idea that language is key to group’s identity, this new version of English became a source of pride for the new nation: it not only did it reflect their independence from Britain, but it constantly reinforced their new American identity (Strevens, 1992). In fact, support for American nationalism and cultural independence was a primary motivator for author Noah Webster’s work transforming the English language through his influential dictionaries (Kendall, 2010). <end box>

Language as Key for Intergroup Relations
For the 2014 Christmas Season, a popular UK retail chain released a greeting card that was meant to be funny. The following sentence was on the card’s front: “10 reasons why Santa Claus must live on a council estate”. On the inside, the reasons listed included “He only works once per year” and “He wears the same, out-of-fashion clothes every day and never washes them”. Although the card was withdrawn and an apology issued (Iqbal, 2014), this example highlights important questions about the role language plays in shaping our perceptions of groups. 

According to Allport (1954), an important mechanism in which prejudiced ideas are formed and perpetuated is through language. Afterall, it is through words that we label categories we feel are socially significant (for instance, using ‘he’ and ‘she’ or labelling someone as ‘young’ or ‘old’.) The stereotypes that are associated with these labels are then culturally shared through communication. Because successful communication depends on a shared reality (Higgins et al., 2021) drawing on commonly known ideas about groups help us get our message across. Unfortunately, this process also perpetuates incorrect notions about groups. To illustrate how this happens, let’s use the following example: When describing his friend Tom to a colleague, Conor says ‘Even though Tom is gay, he is quite manly’. This statement gives the colleague an understanding of what Tom is like based on culturally shared stereotypes about gay men being feminine. Through this exchange Conor has perpetuated this stereotype, which acts to further embed this idea for his colleague. It is due to the ability of language to create and then cement ideas about groups that Allport (1954) so aptly described words as cutting ‘slices through the human race’.

As problematic as the transmission of stereotypes is, it is unlikely that Conor meant any harm by his statement about Tom. In fact, he may consider Tom a friend, and never think of himself as someone who would promote false and problematic narratives about his friend’s social identity. Similarly, the colleague may not have thought much about the statement, except to feel that they have a better understanding of what Tom is like. Consider other common phrases such as ‘Sarah is such a tomboy’ or ‘Alex throws like a girl.’ Most of us will hear comments like these and not think to be offended by them. Yet, when you stop to consider them more carefully, the description of Sarah suggests that she is acting in a way that deviates from expectations associated with her gender. The statement about Alex’s throwing ability is a well-known insult based on the idea that girls are weak and incompetent in sport. Most of us are rightfully uncomfortable with these types of blanket assumptions yet are unthinking or even accepting when we say or hear the very statements that make them.

According to Bruckmüller and Abele (2010), we tend to describe what we consider to deviate from what is normal. For example, you may hear someone allude to the ‘male nurse’ that cared for them in hospital, but it’s unlikely you’d hear anyone refer to the nurse that took their blood as a ‘female nurse’. Rather, the latter is usually called a ‘nurse’. Because we assume that nurses are female, we feel the need to describe the difference we see when we come across someone that does not fit this stereotype (i.e., the nurse that is male). Not only does this tendency perpetuate ideas about what is normal and what is not, research shows that we make further inferences about the groups that we explain. For instance, in contexts where one group is assumed to be the norm (e.g., men in leadership positions), we tend to use them as the default group when we describe groups that we consider to be less normative (e.g., women in leadership positions). Hence, when talking about people in leadership roles we to compare women to men, rather than men to women (e.g., ‘women’s leadership styles tend to be different than men’s leadership styles’ rather than ‘men’s leadership styles tend to be different than women’s; Bruckmüller & Braun, 2020). The consequences of this are surprisingly far-reaching; not only do people tend to rely more heavily on stereotypes when statements are based on societal notions of what is normal, they also perceived the status differences between groups to be both larger and more legitimate (Bruckmüller et al., 2012). 

In addition to the order in which we compare groups, the way we use nouns and adjectives can amplify stereotypes. Nouns categorise people by assigning them to specific groups (e.g., Sarah is an intellectual) while adjectives are used to describe one of (usually) many qualities that a person might possess (e.g., Sarah is intellectual). Researchers have found that describing people using nouns elicit more stereotypical inferences about a person than when describing them using adjectives. For instance, describing Mark as a homosexual (noun) rather than as homosexual (adjective) resulted in assumptions that, not only would Mark act in line with stereotypical assumptions that tend to be associated with gay men, but that he is unlikely to act in ways that counter these stereotypes (Carnaghi et al., 2008). 

The role that language plays in perpetuating ideas about groups is subtle and may feel impossible to change. Afterall, it is difficult to break ingrained habits, especially with something like sentence construction which, for most of us feels automatic. But once we become aware of how language maintains problematic ideas about groups, it becomes easier to recognise its presence in our own and in other’s communication. If we are ever unsure of whether a statement promotes harmful ideas about groups, a good tip is to replace the group we are describing with another group. To illustrate how this works, let’s go back to the example of the card about Santa living on a council estate. If we replace ‘council estate’ with ‘Black people’ it will likely become clear that neither sentence is appropriate; a card evidencing supposed reasons that Santa is Black because he ‘only works on day a year’ doesn’t feel funny or, even, okay to say. Logically, if it’s not okay to make this joke about one group then it’s not okay to make the joke about another group.

Once we recognise when language is promoting harmful ideas about groups, we can work to correct it. Bruckmüller and Braun (2020) give some useful advice on how to do this. In their research, they point out that when talking about gender inequalities in the workplace, we tend to focus on women’s disadvantage, rather than men’s advantage. The researchers explain that most of us will have heard that women are under-represented in leadership positions and paid less than their male counterparts. What we don’t often hear is the problem framed in the reverse: that men tend to be over-represented in leadership positions and overpaid compared to their female counterparts. Bruckmüller and Braun (2020) showed that the former framing is problematic for tackling this inequality; upon hearing how women are under-represented, people tended to consider solutions aimed at helping women, rather than solutions that would tackle the systematic inequalities that contribute to gender inequalities. However, they do not believe that the answer lies in the latter framing. First, being reminded of privilege can feel threatening to advantaged groups (in this example, men in leadership positions). Second, people tend to pay more attention to information that feels negative (e.g., women’s disadvantage) rather than information that feels positive (e.g., men’s advantage). Instead, they recommend framing the issue more evenly, for instance by mentioning women’s disadvantage as well as men’s advantage. It is okay to state that women are underrepresented in leadership but, to avoid the interpretation that this is an issue that is only relevant to women, the communicator should also highlight the structural barriers that women face (Bruckmüller & Braun, 2020).

By building an awareness of how we use language, we can make a difference in promoting a fairer world. The good news is that we are getting better at recognising the contribution language makes to inequality. For instance, within the medical profession there has been a shift from calling people by their disease (e.g., a diabetic) towards a description that is less defining (e.g., a person with diabetes; Helgeson & Zajdel, 2017). In education, there has been a call to re-think the use of labels (e.g., LDs for Learning Disabilities) after it was found that part of the achievement gap between labelled and non-labelled students could be attributed to the stigma attached to the label rather than to the condition itself (Shifrer, 2013). Even the media has jumped on the bandwagon. To acknowledge its role in perpetuating group stereotypes, Disney added content warnings before many of their classic films warning of the ‘negative depictions and/or mistreatment of…cultures’ (BBC, 2020). While we still have a way to go in understanding and addressing the harm that our words can have, we can all play a part by reflecting on our own language and that of those around us. 

Conclusion
We started this chapter by making the argument that communication is at the heart of all social processes; none of the concepts covered in this book could exist without it. To make this point, we have applied many of the processes discussed in this book to communication and to our use of language generally: language allows us to create a shared sense of reality with others, which helps fulfil some of our most basic psychological needs (Chapter 2). Theories such as Ethnolinguistic Identity Theory and Communication Accommodation Theory explain how language helps us manage our various social identities depending on the context we are in and our perception of others (Chapter 3). The effect that language accommodation, whether through audience tuning or divergence, has on our attitudes, beliefs, and thoughts makes it a powerful social influence (Chapter 4). Finally, language-based stigma, and the way that our use of language can perpetuate stereotypes, serve to entrench inequalities between groups (Chapter 5).

Yet, while this chapter makes clear how language ties into other social processes, it is important to remember that communication is a process in and of itself. For instance, although our linguistic group intersects with other social identities, it also constitutes an important identity on its own. Even though perceptions associated with non-standard accents can result in the discrimination of other identities, stigma that is based specifically on one’s language has its own implications for the speaker. And, while there are many factors that influence the relationship between groups, our way of using language is a key force for perpetuating stereotypes. Hence, when considering our Self and our identity, the impact of language, and of communication more generally, cannot be overstated.

<start box> Chapter Summery
· The language we speak intersects with other social identities (e.g., our ethnicity, nationality, etc) while also serving as a key identity in and of itself
· Accommodating our language (either towards or away from our communication partner) helps us manage our interpersonal relationships and the boundaries between groups   
· How we speak, by way of our accent, influence how we are perceived and can serve as a basis for prejudice and discrimination
· The words we use can entrench stereotypes and can shape intergroup relations <end box>

<start box> Want to Know More?
Recommended Reading: 
· Gasiorek, J. & Aune, R. K. (2021). Creating understanding: How communicating aligns minds. Peter Lang
· Giles, H. (2016). Communication accommodation theory: Negotiating personal relationships and social identities across contexts. Cambridge University Press
· Kinzler, K. D. (2020). How you say it: Why we judge others by the way they talk and the costs of this hidden bias. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt <end box>
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