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Abstract 

 This thesis examines how voice works as an identity marker that reinforces language and 

gender ideologies, or “common-sense” beliefs about language, within American culture. In 

particular, it investigates the perception of female voices on public radio. As women’s voices 

enter the public sphere through an authoritative medium, such as National Public Radio, they 

challenge traditionally held notions of “good” language use. This project considers expectations 

of how men and women “should” speak, and how this, coupled with a perceived notion of a 

“standardized” English language, influences the way public radio listeners construct identity 

through the disembodied voices of radio. This thesis uses this cultural backdrop to examine how 

these ideologies lead to overt criticisms of female voices on the radio through acts of “verbal 

hygiene,” or metacommentaries on language and prescriptions for “good” language use, due to 

tensions between concepts of authenticity and institutional, or “social,” voices, as reflected in 

both industry and listener constructions of how language “should” be used on public radio in 

regards to voice and tonality.  
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Introduction to the Thesis: The Effects of “Verbal Hygiene” on Women’s Voices on Public Radio 

In the fall of 2013, Sabrina Farhi became National Public Radio’s first female broadcast 

and digital announcer. She replaced Frank Tavares, who had voiced NPR’s funding credits for 

thirty-one years. The main role of the digital announcer is to say, “Support for NPR comes 

from…” and “This is NPR,” as well as to announce underwriting sponsorships between scheduled 

programming throughout the day. Less than two years later, in early 2015, Farhi was moved out 

of her primary role and replaced by Jessica Hansen.  

On the surface, Farhi’s short stint at NPR does not seem that remarkable. However, it 

seems more so when one looks a little further into NPR listener online comments about Farhi’s 

voice. Below are some of those comments taken from two articles discussing the appointment of 

Farhi as NPR’s announcer. The first is from Current, a newspaper about public television and 

radio in the United States, and the second and third are from Slate Magazine, the online magazine 

of news, politics, technology, and culture, by senior writer Josh Voorhees:  

“Sabrina needs to go. I turn off NPR every time I hear the artificial lilting ‘quality’ of her 

voice.” 

“She certainly does use vocal fry…I may be in a dwindling minority, but I find this ever-

increasing vocal mannerism highly annoying.” 

“It DOES sound teenager-like, overly nasal (as though she is pinching her nose whilst 

speaking!), and somewhere in the tone, rate, and intonation, it just sounds like a young, 

privileged (the word bratty comes to mind) teen.” 

Some commenters rushed to Farhi’s defense: “She is simply using a serious-sounding 

professional affectation (I don't mean this in a bad way)” and “I like her voice and I guess I like a 

modest amount of vocal fry. Personally, I don't believe vocal fry is new. What's new is people 

talking about it, listening for it, and complaining about it.” However, commenters like these are in 
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the minority. Others were concerned that, while the tonality of Farhi’s voice was “not only 

acceptable among young women, but even desirable,” she was “not setting a good example for 

others,” and that the way her voice sounded was “a medical concern.” One listener asserted, “if 

this is a fad, it is a destructive one” and another questioned her maturity: “it makes her sound 

about fifteen.” The most commonly expressed judgments about Farhi’s voice were not about 

language, but about what qualities her use of language indicated about who she was as a person, 

such as her health, age, and attitude. The listeners pointed to the term “vocal fry,” a low-pitched 

vocal quality that has a creaking sound, as a means to ascribe non-linguistic attributes to her 

voice. As these comments illustrate, judgments about language are rarely just about language. 

Further, these perceptions of Farhi through her language use is indicative of a deeper underlying 

fear: the potential abasement of an established, authoritative, and cherished news medium, as the 

following comment illustrates: “That she is the announcer for my beloved NPR for their corporate 

sponsors is mind-boggling and disturbing.” 

 In order to locate the fundamental concerns about language use that these comments 

illuminate, it is essential to take a step back and examine how this type of language evaluation fits 

into the field of English language studies and linguistics more generally. The listener comments 

on Farhi’s voice is a response to what they perceive as a “non-standard” use of the English 

language, a notion that becomes problematic when one attempts to understand exactly what 

makes one person’s use of a language “standard” and another’s “non-standard,” or, by extension, 

“authoritative,” “young,” or “privileged.” Within the field of sociolinguistics, the concept of a 

“standard language” is a blanket term that indicates the language’s “ideal” use. Standard is 

defined in the OED as an “authoritative or recognized exemplar of correctness, perfection, or 

some definite degree of any quality.” Implicit within the term is the notion of authority, or who 

decides what is considered correct and incorrect, as well as standard and non-standard. 
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Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of linguistic capital and symbolic power capture this idea, 

in that one’s way of speaking and writing has “a potential capacity to produce profits” (“The 

Forms of Capital” 241). In other words, one’s ability to speak and write in the way a community 

considers the “standardized form” brings about certain social and economic benefits.  

 The listeners’ comments that discuss Farhi’s voice signify a deep-seated tradition of 

using the concept of a standard language to make both linguistic and non-linguistic judgments 

about its speakers. The linguist Rosina Lippi-Green explains, “the average person is very willing 

to describe and define [the standard language], much in the same way that most people could 

draw a unicorn…[it] would be a great deal like everybody else’s, because the concept of a 

unicorn is a part of our shared cultural heritage” (57). And like the unicorn, this “shared cultural 

heritage” is, essentially, based in myth. Sociolinguist James Milroy asserts that a standard 

language is “an ideology… an idea in the mind rather than a reality – a set of abstract norms to 

which actual usage may conform to a greater or less extent” (22-3). In other words, no real set of 

linguistic features elevates one variety of a language over another as inherently better. Instead, the 

idea of a “standard language” seems to exist in abstract forms of perceived authority and power 

that belong to certain groups within a society. As Lippi-Green puts it, a standard language “is the 

language of the educated” (57). Often, a “standard language” is defined by who is speaking rather 

than any linguistic criteria. Standardizing language allows certain figures to hold and gain more 

power within a society because their use of the language allows them to speak with and maintain 

authority. 

 Accordingly, the type of feedback female radio reporters and announcers like Farhi 

receive is twofold: female reporters and announcers are expected to maintain the authority the 

medium of NPR provides within the framework of the ubiquitous view of a “standard language,” 

while at the same time, female reporters and announcers are also expected to fulfill certain non-
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linguistic expectations by operating within the notion of “common-sense” beliefs about the ways 

women “should” use language. This latter concept is best illustrated by the linguist Lynda 

Mugglestone’s description of the nineteenth century’s concept of what constitutes a proper 

“lady”: “True ladies were supposed to know better… Guardians of the moral right and wrong, 

ladies were thus envisaged as assuming the role of guardians of the language, with 

responsibilities not merely for personal standards of use but for the language as a whole” (144). 

This positioning of women as linguistic standard bearers has been carried forth into the twenty-

first century, as women are viewed as both guardians of a perceived “standard” language and also 

as morally reprehensible when that standard is broken, both of which are apparent within the 

comments about Farhi’s voice. A woman’s voice “emerges as a recurrent topos in depictions of 

the truly feminine, commendations liberally accruing around that ‘voice ever soft, gentle, and 

low’” (Mugglestone 145). When these expectations are not met, there is a tendency to project 

certain attitudes onto the speakers, and listeners make judgments about their non-linguistic 

qualities, such as not setting a good example for others. In the case of Farhi, commentators 

evaluated features of her voice with purely non-linguistic judgments, e.g., she is a “young, 

privileged (the word bratty comes to mind) teen,” although certain features like “vocal fry” were 

singled out.  

 Further, the heavy commenting on Farhi’s voice—that is, the act of commenting and 

judging itself—reveals another layer of evaluation within the realm of language use. The 

commenting on others’ language use is what the sociolinguist Deborah Cameron terms “verbal 

hygiene.” Verbal hygiene, she explains, occurs “whenever people reflect on language in a critical 

(in a sense of ‘evaluative’) way. The potential for it is latent in every communicative act, and the 

impulse behind it pervades our habits or thought and behavior” (Verbal Hygiene 9). This 

evaluative act, according to Cameron, is not necessarily negative, and she uses the term “verbal 
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hygiene” to complicate the notions of “prescriptivism” (or how language “should” be used) and 

“descriptivism” (or how language is actually used) already in place within the field of linguistics: 

“the term ‘prescriptivism’ has…a negative connotation that is impossible to avoid… in the 

everyday sense of being a bad or wrong thing…the phrase ‘leave your language alone’ suggests 

that language would be better off without the constant unwelcome attentions of its speakers” (3). 

While prescriptivism is seen as too negative, for Cameron, a purely descriptivist view of language 

also falls short of its goal: “Contemporary linguistic authorities typically claim to be 

‘descriptive’: they tell us they are simply recording the facts of usage, not prescribing them. This 

immediately begs the question why anyone would seek guidance from a text that did nothing 

more than describe their own behavior” (48). Because it is impossible to make a distinction 

between the two, as they are so interconnected, Cameron’s term “verbal hygiene” captures the 

pervasive impulse of language users to analyze and challenge another’s language use in order to 

maintain certain norms and values through the this act of evaluation. The NPR listeners’ use of 

“verbal hygiene” to criticize women’s voices on the radio demonstrates a much wider ideology 

regarding women’s voices in authoritative contexts.  

 As a point of departure from this backdrop, this thesis explores the notion of gendered 

language ideologies and how they are reflected and reinforced in the responses to women’s voices 

on public radio. I consider the kind of “verbal hygiene” practices that female reporters and 

announcers receive and the underlying language ideologies behind these practices, and attempt to 

discover, through interviews with reporters as well as the results of a survey, which asks listeners 

to provide feedback about different voices on the radio, what the perceived “standard” is for 

“radio voices,” and whether an inherent sexism lies in the aversion to or praise of female voices 

within an established authoritative medium. Additionally, I examine the history of the reception 

of the female voice on the radio and consider the media organization’s broadcasting prescriptions. 
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In my efforts to understand this problem space within language discourse, the following research 

questions have guided my study: 

1. What kind of language ideologies are embedded within the ways public radio reporters 

and announcers talk about voice? 

2. What kind of language ideologies are embedded in survey data regarding listener 

perceptions of voice, and what are we learning about “good” language use through 

listeners’ reactions to voices on public radio? 

3. What attitudes or beliefs about language, if any, are being reinforced through 

broadcasting on public radio?  

4a. Does public radio reinforce the notion that men speak more authoritatively? 

4b. Does public radio reinforce the notion of standard language, or what constitutes “good 

language use”? 

5. How does public radio work as a force that maintains gendered language ideology? 

By undertaking a systematic investigation led by these questions, I aim not only to 

uncover how native speakers understand, evaluate, and adhere to certain “standards” and 

ideologies in regards to the English language, but also to discover what particular ideologies 

reveal about the way language is understood as a social force. When people evaluate others’ 

language use, they also make judgments about the person outside of language, such as whether he 

or she is “bratty,” “privileged,” “immature,” or “smug.” These non-linguistic judgments may lead 

to constraints on the way certain groups (women, minorities, etc.) are “allowed” to speak, 

particularly in authoritative contexts. I aim to discover how and why certain “standards” 

regarding voices on public radio have come to be accepted over time, and why others have been 

systematically rejected. As someone who works in the public radio industry and voices 
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underwriting and events announcements on-air at 88.5 WFDD, I hope my experience will help 

provide a comprehensive look at both insider perceptions of voice and listeners perceptions of 

“good language use” on public radio. 

Chapter 1 situates this project within the relevant scholarship on the history and reception 

of female voices on radio, theory regarding the perceptions of women’s speech as reflected in 

cultural ideologies about language and gender, and constructions of voice as an identity marker. 

Then, in brief, Chapter 2 outlines the methods used to collect data, including interviews with 

public radio professionals and data retrieved from a survey on “radio voices.” Chapter 3 then 

exposes insider tensions between concepts of “authenticity” and perceptions of what constitutes a 

standardized radio voice. Chapter 4 turns to listener tensions, and exposes opposition between 

espoused notions of individuality and inclusion and the unconscious beliefs about language 

reflected within the listeners’ gendered perceptions of voice. Finally, in Chapter 5, I analyze and 

discuss the data as a whole, as well as how public radio works as an authoritative medium that 

reinforces listener perceptions of standardized language use.   

This project is important because how we use and understand language implicitly 

influences the way we perceive others, and vice versa. Only when we can expose these 

perceptions can we uncover whether we find the practices objectionable or not. My project seeks 

to uncover certain modes of authority and how people’s views about language and its users have 

been influenced in accordance with these modes. The ways we communicate in both speaking 

and writing is foundational to English studies. While my project focuses on one specific medium, 

public radio, and by extension, National Public Radio, this could have much broader applications 

in English studies as a whole in regards to how language works as a social construct as its users 

reinforce “common sense” ideas about language. As the English language continues to be shaped 

by its speakers, i.e. “verbal hygienists,” it is important to continue uncovering how and in what 
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ways the language is evolving, and what groups are being affected by these perpetual assessments 

of language use.  
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Chapter 1: Review of the Literature on the History of Radio, Perceptions of Women’s Speech, 

and Voice as an Identity Marker 

Throughout this chapter, I explore how language is linked to individual thought and why 

acts of verbal hygiene are both necessary and necessary to challenge. I also consider the 

relationship between body and voice, as well as the disembodiment of the voice on the radio, 

which threatens traditional notions of gender. Further, I examine pivotal works on language and 

gender studies, such as Lynda Mugglestone’s Talking Proper: The Rise and Fall of the English 

Accent As a Social Symbol, Robin Lakoff’s Language and Women’s Place, Deborah Cameron’s 

Verbal Hygiene, and Deborah Tannen’s You Just Don’t Understand, to place criticism of female 

voices on the radio in a broader cultural context that denotes “masculine” and “feminine” 

speaking styles. From here, I explore communication’s impact on cultural change within 

professional environments in the framework of Cameron’s Good to Talk? I apply her concepts of 

styling and synthetic personalization to NPR’s prescriptions given to reporters and announcers in 

Sound Reporting. Lastly, I consider how concepts of institutionalized voices work as a way to 

reinforce perceptions of identity through voice.    

Part One: NPR and “Radio Voices” 

Labeling women’s voices as improper for radio broadcast is a notion that has been around 

for as long as radio has been in existence since the early 20th century. National Public Radio, in 

particular, is unique in radio broadcasting in that it has striven towards diversity and inclusion 

since its inception in 1970. Linda Wertheimer, NPR’s Senior National Correspondent and a Co-

Host of the news program All Things Considered for thirteen years, in her book Listening to 

America, explains NPR’s early stages: “In 1970, the year NPR was created, a small group of 

public radio stations agreed to join forces and fund a news operation. It would be based in 

Washington” (xviii). She goes on to state how one of the original managers, Bill Siemering, “laid 
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down the basic tenets of our belief in those early months. He decided that all kinds of people 

should speak on the radio, that owning a big bass voice would not be a prerequisite for presenting 

the news” (xviii-xix). These basic tenets set the foundations for inclusion in regards to whose 

voices would be on-air. According to Wertheimer: 

The opportunities that NPR has offered to women, to people of color, to very young 

people, to people who refuse to retire, to all sorts of voices and commentators have been 

unique in broadcasting. We sound, I’m told by listeners I meet, like regular people, and 

those same listeners feel they have a relationship with us which goes beyond 

disembodied voices delivering the news. (xxi)  

Because of its mission of inclusion from the beginning, NPR and its listeners pride themselves on 

the diversity of voices on their airwaves, particularly when compared to other forms of radio 

broadcasting, which speaks to a larger set of institutional and cultural values and will be seen 

through the interviews in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 

Certainly, NPR is unique in that it has always been cognizant as an organization of the 

problems encountered by disenfranchised groups whose voices are not represented on the radio. 

From its beginnings, it sought to address these problems by creating a space where everyone was 

given a voice. However, it remains clear from recent criticisms of the voices of female reporters, 

announcers, and hosts on NPR, such as Farhi and many others, that an inherent bias still exists 

against female voices on the radio. In order to get a complete picture of where we are today, it is 

first necessary to examine the history of women’s voices on the radio more generally. This 

chapter then turns to the scholarship on the reception of female voices within the radio industry in 

order to discover how women on the radio have historically been received by its listeners. 
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Michele Hilmes, in her article “Desired and Feared: Women's Voices in Radio History,” 

outlines the difficulties women have been confronted with from radio’s early years. Hilmes points 

out that even now, 

gender is rarely treated as a structural determinant in standard histories of 

radio…although women have always been the primary audience of broadcasting’s 

commercial address, their agency as active “speakers” and producers in the medium has 

been severely and deliberately circumscribed. (17)  

Hilmes explores radio’s roots in the early 20th century and how women’s voices were seen as 

“undesirable” and “dangerous” within the realm of nonvisual media, as “radio’s potential for 

freeing women’s voices from their bodies threatened to evade the visual containment mechanisms 

of other media” (25). Hilmes’s article positions the reaction against the female voice within the 

context of radio as a historically authoritative medium. 

From its beginnings, between 1922 and 1927, radio was in a state of flux. The first 

stations were in the process of determining how to structure the new medium: “during this period, 

women entered into both radio institutions and discourses in relatively unrestricted capacities, 

frequently as announcers and station managers” (18). However, by 1927, this began to change. As 

radio began to  

settle into…[certain] structures and practices…male announcers, producers, and 

managers dominated the most publicly visible portions of the airwaves, with women 

pushed aside into those areas specifically designated as “female” – usually having to do 

with education, children’s, and “women’s” concerns. (18) 

At the same time, women dominated listenership, as radio was “projected into the private and 

‘hidden’ world of feminine domestic space” (18). Daytime shows were created to cater to women, 

as well as their purchasing power, as advertisers who used radio for on-air announcements 
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designed their ads to appeal predominantly to women. However, radio was quickly becoming a 

platform where “high culture” topics, such as politics and news, were discussed. These subjects 

had traditionally been demarcated as masculine. Thus, a conflict began to arise 

between official public discourse laying claim to broadcasting’s “high culture” terrain 

and radio’s economic dependence on market forces dominated by the sale of products to 

women… [as] the mass/private/feminine base constantly threatened to overwhelm its 

high/public/masculine function. Strong measures were required to diffuse this threat – a 

threat perceived as feminine. (19)  

The struggle between maintaining a masculine function with a feminine audience led to women’s 

subordination throughout the radio industry. Women were admitted only to certain administrative 

and corporate roles, as well as to the genre of “women’s programming” (i.e. daytime soaps and 

interview shows) if they wanted to be on-air. Most striking was that “distinctive program 

practices were developed that literally contained and controlled the voices and experiences of 

women” (20). Women’s voices were deemed unsuitable for coverage of “high culture” topics, 

and they were restricted to announcing only during daytime hours, and only on “women’s 

concerns” (22). 

In 1924, Jennie Irene Mix of Radio Broadcast magazine composed a column that 

addressed the way women’s voices were perceived on-air. It was in response to a letter sent in by 

a phonograph record dealer. He complained that “the poor sales of recordings” were due to 

female speakers, and that “when the speaker is not seen in person, and if that speaker be a 

woman, her voice is very undesirable, and to many, both men and women, displeasing” (22). Mix 

interviewed several radio station managers to discover how they felt about female voices on their 

airwaves. One manager stated that women were not fit as radio announcers as they “need body to 

their voices” (23). Another indicated that, “For certain types of radio work, I consider that a 
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woman’s voice is very essential; but for announcing, a well modulated male voice is the most 

pleasing to listen to” (23). From the interviews, it is clear that the managers perceived women’s 

voices as necessarily linked to their physicality and desirability, as well unsuitable for speaking 

on “high culture” material within the public sphere, a predominately masculine space. 

John Wallace, who replaced Mix after her death, cited a poll of “five thousand listeners” 

that “showed that men’s voices were preferred to women’s by a margin of 100 to 1” (24). The 

poller, John Popenoe, surmised: 

a man’s voice “takes” better. It has more volume…perhaps the best reason suggested for 

the unpopularity of the woman’s voice over the radio is that it usually has too much 

personality. A voice that is highly individual and full of character is aggravating to the 

audience that cannot see the face and expression which go with the voice. We resent a 

voice that is too intimate on short acquaintance, and the woman announcer has difficulty 

… maintaining the necessary reserve and objectivity. (24) 

Hilmes summarizes Popenoe’s conclusions as a seeming “liability when the woman cannot be 

physically viewed,” a notion that speaks to a point within Podesva and Callier’s article “Voice 

Quality and Identity,” discussed further below in the section “Institutional v. Individual Voice,” 

in which they recognize the bond between body and voice in forming an idea of another’s 

personality and individual qualities: his or her identity (24).  

According to Hilmes, the need for physicality is only a requirement for women, as the 

debate about the suitability of women’s voices for the radio airwaves in the 1920s and 1930s 

illustrates. The reasoning behind a need for embodiment is due to a perceived threat to gender 

norms, and “maintaining a visual referent controls the threatening possibility that gender might 

become obscured” (24). A disembodied female voice that speaks without physicality and in the 
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public sphere challenges orthodox assumptions about gender, which is one reason behind early 

criticisms of the female voice: 

Even qualities for which male radio announcers were commonly praised – intimacy, 

emotion, personality – are characterized as not suitable when emanating from a 

woman…The insistence on women’s bodies, appearance, and sexualized physical 

presence demonstrates that radio awoke…culturally subversive possibilities. (25)  

Female voices on the radio continue to challenge cultural ideologies regarding gender. Their 

voices test the invisible line maintained by many: that everyone must fall into certain masculine 

and feminine expectations on either side of the gender binary. As women’s voices continue to 

breach the public sphere, disembodied and non-traditional, they are also, perhaps unwittingly, 

bringing this kind of problematic thinking inherent to the deep-seated ideologies about gender to 

the forefront.  

Ann McKay, in her article “Speaking up: voice amplification and women's struggle for 

public expression,” also considers the reception of women’s voice on the radio throughout its 

history. She examines the role of voice amplification – i.e. “the microphone, amplifier and 

speaker” – which were used in radio since its inception, and how these devices have impacted 

women’s voices on the radio (160). McKay uses language scholar Walter Ong’s work Orality and 

Literacy as a backdrop to asking her own questions about the female voice. Ong, paraphrased in 

“Speaking up,” “has suggested that the technology of voice amplification is significant for 

women’s advancement because it helped to open the world of public participation previously 

closed to them by natural vocal deficiency and reinforced by custom and lack of training” (160). 

McKay’s work seeks to answer the question: “are women’s voices in fact less powerful than 

men’s?” (160). She takes issue with Ong’s assessment of women’s voices as naturally deficient 

when compared to men’s. 



7 

 

 

 

McKay’s article examines the rise of amplification techniques and their relationship to 

the female voice. Similar to Hilmes, she focuses on listener perception of women’s voices on 

early radio broadcasts: “Women’s voices amplified by radio caused controversy from the 

beginning. The intimacy of the medium perhaps proved startling to women and men alike, 

particularly when women performed as announcers” (170). McKay provides the examples of Mrs. 

Giles Borrett and Elsie Janis, the first female announcers at BBC and NBC, respectively, to 

demonstrate how they were both targets of gender discrimination because of listener reactions to 

their voices:  

Though highly praised for her performance during a three-month ‘trial’ in 1933, 

[Borrett’s] contract was abruptly terminated…speculations ranged…from allegations of 

listeners’ objections to a woman’s voice in the announcer’s role to objections that, as a 

married woman, she was taking a man’s job. (170) 

Elsie Janis’s “employer said that he… is certain she will read no more Press-Radio news 

bulletins. Listeners complained that a woman’s voice was inappropriate. For any other sort of 

announcing job, however, Miss Janis is well equipped’” (170). The criticisms of Borrett and 

Janis’s voices illustrate the sexism inherent to female voices in public forums. Both women were 

terminated based on the fear that women could potentially appropriate a job not meant for them, 

but for men.  

Further, McKay asserts, “the statement that the equipment was not suited for women’s 

voices was nearly always coupled with remarks about other personal qualities that were far more 

important in disqualifying them” (174). Women were labeled with non-linguistic traits due to 

vocal qualities that the public found uncomfortable. Instead of addressing what these acts of 

“verbal hygiene” were truly rooted in, radio pioneers like Borrett and Janis were terminated and 
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effectively silenced. Unfortunately, similar modes of thought still exist today, as seen in the 

criticism of female voices on NPR.  

Given radio’s history of gender discrimination and the voice expectations listeners have 

inherited from cultural ideologies, this leads one to ask: must female reporters completely 

conform to societal expectations, or is it possible for them to find a way to combat and reform the 

way the female voice is perceived on the radio?  

Two examples from the journal Women and Radio demonstrate that it is possible for 

women to combat these gender ideologies within the realm of radio. The first examines radio for 

housewives in Britain, Women’s Hour, a “long running magazine programme…[which was] the 

impetus for a post-war innovation at the BBC” (334). Sally Feldman, former BBC producer, 

examines how Women’s Hour worked “as a telling barometer of how it has dodged as well as 

documented feminist debate over the past 60 years” (339). The show was created “to help women 

to recreate domestic life after the ravages of war… (however) it quickly began to reach beyond 

that modest brief, with items on women’s work, the campaign for better wages for home workers 

and the introduction of a weekend repeat of the programme for working women” (339). Although 

initially created to reinforce traditional notions of gender, Women’s Hour gave a voice to their 

female listeners in the public sphere. In fact, listeners wrote Women’s Hour “to thank it for saving 

their lives, for making them feel less alone, and for motivating them to do something about their 

situation” (340). As opposed to the negative criticisms many female announcers receive on their 

voices, these listeners responded positively to the subject matter that challenged widespread 

ideological beliefs about women’s roles in society. 

Similarly, Birgitte Jallov in her article “Women and Community Radio in Mozambique,” 

describes another instance of radio actually challenging gender ideologies within a culture rather 

than reinforcing them. Jallov took part in organizing “a network of community radio stations” in 
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Mozambique “to strengthen the role of women in the community” (336). Previously war-torn, 

Mozambique in the 1990s and early 2000s was newly democratic. “With a new, open and 

democratic media law approved to facilitate democratic transition and development, the media 

landscape changed fundamentally in the post-war era” (342). A coordination group was created in 

2001 to look into possible issues that could be worked on to improve the country’s radio stations. 

Gender problems were at the forefront: “two out of the thirty-two radios on air had no women 

involved at all; one radio had only two women, and most of the rest of the radios had around 15–

25 per cent women” (343). To address this, the national Women’s Community Radio Network 

was created: “three regional networks were formed to develop joint, regional plans, support each 

other and share developments, and to meet from time to time” (344). Of the Women’s 

Community Radio Network’s many goals, one was “to encourage activities seeking to eliminate 

traditional and cultural practices that hinder women’s development in all spheres” (344). In 2005, 

because of the Women’s Community Radio Network’s efforts, there were over “400 active 

women integrated in fifty-seven community radios” (347). By employing women at radio stations 

throughout Mozambique, the Women’s Community Radio Network ensured that women’s voices 

would be heard throughout their country. This group’s formation challenges gender 

discrimination by actively fighting for women’s right to be heard in the public sphere. Instances 

such as these demonstrate that taking an active role in giving women a voice on the radio can 

work to raise awareness of gender ideologies and begin to transform them. 

However, there is still more work to be done when it comes to feminism within the realm 

of radio discourse and media studies. Multi-media artist and documentarian Honna Veerkamp in 

her 2014 article “Why Radio Needs Feminism” explains why gender ideologies should continue 

to be challenged throughout the medium of radio. She remarks, “Radio has failed to live up to its 

potential. Early and contemporary impacts have been diminished because radio has largely 
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neglected the needs and experiences of women and minorities” (307). She points out that radio 

and organizations such as NPR are meant as an arena of inclusion: “Radio was lauded for its 

unifying potential and was often talked about with utopian ideals…radio needs feminism to 

reverse a trajectory that veered away from the common good nearly a hundred years ago and to 

truly make radio for everybody” (308, 313). She quotes Susan Douglas, American media critic, in 

her book Listening in: Radio and the American Imagination: “While radio brought America 

together as a nation in the 1930s and 40s, it also highlighted the country’s ethnic, racial, 

geographic, and gendered divisions” (1999 308). When discrimination goes unchallenged, the 

same issues, such as whose voices are considered to be acceptable within authoritative contexts, 

reoccur. 

 

Part Two: Language Ideologies and “Verbal Hygiene” 

When we think about, use, and censure language without consideration as to why, we 

become capable of reflecting beliefs that may be not our own, but instead replicate political, 

social, and cultural ideologies that are pervasive in certain societies. Feminist sociolinguist 

Deborah Cameron, who has had wide-reaching impact on modern notions of linguistics and 

gendered language, considers the impact of the way language is shaped by its users. She asserts 

that speakers take an active role in the formation of language. She invented the term “verbal 

hygiene,” which, she explains, occurs “whenever people reflect on language in a critical (in a 

sense of ‘evaluative’) way. The potential for it is latent in every communicative act, and the 

impulse behind it pervades our habits or thought and behavior” (Verbal Hygiene 9). Whenever 

anyone comments on another’s language use, this is an act of verbal hygiene. According to 

Cameron, these evaluative actions are not necessarily negative. As stated in the Introduction to 

this thesis, she uses the term “verbal hygiene” to complicate the notions of prescriptivism (or how 
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language “should” be used) and descriptivism (or how language is actually used) already in place 

within the field of linguistics. As we will see in subsequent chapters of my project, the survey 

respondents’ use of “verbal hygiene” to criticize men and women’s voices on the radio 

demonstrates broader ideologies regarding women’s voices in authoritative contexts.   

Female speakers of the English language, in particular, are expected to fulfill certain non-

linguistic roles by operating within the notion of “common-sense” beliefs about the ways women 

“should” use language, a concept best illustrated by the linguist Lynda Mugglestone’s description 

of the nineteenth century’s concept of what constitutes a proper “lady,” as women are viewed as 

both guardians of a perceived “standard” language and also as morally responsible for 

maintaining it. Within the context of the history of gendered language in social contexts, 

Mugglestone points to the “manipulation of notions of accent and identity in such socially 

specific ways” (138). In her chapter “Ladylike Accents,” she discusses the concept of the “lady,” 

which emerged in the nineteenth century: “the lady…was to occupy a linguistic pedestal too, 

ideally revealing and reflecting similar virtues in her speech” (138). A woman was expected “to 

act as guide and censor,” in addition to guarding manners, as well, “censuring the indecorous and 

impolite, the ‘vulgar’ and the ‘improper’” (139). In this way, Mugglestone connects the linguistic 

features of language with non-linguistics expectations. How a woman uses language is indicative 

of many qualities external to the words she speaks: “Status, propriety, purity, and refinement 

were, as we have seen, all values which— at least in popular thinking— seemed to be embedded 

in the ways in which one spoke” (140). This tradition of conflating judgments about language 

with judgments about morality is clearly seen with the “lady” of the nineteenth century and has 

been carried forth into modern gender and language ideologies, for example, in judgments about 

women’s language use on public radio. 
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Robin Lakoff’s book Language and Woman’s Place, first published in 1975, is 

considered to be the foundational text in the field of contemporary gender and language research. 

In the “Introduction” to Gender Articulated, editors Kira Hall and Mary Bucholtz describe it as a 

pivotal text that explores the “marginality and powerlessness of women…in both the ways 

women are expected to speak, and the ways in which women are spoken of” (45). In “Part I: 

Language and Woman's Place,” Lakoff discusses the necessity of grounding the study of 

linguistics within a broader cultural context to examine how language reproduces notions of 

gender differences. Lakoff asserts, “The linguist must involve himself, professionally, with 

sociology” or else he or she will “be unable to do linguistics” (74-5). In other words, the study of 

language is indivisible from the cultural, social, and political constructs that compose the society 

of its speakers.    

 In the “Preface” to her book, Lakoff outlines the reasons behind using linguistics as a 

means to uncover and examine cultural discrepancies between the ways men and women use 

language. She asserts that language is, in fact, less ambiguous than other forms of behavior, as it 

can be reproduced on paper and analyzed. In this way, people are able to “gain insight into the 

way we feel —about ourselves, about women — through close analysis of what we say and how 

we say it until in the end we can ask and perhaps even answer the question: Why did I say it?” 

(37). Accordingly, one should be mindful about language use, as one could unknowingly 

perpetuate what Lakoff terms “linguistic discrimination,” a type of treatment “women 

experience…in two ways: in the way they are taught to use language, and in the way general 

language use treats them” (39). According to Lakoff, women are caught between these two 

realms of language use.  

 Further, Lakoff stresses that there are perceptible differences between men and women’s 

speech, and therefore women are held accountable for the way their language use is perceived by 
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others. One example of this is the concept we now label “up-speak.” Lakoff describes this as 

occurring when the speaker raises the pitch of her voice towards the end of her sentence so that 

her statement sounds like a question. For example: “When will dinner be ready? Oh . . . around 

six o'clock . . . ?” which sounds as though one “were saying, ‘Six o'clock, if that's OK with you, if 

you agree’” (49). This results in compounded consequences for the speaker, in that “these sorts of 

speech patterns are taken to reflect something real about character” (50). A listener will be less 

likely to take “a woman seriously or [trust] her with any real responsibilities, since…‘isn't sure of 

herself.’…we see that people form judgments about other people on the basis of superficial 

linguistic behavior that may have nothing to do with inner character, but has been imposed upon 

the speaker” (50). According to Lakoff, not only are women taken less seriously when they use 

this intonation pattern, but also a listener who hears a woman using this style of speaking could 

use this pattern as a means to judge her other qualities, such as whether or not she is responsible. 

Although Lakoff’s use of anecdotal evidence might be flawed, as discussed later in Chapter 5 of 

Deborah Cameron’s Verbal Hygiene, her conclusion that a woman’s speaking style is indicative 

of her character traits is fundamental to understanding the ways in which women are judged by 

their language use.  

 However, the question remains as to why women continue to use intonation patterns like 

these if they often lead to judgments about their characters. Lakoff suggests that this style of 

speech is instilled into women from an early age. “Little girls are indeed taught to talk like little 

ladies, in that their speech is…more polite than that of boys or men” (51). As described in 

Mugglestone’s work “Ladylike Accents,” women are expected to uphold their roles as “ladies,” 

or guardians of language and morality. Lakoff describes this phenomenon as inherent to 

American culture:  
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As children, women are encouraged to be “little ladies.” Little ladies don't scream as 

vociferously as little boys, and they are chastised more severely for throwing tantrums or 

showing temper: “high spirits” are expected and therefore tolerated in little boys; docility 

and resignation are the corresponding traits expected of little girls. (43-44) 

The result of such chastisement in women’s formative years is an uncertain style of speaking they 

retain as adults, as seen in the use of “up-speak.” At the same time, women who may have been 

chastised as girls for speaking too “roughly” may be chastised as an adult for not speaking 

forcefully enough. Lakoff asserts that the politeness women are expected to convey through their 

language use “involves an absence of a strong statement, and women's speech is devised to 

prevent the expression of strong statements” (51). Women are caught between two extremes due 

to the linguistic expectations imposed on their gender.  

So a girl is damned if she does, damned if she doesn't. If she refuses to talk like a lady, 

she is ridiculed and subjected to criticism as unfeminine; if she does learn, she is 

ridiculed as unable to think clearly, unable to take part in a serious discussion: in some 

sense, as less than fully human. These two choices which a woman has — to be less than 

a woman or less than a person —are highly painful. (41) 

The impossibility of these choices places a woman in an extremely difficult position. Her own 

identity is lost amidst societal expectations that are reinforced either consciously or unconsciously 

by those around her. Her notion of self becomes increasingly unaligned with the way the world 

perceives her, and she may never know this is happening or why. The way women’s voices are 

received and criticized needs to be consistently examined within our cultural context if we are to 

decide whether we would like these expectations to continue. Lakoff concludes that linguistics is 

only a starting point for cultural transformation. A linguist’s job is to “help to pinpoint where 

these disparities lie, and can suggest ways of telling when improvements have been made” (72). 
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However, it is up to the cultural atmosphere as to whether these analyses will lead to change in 

reality. 

 In her later work “Cries and Whispers: The Shattering of Silence,” Lakoff builds on 

earlier concerns of criticisms of women’s voices by discussing the result of such acts of verbal 

hygiene when they are not held accountable to a thorough examination of deeply held ideologies: 

silencing and interpretative control, or the absence of women’s speech. Silencing occurs when 

women are interrupted, not responded to, or the topic is controlled so that they may not respond. 

This could occur in either private or public forums. Further, according to Lakoff, “the same result 

can be accomplished even more subtly and thoroughly by maintaining power over the making of 

meaning: interpretive control” (29). Essentially, interpretative control occurs when an 

authoritative group determines the meaning of language used by a powerless group. “The control 

of meaning includes the right to name oneself and others; the right to assess one's own behavior 

and that of others; the right to decide what form or style of language is ‘good’ or ‘right’ or 

‘appropriate’; and the right to determine what a speaker means to say” (29). This act of silencing 

is “covert and potent, both psychologically and politically” as it is “so deeply rooted in our 

cultural expectations that it becomes hard to notice at all” (29). In studying women’s speech, it is 

also important to consider the absence or silencing of women’s speech, as well. The verbal 

hygiene aimed at female voices on NPR, i.e. turning the radio off, or worse, firing an employee 

due to her voice, could demonstrate instances of interpretative control and silencing.  

 In contrast to some of Lakoff’s work, Deborah Cameron takes an incisive look into the 

underlying problems inherent to Lakoff’s assertions about women’s speech in Verbal Hygiene. 

Cameron pays particular attention to how contemporary advice aimed at women speakers – what 

she terms “popular linguistics” – uses Lakoff’s arguments to reinforce traditional notions of 

femininity and masculinity. According to Cameron, Lakoff, while outlining certain anecdotal 
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“traits” of women’s speech, repeatedly emphasizes women’s lack of directness: “several of the 

features Lakoff claimed as typical of ‘women’s language’ … [were] characterized as ‘weak’, 

‘tentative’ and ‘lacking in authority’” (186). Cameron takes issue with this characterization, as 

she points out that modern-day advice literature has appropriated this way of thinking: “Virtually 

all the career-oriented advice literature I have surveyed makes heavy unacknowledged use of 

Lakoff’s work… In February 1990, US Cosmopolitan went so far as to entitle a piece on the 

theme of women’s language ‘Why Not Talk Like a Grown-Up?’” (186). Cameron challenges the 

“argument that women who use these features sound insecure and childish,” as she asks the 

necessary question: “what does indirectness mean?” (186). It can be inferred from Cameron’s 

explication of advice literature that pointing to “indirectness” as an issue inherent to women’s 

speech is another way to place blame on women for their own powerlessness within their cultural 

setting. 

 Cameron terms the obsession with women’s indirectness in contemporary advice 

literature as “the fetish of ‘speaking directly’.” She points to various workshops, seminars, books, 

and classes geared towards helping female speakers sound more assertive (190). Cameron finds 

that strategies like these, while good-intentioned, place women in another double-bind: “research 

findings suggesting that women use more indirect speech strategies than men have been 

combined with the stereotype of women as less effective speakers in public contexts to yield the 

(illogical) conclusion that indirectness is itself a mark of ineffectual communication” (190). As 

pivotal as Lakoff’s text has been of women’s language use has been in the field of linguistics, it is 

only a starting point. If her points are taken to their logical conclusions, they lead to the deduction 

that women are causing their own difficulties in communication, and “masculine” styles of 

communication are deemed the appropriate model for women to follow. Cameron concludes: “at 

best, advice to avoid [indirect speech] is irrelevant; at worst, it may create a problem by priming 
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both women and men to read women’s use of indirectness as insecure, weak and tentative” (190). 

These created “problems” mask the real problems that underlie the issue, which is the sexist 

attitudes that fuel men and women’s aversion to female voices, such as those who have been 

criticized on NPR.  

 In addition, Cameron takes issue with another foundational text in gender and language 

discourse: Deborah Tannen’s 1990 book You Just Don’t Understand. Tannen uses the 

“difference” approach, which emphasizes the disparities between men and women’s 

communication styles. Essentially, these are that men use language to gain power and status while 

women use it to connect to others. Cameron’s main criticism of Tannen’s work lies in its 

conclusion: that people must “change their responses to the habits of the opposite sex” (194). 

However, as Cameron categorizes Tannen’s work as “popular linguistics,” she finds that 

Tannen’s readers are likely to be women: “her own thesis that relationships are of more concern 

to women than to men would predict a female readership” (194). Cameron asserts that Tannen’s 

book is “in essence telling women to adjust to male behavior,” as women are expected to be the 

ones who must “fix” their own ways of speaking to best suit expectations that fit into “masculine” 

communication styles (194-5). Everyone’s ideologies, even those of linguists, shape what one 

notices as different, which is why it is important to reflect upon one’s own ideologies, and the 

reasoning behind them, in depth.  

 This is particularly true in professional settings. Cameron points to the “difference 

model” once more, as it works to place men and women within separate spheres. However, these 

spheres are not necessarily equal: “Career advice defines the public sphere of work as a 

masculine domain, and tells women who wish to enter that they must therefore adopt masculine 

norms to succeed” (197). At the same time, women are not only discouraged from using their 

own communication styles in the public sphere, but they also are expected to do so within their 
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own sphere, the private sphere, “without conflict or misunderstanding” (197). Essentially, this is 

where the “difference model” begins to break down because the allotted male-public and female-

private spheres are not inherently equal:  

What lies behind this Catch-22 is a structural asymmetry: the male and female spheres 

are not equal, the obligations they impose are not reciprocal and the kinds of authority 

men and women have in their respective spheres is not parallel. Ultimately it is men who 

have power (in public and private life) whereas women have only responsibility. (197) 

Verbal hygiene practices that are directed towards women cannot be approached in a way that 

assumes equality. Cameron notes that the “best defence against actually doing anything to 

advance gender equality is the kind of deficit model that treats inequality as the consequence of 

women’s own inadequate behavior” (205). The “difference model,” according to Cameron, does 

not address the fundamental sexism that challenges women when they communicate. Instead, it 

only works to bury it deeper by trapping women in this double bind.  

There is, however, some hope. Cameron reaffirms that “verbal hygiene” practices 

sometimes work against their intended result, meaning they unveil a particular mode of power or 

authority and leave it open to others to interpret its meaning and question it. “Not only does 

verbal hygiene not always ‘work’ in the way it is supposed to; occasionally it can alert people to 

the existence of more general power structures and move them to articulate their criticism or 

protest” (209). In the case of “verbal hygiene” for women, certain practices may result in the 

opposite of its intention: prevailing notions about identity, gender, and authority may be 

questioned, or perhaps even overthrown, if the protest is powerful enough. Although an 

awareness of practices of “verbal hygiene” on women is not a cure-all for sexism, the “problems” 

pointed out in other’s language use is one way that these types of issues may be brought to the 

forefront. 
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In Good to Talk?, Cameron continues this discussion by examining the impact of 

communication  within professional environments. In many contemporary workplaces, 

employees are expected to maintain particular modes of speech when addressing customers or 

colleagues. Cameron wonders why modern “employers find it necessary to regulate such small 

linguistic details as what words their employees utter, or in what tone of voice” (54). She focuses 

on workplaces such as Safeway and McDonalds; however, this concept could be extended to a 

news medium such as NPR, which relies solely on employees transmitting certain attitudes 

through their voices to its listeners.  

 NPR differs from corporations in many ways, the primary being that their customers are 

not expected to pay when they turn their dial to their local public radio station. However, 

although NPR and its local affiliates receive federal funding, most stations rely on listener 

donations to provide the bulk of their income. This produces a dichotomy – listeners can enjoy 

NPR without paying, but NPR relies on its listeners to donate in order to continue funding their 

programming. In this way, a consumer relationship exists between the radio station and the 

listener: the station wants to please the listeners, and the listeners expect to be pleased, whether 

they donate or not.  

 This is similar to the concept of “customer care,” a notion inherent to many businesses 

throughout the United States. Cameron describes this as when employees’  

behaviour is regulated by instructions to perform all communicative acts in a prescribed 

manner: smiling, making eye contact, using the customer’s name, greeting him or her 

‘warmly’ and selecting personalized formulas like ‘how are you doing?’ which 

incorporate direct second person address. (75)  

Employers expect employees to transmit this type of attitude to convey a message of friendliness 

and sincerity to the customer. This contrived “concern for the customer’s wellbeing” is meant “to 
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construct a particular kind of interpersonal relationship between the customer and the employee” 

(75). This is particularly true of NPR. The following advice is given in the chapter “Reading on 

the Air” in Jonathan Kern’s Sound Reporting:  

The principal thing to remember when you’re on the air – just as when you write your 

scripts – is that each listener feels that you’re talking directly to him or her… When 

Newman is coaching reporters or commentators, she asks them to picture the specific 

person who’s listening – a relative, friend, or colleague –and to image where that person 

is, what he or she is doing, or even what they’re wearing. (133) 

This advice connects with Cameron’s concept of “customer care,” as the emphasis is on how each 

listener feels, rather than on how the reporter or announcer feels about conveying the message. 

Because the consumer is not in front of the reporter, the voice coach suggests that the reporter 

think as if one is talking “directly to him or her” by imagining him or her as “a relative, friend, or 

colleague.” This is one way of regulating the behavior of reporters so that they produce a warm, 

friendly tone of voice on-air. Whether the reporters are feeling particularly warm and friendly, or 

are able to convey these feelings through their vocal qualities in the right way, is beside the point.  

 This notion leads to the issue of the impossibility of the task: how to treat a vast group of 

listeners as individuals. The reporter is expected to make each listener feel like an individual, 

while in reality, the reporter’s voice is transmitted to hundreds, thousands, possibly even millions, 

of individuals. Cameron typifies “these types of regulation [as]…‘synthetic personalization’, 

which…is a way of designing discourse to give the impression of treating people as individuals 

within institutions that, in reality, are set up to handle people en masse” (75). “Synthetic 

personalization,” although grounded in conveying positive emotions, can take a toll on a 

company’s employees. The underlying implication within the advice from Sound Reporting is 

that reporters must “behave in a way both they and many customers find artificial” (78). The 
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paradox is that one is asked to convey “sincerity” in an artificial manner, i.e. standing alone in a 

sound-proofed room reading a script and pretending your closest friend is listening. However, 

Cameron suggests the regulation of these behaviors may lead to issues within employees’ 

psyches: “Workers may be compelled by corporate fiat to become, for hours at a time, someone 

they do not want to be, someone they cannot easily integrate into their ongoing narrative of the 

self, because it strikes at their self-image and self-esteem” (78). Although this essentially applies 

to workers who must physically interact with customers, an artificial personality put on for the 

benefit of a public radio listener can also bring about an unhealthy relationship with the self.  

 This artificial persona is what Cameron terms “synthetic personalization,” which also 

raises two further issues: an imbalanced relationship with the consumer coupled with consumers’ 

variable expectations. The “customer care” concept “places employees at the customer’s disposal, 

with few well-defined limits on what the customer may expect of them. Their job is no longer just 

to stack shelves, operate tills and direct shoppers to the deli counter. Their job is also to make the 

customer feel good” (79). Part of an employee’s job is to cause the customer to experience certain 

emotions, particularly positive ones, which is no easy task. In this way, the employee becomes 

obsequious to the consumer’s whims and needs, at the expense of his or her own. Cameron states 

that this is “the fundamental problem” with “the philosophy and practice of ‘customer care’” (79). 

This imbalanced relationship causes the employee to elevate the customer’s expectations over 

anything else. The objective to sound friendly as well as to make people feel good or unique is 

complicated by the fact that there are certain “individual, social and cultural differences affecting 

what behaviors people define as ‘friendly’ – one person’s ‘friendliness’ may be another’s ‘over-

familiarity’ – and what contexts they see as requiring what degree of ‘friendliness’” (76). This 

variability in what one person defines as “friendly” causes an issue of potential dissatisfaction 

with the tone of “friendliness” an NPR reporter conveys. What one may hear as friendly and 
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personal another may hear as too comfortable or annoying. Cameron places this notion of 

variability within a framework that broadens out from the individual to certain social and cultural 

expectations. This includes notions of how female voices “should” sound, in that, when a female 

reporter exhibits, for example, “vocal-fry,” she is, perhaps, considered by some to be too friendly 

or too relaxed for their comfort level. The prescriptions from the public radio industry, as well as 

the unknowability of listener expectations, creates a gap that is not directly addressed by the news 

medium itself. 

Further, Cameron explores the concepts of codification and surveillance in terms of the 

kinds of linguistic expectations inherent to a different professional environment: call centers. As 

Cameron explains, “codification” occurs when “workers are not just told in general terms what 

kind of role they are expected to play, but given detailed rules for the enactment of that role, or 

even a fully specified script” (98). Additionally, “workers’ performance is constantly being 

monitored and measured,” which Cameron terms “surveillance” (98). In the call center, 

performance is monitored by one’s supervisor. On the radio, one’s performance is not only 

monitored by one’s supervisor, but also by thousands of listeners. These two concepts can be 

extended to public radio in that reporters are expected to enact a certain role, sometimes using a 

script, while they are also under constant scrutiny for the way they perform.  

As Cameron points out in workplaces such as grocery stores or fast food chains, 

linguistic “styling” is an important aspect of call center employees’ jobs. The people who are in 

these positions are considered “invisible workers” (100). They are not physically present in front 

of the consumer, so they must convey certain expected attributes through their voices. In a call 

center, quality “refers to the consistent achievement of a specified, measurable standard – getting 

something right first time, every time” (100).The goal is uniformity and consistency, so the 

consumer knows what to expect and is comfortable talking with anyone who answers the phone. 
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The expectations for radio employees are not much different. Reporters and announcers 

are “invisible workers,” whose disembodied voices must convey a range of qualities, depending 

on the script they are reading or on what story they are reporting. Similar to call center 

employees, there is an expectation of “precise attitudes they should be trying to convey in their 

voices” (105). Vocal performance, or “the speed, volume, tone and quality of speech,” is 

regulated by prescriptions, management, and inherent expectations to the role one takes on as a 

radio reporter or announcer (107). For example, when I read event announcements at WFDD, I 

am instructed to read quickly and “with a smile,” as the point is to get people interested in and 

excited about a local event. For news reporters, depending on the story, they might speak in a 

more serious-sounding tone. The perceived “good” voice depends on one’s role in the 

communicative context, as well as the “attitude” one is expected to convey that is valued by the 

institution. 

However, the problems that can arise with this hearken back to Cameron’s concept of 

“synthetic personalization,” as well as gendered expectations for “invisible workers.” At the call 

center, “the importance of vocal styling is addressed instead by proliferating performance criteria 

relating to the manner in which operators should speak (with a smile, confidently, sincerely, 

energetically and so forth)” (108). These performance standards seem straightforward, but it is 

difficult to know how to convey confidence or sincerity in one’s voice. “Assessors are essentially 

being invited to make broad and subjective assessments of characteristics like ‘energy’, 

‘confidence’ and ‘sincerity’, whose linguistic correlates are either not defined at all, or else are 

defined in a way that is vague and/or makes little sense” (108). This is true also of the NPR 

prescriptions. One the one hand, it makes sense to keep the guidelines vague as employees could 

bring their own individual personalities to the task. On the other hand, this leaves room for 
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criticism if the speakers are perceived as performing ineffectively according to either managerial 

or listener assessments of these qualities. 

 This leads to expectations for workers to generate a “synthetic personalization” to match 

the qualities they are being asked to evoke. Further, Cameron states that codification and 

surveillance bring “the problems and contradictions of synthetic personalization into sharp focus. 

If a caller is rude or abusive, the advice typically given to operators is ‘don’t take it personally’” 

(116). This, coupled with gendered expectations that woman are just “better” at vocalizing these 

characteristics than men, places female reporters and announcers in the middle of external 

expectations and their own natural tendencies:  

managers associate the ‘right’ disposition not merely with individual personality-types 

but with particular social groups…researchers have found evidence of a gender 

preference (for women), which is often explained with specific reference to vocal and 

interactional style… young women, who were said to have a more ‘naturally’ friendly 

telephone manner, exemplified by their ability to ‘smile down the phone.’ (118)  

With all of this in mind, Cameron wonders how it is possible for a call center worker, and by 

extension, any “invisible worker,” to not “take it personally” when they are criticized. There are 

so many external factors for one person to adhere to, and the tendency towards thinking women 

have a “naturally” friendly tone undermines the amount of work they must put into a single phone 

conversation or radio report. “Without exception, [Cameron’s] own interviewees (of both sexes) 

considered the verbal production of a friendly, helpful and cheery service persona – often in the 

face of callers’ hostility and always under pressure from call handling targets – to be hard work” 

(119). While public radio employees perform a different task than employees in call centers, the 

type of criticism received coupled with the expectations of a certain persona inherent to NPR’s 

prescriptions can devalue the amount of work that goes into vocal styling. Reporters and 
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announcers who receive feedback about the quality of their voice are expected to “not take it 

personally,” but with all that goes into a single track, it is hard to see how not to do so. This 

concept lends itself to institutionalized perceptions of voice and how listeners’ acts of “verbal 

hygiene” work to construct identity through notions of what constitutes “standard” or “good” 

language use within the public sphere.  

 

Part Three: Institutional v. Individual Voice 

Criticisms of women’s speech has its roots in broader notions of voice as an identity 

marker. Essentially, this type of verbal hygiene is symptomatic of deep-seated ideologies about 

how women “should” speak that fit within societal notions of gender and identity. To understand 

the underlying problems these criticisms unveil, it is necessary to determine why voice is linked 

inextricably with identity, and how that identity is constructed through voice.  

 This more abstract notion of voice as socially constructed is clearly seen in linguistic 

scholarship on voices in written language. Linguists Robert J. Podesva and Patrick Callier in their 

article “Voice Quality and Identity” define voice in two ways. First, they explain, voice is the 

“properties of speech resulting from the configuration of the vocal apparatus” (Podesva 

“Phonation type as a stylistic variable: The use of falsetto in constructing a persona” 478). 

Accordingly, the first definition locates the voice within a physical space: the body. The second 

definition the authors provide is much more subtle in meaning: “in all languages, regardless of 

linguistic structure, voice quality functions as a rich phonetic resource through which speakers 

can display affect and take stances in interaction.” Beyond its physical roots within the body, the 

voice also works metaphorically as a means to reflect one’s emotions, mental state, and desires. 

In other words, voice works as a marker of identity. Accordingly, “speakers’ voices have the 

potential to signal their membership in particular groups” (478). In the case of radio, one’s voice 
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is effectively removed from his or her body. Therefore, listeners turn to societal notions behind 

what constitutes the person’s identity within the voice they hear.  

 Linguist Christine M. Tardy in her article “Voice Construction, Assessment, and Extra-

Textual Identity” describes the results of a study she conducted where subjects were asked to read 

a text and then watch a video of the person who wrote it. From this, the subjects proceeded to 

construct an identity based on what they read and heard; essentially, they constructed their 

notions of an author’s identity based on his or her use of voice. Tardy asserts that voice “is to 

some extent an ascribed identity (Morita, 2004), projected onto writers by their readers but based, 

at least in part, on the writer’s choices” (66). The construction of one’s identity solely from 

another’s concept of his or her voice is what Tardy defines as “extra-textual identity,” or “aspects 

of an author’s identity that are constructed outside of written communication, based on 

characteristics like an author’s name, gender, race, nationality, linguistic background, perceived 

personality, or even life story,” an identity that is “always in flux and socially mediated” (68). 

Tardy’s findings suggest, “the author's extra-textual identity, when available to a reader, is likely 

to blend into a reader's voice construction in ways that are unique to each reader” (94). 

 In “Voice in academic writing: The rhetorical construction of author identity in blind 

manuscript review,” linguists Paul Kei Matsuda and Christine M. Tardy conduct a study to find 

out “whether readers do create an image of the author—that is, voice—when reading an academic 

text, often thought to be less ‘personal’ or ‘individual’ than other discourse registers” (241). They 

base their research on Professor of English Paul Prior’s 2001 study “Voices in text, mind, and 

society: sociohistoric accounts of discourse acquisition and use,” in which he “pointed out that 

‘‘romantic notions of voice as the expression of an autonomous individual are not the only 

notions of voice available to us’’ (p. 62). Instead, he argued, ‘‘notions of collective or social 

voices also exist’’ (p. 62)” (quoted in Matsuda and Tardy 237). The authors also refer to an 
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earlier study by Matsuda, as “pointing out that ‘’voice is not necessarily tied to the ideology of 

individualism’ (p. 36), [and he] also stressed the inevitability of voice as a result of intentional or 

unintentional uses of ‘socially available yet ever-changing repertoires’ (p. 40)” (quoted in 

Matsuda and Tardy 237). Voice not only acts as an individual construct, but also a social one. 

Matsuda and Tardy’s findings “reflect a growing awareness of the inevitability of identity in 

discourse as an expression not only of the individual but also the surrounding social relations 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Fairclough, 1992; Ivanic, 1998)” (237). Therefore, it is possible that voice works 

as a social construct that demarcates one’s identity based on social relations or roles, coupled with 

a reader or hearer’s perception of how one’s voice demonstrates these roles, thus generating a 

perceived identity. In the case of public radio, listeners may unconsciously expect conformity to a 

perceived institutional voice, which leads to problems for gender expectations, as will be 

discussed in subsequent chapters.  

 However, the notion of voice, and whether it is purely an expression of the individual’s 

authentic self or a social construct, has been a controversial topic in the field of linguistics. In 

their article “Conceptualizing ‘voice’ in children’s academic argument,” linguists Catherine L. 

O’Hallaron and Mary J. Schleppegrell explain that  

the notion of voice and how best to define it has long generated controversy among 

theorists and practitioners. Early discussions of voice (e.g., Elbow, 1973, 1981; Stewart, 

1972) championed the expression of an authentic self and valued writing that presented 

the unique personality and experience of the writer. The ideal voice was often defined in 

direct contrast to academic writing, which was characterized as dull, lifeless, and 

needlessly complex (e.g., Macrorie, 1980). (2) 

However, as Prior pointed out in his 2001 study, voice as “the expression of an autonomous 

individual” is not the only possibility. O’Hallaron and Schleppegrell go on to explain,  
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More recently, academic discourse about the construct of voice has been characterized by 

greater consensus that writers do not have a singular, “true” voice, independent from 

rhetorical context; voice is instead largely recognized as variable, dependent on the 

relationship between the writer and readers and the language and culture that provide the 

context for writing. (3) 

According to O’Hallaron and Schleppegrell, the concept of voices rests on cultural and societal 

constructs in the formation of an individual’s perceived identity. Further, they concluded that 

everyone “has multiple voices to call on and will use a different voice, depending on the situation, 

context, and purpose” (28). Although this and the previous studies are based on the notion of 

voice in writing, the concept of voice as linked with identity could be expanded to include the 

disembodied voices of speakers on the radio. 

Linguist Asif Agha in his article “ ” further develops the modern notion of voice as a 

social construct as opposed to solely the expression of individual autonomy. He explains this 

through the concept of “enregisterment.” According to Agha, “enregistered voices have a ‘social’ 

character,” as they “index stereotypic social personae (viz., that speaker is male, lower-class, a 

doctor, a lawyer, an aristocrat, etc.), which can also be troped upon to yield hybrid personae of 

various kinds; thus every register has a social range, a range of figures performable through its 

use” (39). According to the OED, one’s register in the field of Linguistics is defined as “a variety 

or level of usage, esp. as determined by social context and characterized by the range of 

vocabulary, pronunciation, syntax, etc., used by a speaker or writer in particular circumstances.” 

In other words, one is able to perform as a particular persona within the social realm according to 

the situation or context with his or her voice. However, Agha argues  

that encounters with registers are not merely encounters with voices (or characterological 

figures and personae) but encounters in which individuals establish forms of footing and 
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alignment with voices indexed by speech and thus with social types of persons, real or 

imagined, whose voices they take them to be. (38)  

Rather than the speaker exclusively projecting their identity through their voice, the encounter of 

the voice between the speaker and the hearer establishes and lends itself to constructing the 

speaker’s social identity. Agha suggests “that registers are living social formations, susceptible to 

society-internal variation and change through the activities of persons attuned to alignments with 

figures performed in use,” and that “No figure of personhood is typifiable as a discrete voice (of 

whatever type) unless it is differentiable from its surround” (40). A “good” institutional voice is 

dynamic and constructed, and thus possible to change through critique. 

 Further, these constructs are constantly being negotiated within the public sphere. Agha 

states: “Macrosocial processes of register expansion always operate through microsociological 

encounters, or interactions, whether of the face-to-face type or ones mediated by artifacts that 

connect senders and receivers of messages at greater spatiotemporal removes from one another” 

(56). In other words, smaller encounters with voice have the potential to impact greater notions of 

identity. Agha explains that institutional uses of voice (i.e. radio broadcast) “are subject to further 

negotiation—through processes of ratification, counter-valorization, and other forms of role 

alignment” (56). He provides the following example: 

In the case of the BBC announcers who speak with regional accents, particular social 

personae are only implicitly palpable in the announcers’ performances; however, in their 

subsequent letters of complaint and hate mail, the audiences of these broadcasts describe 

such enacted personae in highly explicit, sometimes vituperative terms. (52)  

Agha describes acts of verbal hygiene by listeners to maintain certain ideologies regarding 

institutional identities through voice. The “responders themselves exhibit a form of role 

alignment…whether expressing praise or contempt – vis-à-vis the figures to which they respond” 
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(52). Agha concludes, “Any such encounter is mediated by institutional processes that influence 

its social domain. Yet institutions do not simply “speak down” to individuals. They live through 

them” (56). Institutional concepts of voice as identity markers are not only perpetuated by the 

institutions, but also by the masses who construct concepts of identity through the encounter that 

deviate from a perceived standard with the voices on-air.  

 

Conclusion 

In all, the review of this literature on language, gender, and voice will aided the 

interpretation of my findings on the reception of female voices on public radio. The subsequent 

three chapters will expose and discuss the results of the interviews and the survey data, as well as 

the theory behind gender and language ideologies that are being perpetuated and challenged 

within the realm of radio. The disembodiment of one’s voice on the radio presents a number of 

factors that provoke a deeper look at cultural expectations of gender roles. People tend to link 

voice with a physical presence, and if that presence is absent, they will create an identity and 

attach it to a particular person. This identity is further perpetuated by the institution of which it is 

a part. In terms of women’s voices on the radio, this identity comes with perceptions of how 

women “should” sound, either in terms of language use or within professional environments. This 

leads to the double-bind female reporters and announcers are in: they must balance sounding 

powerful, convincing, and friendly within an authoritative medium, while also maintaining their 

ability to appeal to certain moral judgments about language within this cultural section, i.e. 

sounding “feminine” and “lady-like.” When a listener feels this is imbalanced, they react with 

acts of verbal hygiene to preserve, perhaps unconsciously, the masculine-feminine voice binary in 

American culture and certain institutional identity within the realm of radio.  
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Chapter 2: Methods 

For this study, I sought to retrieve both qualitative and quantitative data to explore and 

discuss the notions of gendered language ideologies and how they are reflected and reinforced in 

responses to women’s voices on public radio. To accomplish this goal, I interviewed radio 

professionals to understand their conceptions of “good language use” on public radio coupled 

with a survey that would collect information about listener perceptions of voice. The following 

questions guided my research: 

1. What kind of language ideologies are embedded within the ways public radio reporters 

and announcers talk about voice? 

2. What kind of language ideologies are embedded in survey data regarding listener 

perceptions of voice, and what are we learning about “good” language use through 

listeners’ reactions to voices on public radio? 

3. What attitudes or beliefs about language, if any, are being reinforced through 

broadcasting on public radio?  

4a. Does public radio reinforce the notion that men speak more authoritatively? 

4b. Does public radio reinforce the notion of standard language, or what constitutes “good 

language use”? 

5. How does public radio work as a force that maintains gendered language ideology? 

Qualitative Data 

Regarding qualitative data, I sought to find out in depth about the ways reporters and 

announcers think and talk about language use on the radio. To do so, I asked seven of my 
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colleagues at WFDD, the local public radio station at which I work, as well as Sora Newman 

from NPR if they would like to be interviewed for this project. The interviewees include: 

Molly Davis, Assistant General Manager at WFDD 

Emily McCord, News Director at WFDD 

Neal Charnoff, Morning Edition Host at WFDD 

Sara Gladding, Membership Manager at WFDD 

Bethany Chafin, Reporter at WFDD 

Keri Brown, Reporter at WFDD 

Sean Bueter, Reporter at WFDD 

Sora Newman, former Senior Trainer at NPR 

 In addition to the interviews, I also researched and included excerpts from the book 

Sound Reporting: The NPR Guide to Audio Journalism and Production, published in 2008 by 

Jonathon Kern, a trainer at NPR, as it lends insights into NPR’s guidelines and institutional 

ideologies (see Appendix 1 for a complete list of interview questions). 

Quantitative Data 

When I initially embarked on this project, I planned to survey listener emails and comments 

from the local public radio station, 88.5 WFDD, as well as NPR. I sought to collect as many 

comments as I could regarding female voices on-air. However, a few obstacles came up, including 

an incapacity to collect the type of data necessary for a project of this scale, as well as an inability 

to share much information, such as the ages, genders, or dates of responses of the listeners who 

shared feedback about female reporters’ and announcers’ voices. Further, many of the comments 

had come in the form of phone calls, which were passed on verbally by whoever took the call at 
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the time, and these were usually never recorded or filed. Accordingly, the difficulties I encountered 

attempting to collect this kind of quantitative data led me in a new direction. 

After an email came in to the station where I work from a female listener critiquing one of 

the 88.5 WFDD female staff members about the way she said something on air, I decided to create 

an anonymous survey that would collect demographic information and listener reactions to both 

male and female voices on the radio. I developed this survey (see Appendix 1) and distributed it 

via Facebook and Reddit, as these websites provided a diverse sample of respondents who 

voluntarily took the survey. The survey contained audio files of the voices of local radio 

professionals of varying ages, genders, and voice pitch. All WFDD staff, the participants read 

similar scripts that would sound like something they would read on-air. Each announcement was 

around twenty seconds long, as that is around the amount of time it takes to read an underwriting 

or events announcement. The radio professionals recorded the script in a sound-proofed production 

studio as they would for any material in order to provide the highest quality of sound possible. The 

purpose of this was to recreate the circumstances of hearing a voice on public radio - to mimic the 

fleeting nature of a radio sound bite to the ears of a wide variety of disparate listeners. The survey 

respondents were then able to listen to each voice, and then they were invited to answer questions 

geared towards discovering their inherent language ideologies regarding the voices through the 

survey data. They were provided with the option of leaving a comment of their own under each 

voice.  

One of the most important facets of the survey was its anonymity, as this would allow each 

respondent to respond to each voice as authentically as possible and without the fear of judgment. 

The survey did, however, include demographic information, such as age, gender, education level, 

and field of occupation, so as to collect information about who the respondents were as people, as 

well as their position in society. As I discussed earlier in the Introduction to this thesis, perceptions 
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of “standard language” are defined by who is speaking, as a set of linguistic features that elevates 

one variety of a language over another does not exist. Perception of what constitutes a “standard 

language” stem from one’s own use. Concerning the survey, the respondent’s demographic 

information would reveal certain characteristics of the people behind the responses, as the concept 

of a “standard language” allows for those who determine what elements of a language makes it 

“standard” to maintain authority within a society.  

To create this survey, I wrote two scripts: one that imitated a news script and another that 

imitated an events announcement. Both did not contain any real content. The scripts are as 

follows: 

News Script: Former State Senator John Doe has taken a job at a local law firm. At a 

news conference Friday, Doe discussed the move. He stated that he is looking forward to 

engaging more with the community. He also expressed interest in working with 

companies seeking to expand across the state. The law firm officially announced Doe's 

hiring Thursday. 

Events Script: You’re listening to 99.1 WXYZ, presenting this 

year’s Music City Marathon. We invite you to join us for a weekend of performances by 

local bands. The marathon begins this Saturday at 10 am in downtown Music City. For 

more information, including tickets and show times, visit us at WXYZ dot org.  

I then asked colleagues at WFDD if they would be willing to voice the scripts. I have four male 

and three female “Voicers.” I hypothesized that a diversity of age, style, and pitch would garner 

more perceptions about language within the survey results. I made sure that at least two of the 

voicers were under the age of 35, and that there was a range of naturally higher and lower pitches 

for males and females. Although the “Voicers” remained anonymous in the survey, they each are 
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attributed a pseudonym for the purposes of the discussion of the data in Chapter 4. The “Voicers” 

included:  

 James: male, over the age of 35, news/arts background, medium pitch = news script 

 Maria: female, over the age of 35, announcer background, lower pitch = news script 

Patricia: female, over the age of 35, news background, higher pitch = events script 

Robert: male, over the age of 35, arts background, lower pitch = events script 

Susan: female, under the age of 35, news/arts background, higher pitch = news script 

Michael: male, over the age of 35, news background, higher pitch = events script 

 Barbara: female, over the age of 35, announcer background, lower pitch = events script 

William: male, under the age of 35, news background, medium to low pitch = news script 

 The “Voicers” recorded the scripts in sound-proofed studios at WFDD, the same studios 

they use to produce on-air content and were not provided with any direction or feedback. After I 

received the recordings, I generated questions that targeted the goals of this project. I then 

outlined the survey into four parts: listenership, demographic information, the voices, and 

personal preferences (see Appendix 1 for more details regarding the survey). In the subsequent 

chapters, Chapters 3 and 4, I will outline the results and tensions exposed regarding perceptions 

of “good language use” revealed by the interviews and the survey data. In Chapter 5, I will 

discuss the broader implications these perceptions and tensions regarding voice and how this 

relates to theory on women’s speech and constructs of identity through voice. 
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Chapter 3: Tensions within Insider Language Ideologies on Public Radio 

This chapter explores qualitative data retrieved from interviews with reporters and 

announcers at the public radio station, 88.5 WFDD, located in Winston-Salem. I interviewed seven 

people who work, or have worked, in the public radio industry, to gather their perceptions of voices 

on the radio as industry insiders. This mostly included my colleagues from WFDD. I also 

interviewed a former senior trainer at NPR, and examined the book Sound Reporting: The NPR 

Guide to Audio Journalism and Production, published in 2008 by Jonathon Kern, a trainer at NPR, 

to include perceptions of voice on a national level alongside the local interviewees’ responses. To 

reiterate, the primary purpose of the interviews was to expose the way radio professionals 

understand “good language use” within the realm of public radio, and later to compare these 

perceptions of voice to listener constructions of identity through the survey, which is discussed in 

Chapter 4.  

Part One: Collective Versus Individual Perceptions of “Radio Voices” 

 One of the concepts we touched upon in each of the interviews was the notion of a “radio 

voice,” or what, in the interviewees’ opinions, constitutes a “public radio voice.” Overall, the 

respondents denoted two types of “public radio voices”: the traditional and the modern. A “radio 

voice,” in the traditional sense, sounds like the voice of authority: typically a low pitched, white, 

male-sounding voice. The modern “radio voice” is perceived as the voice of diversity: of many 

individuals who sound like themselves in their own unique way. Emily McCord, who is the News 

Director at WFDD and has ten years of experience in the public radio industry, explains: 

McCord: There’s the traditional radio voice that’s kind of that “Voice of God” authority 

type thing. I actually really buck against that, personally…I don’t really believe there is 

honestly a right or wrong radio voice anymore. I really I think we should be moving 
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beyond that. I want people to sound authentic and really learn how our different voices 

sound… I think that we’re getting quickly more tolerant about hearing different types of 

voices that are outside of this typical broadcaster “white male” voice, personally. 

The phrase “Voice of God” came up a few times throughout the interviews, particularly when the 

interviewees referenced the traditional “radio voice.” The phrase implies that the speaker is a 

disembodied, omnipotent figure. The term “Voice of God” has typically been used on television 

and film to describe a narrator who can see and hear all without being seen (Wallis). This can be 

translated into other forms of media, such as radio, as well, in that the “Voice of God” radio voice 

is an authority on all things, as he is all-knowing.  

WFDD’s Morning Edition Host, Neal Charnoff, who has twenty-eight years of 

experience in news casting and hosting in the radio industry, describes the traditional public radio 

voice in a similar way as McCord: 

Charnoff: It’s that soothing voice… that formal, droning, smoothing public radio 

delivery…that sort of all-knowing presence. I think that’s changed. There’s been turnover 

in the industry, and now you have younger voices, so I think that’s not as common these 

days. 

Both McCord and Charnoff cite a change within the public radio industry, suggesting that there is 

a perception of movement away from a traditionally male sound and towards a sound that is more 

inclusive. They describe the modern sound in two ways: McCord describes the new sound as 

“different types of voices outside of this typical white male voice,” while Charnoff points to 

“younger voices” in general; both kinds of voices are perceived as replacing the traditional 

“Voice of God” announcer. However, the newer voices, those that are younger or more diverse, 

are not described as all-knowing or god-like. Instead, they are perceived as ordinary.  
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WFDD reporter Sean Bueter, who has been working in radio for ten years, explains that 

the lack of the traditional “Voice of God” radio announcer is what drew him to public radio to 

begin with: 

Bueter: Coming in and being a huge fan of public radio, one of the things I love about it 

is that there’s not the “Voice of God” kind of announcer. I mean, we do have a little bit of 

that with some of the national [announcers], you know the newscasters or whatever, but it 

wasn’t like Walter Cronkite… it was always a level of being measured and sounding like 

a human being. 

Bueter’s initial assertion that the “Voice of God’ announcer does not exist on public radio is 

qualified with his acknowledgment that this kind of voice does exist, but only “a little bit,” and 

more at the national level (NPR) as opposed to the local level. However, he uses the adverb 

“always” to emphasize that the public radio sound is perceived as being “measured” and “like a 

human being” at all times and on all occasions. This is to say that, whether the voice is traditional 

or modern, there is going to be an element of accessibility to it. The Assistant General Manager 

of WFDD, Molly Davis, who has worked at WFDD for over twelve years, feels similarly, 

although she admits that the concept of a “public radio voice” is “a little ephemeral.” 

Davis: It may be hard to put your finger on, but if it weren't the case that there is a 

“public radio voice,” I don't think that you would have people who move from place to 

place in the country and who say, “As soon as I found the local public radio station, I felt 

like I was at home.” 

She explains that the idea of a “public radio voice” is fueled by listener expectations, and that 

their ability to ascribe a certain type of sound to public radio is what draws them to it:  
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Davis: It is always civil discourse. It's always measured. It's always respectful. There's a 

level of respect, and I don't just mean between us or with hosts and interviewers, but 

there is a level of respect for the listener, and understanding that the listener expects 

certain things. And they do; they expect an elevated level of discourse and delivery. They 

expect continuity. 

According to Davis, listeners expect an announcer on public radio to be able to express all of 

these attributes while delivering copy on-air. Bethany Chafin, WFDD reporter and producer with 

fives years of experience, adds to this: 

Chafin: I think it means clear, able to be understood. I think it sounds friendly, hopefully, 

but you know NPR has all sorts of voices on there. Some that are not what you’d consider 

typical announcer voice. I think NPR isn't your booming, like “I'm obviously putting on a 

different front,” voice. It's hopefully what you sound like in real life, and although I have 

also gotten that I sound different on the radio, which is interesting. And I want to sound 

the same on it, to sound like me…So, I think there's a lot of variety in what you get with 

a public radio voice, but I think an even tone, a friendly tone, [and] someone who sounds 

accessible, hopefully. 

Like Bueter and Davis, Chafin locates the “Voice of God,” i.e. the “typical announcer voice,” as 

existing outside of the public radio realm, for the most part, while she perceives public radio 

voices as sounding “authentic,” or “what you sound like in real life.” To her, this means clear, 

friendly, and accessible, but she also affirms that “there’s a lot of variety.”  

 A few tensions arise within these assessments of what constitutes a “radio voice” on 

public radio. The interviewees define certain facets of “good language use” on public radio, such 

as sounding measured, ordinary, authentic, and accessible. However, this terminology used to 
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describe “radio voices” demonstrates both a distancing from the concept of an institutional, or 

social, voice, while at the same time, the interviewees are able to define certain qualities that 

could be ascribed to a collective voice. In other words, the interviewees’ responses demonstrate a 

uniform perception of what a public “radio voice” should sound like.  

Overall, despite the ephemeral quality of voice in general, the interviewees were able to 

provide a sense of what they would characterize as a modern “public radio voice.” This could be 

best summarized as having a sense of continuity within a diversity of sound, meaning that many 

voices can be perceived as “public radio voices,” whether they sound like the “Voice of God” or 

not, as long as they maintain a select type of uniform traits that public radio listeners expect, such 

as sounding civil, even-toned, measured, friendly, and respectful. In addition to these, there is, 

above all, the expectation that one sounds “like a human being,” or like oneself.   

As previously stated in Chapter 1, this perception of individual and authentic voices on 

the radio are reflected through NPR’s roots in inclusion and diversity. According to Sound 

Reporting, those initial tenets are still carried forth today: 

As NPR’s Senior Vice President for Programming Jay Kernis pointed out in a statement 

of NPR’s programming and diversity goals… NPR programs will be inclusive and 

authentic in such a way that listeners recognize themselves – what they have done and 

what they believe – as they listen on air or visit on line. The simple truth: people want to 

hear themselves on the radio. If they don’t, they soon think, “This isn’t for me.” (16) 

NPR’s programming and diversity goals agree with the interviewees’ perception of what 

constitutes a standard “radio voice” in the modern age. It is not “one voice,” but a diversity of 

voices that reflect authenticity, presented in a way that listeners are able to “recognize 

themselves.” The reasoning given for this is that “people want to hear themselves on the radio.” 
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The question then remains as to whether this is actually true. As will be discussed further in 

Chapter 4, like the interviewees, listeners demonstrate that they have romanticized notions of 

what they think a “radio voice” should sound like. This usually contrasts with the ideologies they 

unconsciously adhere to; professed beliefs about voice are typically more romanticized than how 

they are reflected in reality.  

Part Two: Perceptions of Age, Pitch, and Experience Level 

In addition to the perceptions of what constitutes a “radio voice,” the interviewees also 

discussed the feedback they received over the years regarding their voices. Most acknowledged 

that they have received some kind of criticism or praise about their voices over the course of their 

careers. However, the amount and type of feedback varied, depending on the gender and 

perceived pitch of his or her voice, i.e. whether it sounds high or low to a listener. The two male 

interviewees, Charnoff and Bueter, had this to say:  

Charnoff: Apparently, I have a voice for radio. That’s what I'm told. As a News Host, 

I’ve had numerous people tell me they’ve gotten used to my voice being there… my 

voice, my presence. They get used to my presence at that time of day. 

Bueter: I, for better or worse, was born with the “Voice of God,” the “radio” voice 

already, and so [in regards to training], it’s all been tweaks, it’s not been a lot of 

wholesale change to how I sound on the radio. 

The male announcers both seem to have been praised for exhibiting qualities of a traditional-

sounding radio voice (i.e. deep, male). Charnoff has been praised for his consistent “presence,” 

which speaks to the “all-knowing presence” of the “Voice of God” announcer, a quality for which 

Bueter has also been praised. Neither of them conveyed that they have received much, if any, 

criticism about their voices that caused them to question or change their sound. 
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 The female interviewees’ responses were much more varied. Two of the announcers, 

McCord McCord and Davis, admitted they have not received much, if any, negative feedback 

regarding their voices. They both attribute this to having a lower pitch compared to other women: 

McCord: I think it's because I have a low voice that people seem to think that I sound 

more authoritative… But you see a lot of women on [online industry] threads complain 

that they get [criticism]. That's always the tenor of it, like, “You sound like a little girl” or 

“You sound like you need to just be more confident,” “You need to own that situation 

more,” “You need to sound like a voice of authority.” 

McCord acknowledges that many women within the radio industry receive feedback that amounts 

to them sounding young and lacking an authoritative presence. She admits that she has never 

received that kind of criticism directly, and neither has Davis, whose pitch has also been 

perceived as lower: 

Davis: I think partly because I'm female, and partly because I'm a petite female, I have 

been in the past really uncomfortable with the fact that my voice is maybe a little actually 

a little deeper than some female voices… And when I started voicing spots, I think I 

falsely raised the tone of my voice… [A previous News Director] one afternoon, brought 

me in the studio to talk to me, played back a spot and said, “This is not how you sound. 

Why are you doing that? That's not how you sound. You need to sound like yourself.” I 

feel really fortunate, because in the years that I've been here, I've certainly been privy to a 

lot of comments about voices on the air and they seem to single out women. Particularly 

that they don’t like their voices for some reason or another. It’s definitely a factor. 

Davis, who had not received feedback regarding her voice, changed her voice to sound to what 

she perceived as more “female-sounding,” or a higher pitch. She “falsely raised the tone” of her 
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voice, leading to internal training guiding her to “sound like herself.” Although her voice was 

lower in register, she did not feel confident in her tone and raised it sound different due to her 

own perceptions of what a female voice on the radio should sound. Ultimately, the lower pitches 

inherent to Davis and McCord’s natural voices were regarded as worthy of radio broadcast.   

 The other female reporters and announcers I spoke to at the station were not so fortunate 

as to avoid listener criticism about their voices. Some were impacted by critiques about their 

voices for years, resulting in attempts at balancing the need to sound “authentic” with the 

negative feedback they were given about their natural voices. In particular, much of the feedback 

was about their voices sounding “too young” due to having a naturally higher pitch. Reporter Keri 

Brown was criticized early on in her career, and, for her, it became difficult to move beyond that 

initial feedback: 

Brown: When I got into public radio, we had someone who worked there in the 

management line. She had a very deep… more masculine [voice], it wasn’t real feminine 

at all. And she always told me I sounded way too young. One time she said, “You sound 

like a baby.” And that bothered me, because I'm like, I want to be taken seriously. So I 

got this very kind of monotone delivery, and it wasn't great, I'll be honest with you. When 

I go back and I listen I'm like, oh my God so monotone! And I think that stuck with me 

for awhile because I was trying not to sound like [a baby].  

Brown’s delivery was impacted by this manager’s feedback to the point where she was forced to 

transgress the prescription of “sounding authentic,” a factor, as stated earlier, that is perceived as 

forming the basis of the public radio sound. Female announcers and reporters with higher pitches 

must decide between sounding like themselves and not being taken seriously, or changing their 

tone to sound more serious, and risk sounding inauthentic. It seems to be a difficult position to be 
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in, and a lot of female reporters and announcers find it hard to not let it impact their lives 

professionally, as well as personally. Sara Gladding, Membership Manager at WFDD, who 

frequently voices announcements for the station and who has been criticized in the past by 

listeners for sound “too young” due to having a naturally higher pitch, explains how this has 

affected her: 

Gladding: I’m not content [i.e. news]. I’m kind of station business and fundraising, and 

so it feels like if there are criticisms to that, they feel more personal because they can't 

criticize the content if it’s just an announcement. So it’s a different space than being a 

reporter, where you can work on XYZ thing. But here, it’s just my voice… Being young 

is the biggest thing, the connotation is that I don’t know what I’m doing.  

Reporter Bethan Chafin received feedback that praised her for lowering her pitch over the years. 

This feedback surprised her, as this change was unbeknownst to her, and she began to question 

the way she sounded on-air: 

Chafin: I think I always hoped to be good at what I was doing and have that sincerity and 

authenticity I was hoping to go for. And so, I think to hear that implied and here was a 

good and a bad or “You've improved,” when it wasn't really something I consciously was 

trying to do. I wasn't trying to lower my register. I wasn’t trying to go deeper or sound 

like a certain “sexy radio voice” at all. And so I wondered, am I doing something that's 

disingenuous? Am I changing my sound based on something else? I think it just made me 

wonder, made me question, you know, was that a natural progression, or was I listening 

to more women who sounded like they had lower voices and so I adapted? 

The implication within the critiques of Brown, Gladding, and Chafin’s voices was that they were 

not to be taken seriously, as higher pitches “sound young,” and the assumption is that the 
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speakers are not qualified to know what they are talking about. Inherent within the feedback was 

that a lower pitch is an ideal trait in female announcers and reporters, as it worked as a sign of 

authority, or conveying that one knows what one is talking about. This is complicated by the fact 

that most listeners would most likely not know the ages of these reporters, or even what they look 

like, so the quality of “youngness” would come solely from the perception of them based purely 

on the way they sound. This feedback caused these female reporters and announcers to question 

themselves, the way they sounded, and whether they were living up to the expectations within 

their chosen profession. Brown has since altered her once “monotone” delivery and embraced 

what she considers to be her natural sound:  

Brown: Hey, you know, I have every right to be in this business, whether or my voice is 

more feminine or high pitched. There’s no question you can say a lower pitch voice 

sometimes sounds more confident. Maybe it’s the same whole androgyny of [voices on 

public radio]. You know, I used to buy into that a lot. Now, I don't. And what I mean by 

that is you have to be you. Point blank. You can work a little on your pitch, and your tone 

and that sort of thing, but in the end, regardless of how feminine your voice is, you have 

to be you, or no one's going to buy your genuineness. No one’s going to really believe 

what you're saying. 

Due to the perception of her voice, Brown’s change was a deliberate move, as she too once 

“bought into” the androgynous sound of public radio, but then found that the cost of not sounding 

like herself was a loss of genuineness. Whether her voice was perceived as feminine-sounding or 

androgynous, Brown decided that people believing “what you’re saying” was more important that 

lowering her pitch to a level that sounded unnatural. 
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Part Three: Authenticity Versus Distractedness 

As has been evident, the importance of sounding “authentic” in one’s delivery came up in 

all of the interviews, a quality that seems to be perpetuated throughout the public radio industry. 

Sora Newman, who worked as a trainer, and eventually a senior trainer, at NPR for thirty-one 

years, and who now works as a voice consultant, explains that a large portion of her trainees 

would come or were sent to her due to feedback about sounding inauthentic: 

Newman: A lot of times, we would get complaints that [announcers] would sound like 

they were reading, that they didn't sound natural on the air, and, in some cases, they 

needed to work on making their voices sound a little better. It ran the gamut depending 

on the particular issues. And a lot of times, supervisors really didn’t have the vocabulary. 

They would just say, “Work with them. They don’t sound too good; make them better.” 

They weren’t able to say what it was they thought was the issue. 

The essential difficulty that Newman points to is that people are able to recognize what they 

perceive as problematic qualities in a voice, but they are unable to define exactly what those 

qualities are. This leads to broader generalizations, such as sounding unnatural or “like they are 

reading.” The latter point arises because many reporters and announcers on public radio prerecord 

their tracks, meaning they write their copy first, and then they record and edit it. Listeners 

typically would not think of this, but supervisors would; they would be in the position to point to 

“sounding like you are reading” as a reason why a reporter or announcer sounds unnatural on-air.  

As the linguist M.A.K Halliday puts it, “Writing and speaking are not just alternative 

ways of doing the same things; rather they are ways of doing different things” (cited in Lippi-

Green 18). His point is that the way one uses language when one writes is not the same way one 

uses language when one speaks. The two modes of communication are inherently different. To 



47 

 

 

 

Newman’s point, if you sound like you are reading, then people are not going to hear you as if 

you are speaking “authentically,” and therefore must learn to write for your voice for an 

“authentic” sound. 

To add to this, Gladding, who has worked in the industry for four years, ran into this 

issue early in her career, when she was asked to voice announcements on air: 

Gladding: One of the things that was a huge takeaway for me was that all voices sound 

good on the radio, but you need to learn to write for your voice. When you're just 

reading, like an event announcement or something, but not something you’ve written, 

you're going to sound like you're reading. And when you write for your voice, when you 

say something out loud first and then it write it down after, for example, it is going to 

sound so much more natural and it's going to sound better. 

The key ideas from Newman and Gladding’s interview responses is that sounding “natural” 

equates to sounding “better” on public radio, and one of the ways to address an unnatural sound 

in training is to “write for your voice,” as Gladding suggests. However, the concept of sounding 

natural and like oneself is not as easy for radio announcers as it seems.  

Charnoff admits that sounding “authentic” is something he has struggled with for years, 

despite having had much experience in hosting and speaking on-air: 

Charnoff: The biggest challenge in all of this was getting to a place where I could sound 

like myself, or I could hear me on the air and say, “Oh, that's Charnoff,” instead of, as 

soon as the light goes on, you become Joe F.M. and you go into what you think a radio 

host should sound like. And it took me years, literally, to feel comfortable talking like 

myself on the air. 
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Charnoff describes striking a balance between “what you think a radio host should sound like” 

and sounding natural, or like yourself, and this process takes time and effort. This is an interesting 

complication, because while the interviewees emphasize authenticity, they also assert that the 

concept, as well as specific characteristics, of a “public radio voice” exists. There is an 

expectation of what a voice “should sound like” on public radio, and then there is the way one’s 

voice actually sounds. In the end, reporters and announcers must work to ensure the two 

correspond.   

What Charnoff describes as “Joe F.M.” is a kind of radio persona that comes about when 

the idea of a “radio voice” is put into effect over the cadence of one’s natural voice. Newman ran 

into similar difficulties with trainees at NPR:  

Newman: They will sound fine when you're talking to them, and then all the sudden you 

get them behind a microphone, and they put on this weird persona thing, and they don’t 

sound fine. They’re unable to just be themselves. So sometimes, you’re just trying to 

work to get them to be themselves, because they actually sound okay in normal life. And 

trying to get them to understand that it’s not a performance - they’re supposed to be 

talking to their listener. So I work a lot with that - trying to get them to talk to someone. 

Newman describes her training as working to deconstruct the idea of a “radio voice” in her 

trainees. Instead of instructing them to sound a certain way, she draws their attention towards 

imagining one person they would talk to in real life, and she directs the trainees to speak on the 

radio as they would to that person. Davis illustrates the difficulty of sounding authentic when 

behind the microphone:  

Davis: It doesn't matter who you are, or how often you do it, you're still aware that there's 

this thing [the microphone] in front of your face and you're talking into it and you're 
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being recorded. Even if you're doing your own recording, you're still aware….I have 

heard it said that you just have to own your voice. Whatever your voice is, you have to 

own it and just be that. And I think that that's true, because there's a limit to what you can 

change about your voice. And when you do try to change it, it starts to sound unnatural, 

and those are the kind of things people are going to pick up on. 

Davis points to an inauthentic sound as a factor that leads to criticism of voices on the radio. She 

asserts that the awareness of speaking on the radio on the part of the announcer leads them to 

speak a certain way when in front of a microphone. At the same time, she states one should 

“own” his or her voice, because people will notice the unnatural quality of it, particularly if one 

tries to put on an affectation, à la Joe F.M..  

So why all this emphasis on sounding authentic? WFDD reporter Keri Brown, who has 

sixteen years of reporting experience in public radio, in addition to seven in television reporting, 

emphasizes how essential authenticity is in public radio: 

Keri: If you’re not authentic, then you really have nothing. And what I mean by that is 

people are not going to hear one or two lines of what you say, like they're not even going 

to be really listening to it. They're going to be thinking in their heads that “That sounds 

like this…” You're just breathing words. 

If listeners do not perceive radio announcers and reporters as sounding authentic, they may be 

less likely to believe in, or listen to, what they are saying. Chafin gives another reason as to why 

it is important for reporters to infuse a script with authenticity: 

Chafin: Sometimes, a script might be simple [on the page], but you hear it read, and it 

never sounds simple. It sounds eye-opening, mind-opening, amazing. And that is a power 

I think of in someone’s voice because it has that human quality to it. And it doesn’t mean 



50 

 

 

 

you care about the reporter and they sound like an activist, you know, where they sound 

like they agree with whatever they are reporting on. It just sounds like a human telling 

you what’s happening in the world, and that's really sometimes nice. But also sometimes 

harder. To hear someone telling you about the news can sometimes be more stressful, I 

think, in my mind, but a lot more comforting, if that makes sense, because it's more 

intimate than a page. 

Chafin uncovers an important point about why people listen to public radio for their news and 

content rather than simply looking it up on the Internet and reading about it. There is an intimacy 

one receives from hearing another person tell you the news, an intimacy that is at risk of being 

interrupted if the voice is perceived as lacking authenticity. Sounding authentic and natural are 

qualities that lend themselves to sounding “human.” In this way, the news story one hears could 

seem more “real,” in some ways, because, as Chafin stresses, it becomes both more comforting 

and more stressful than it would be if read on a page. 

According to Sound Reporting, authenticity is an important characteristic of any radio 

reporter or announcer. As discussed in the pervious section, inclusion and diversity are 

emphasized, as well as sounding “authentic” so that listeners may better relate to the person on-

air. Further, Kern explains that it is important to write the way one “wishes to speak” for on-air 

broadcast: 

The goal is to write the way you wish you could speak— or the way you speak on your 

best day, when you’ve had just the right amount of caffeine and sleep. Great hosts and 

reporters write in their own voices— using words and sentence structure and phrasing 

that come naturally to them. They write in such a way that they can “perform themselves” 

authentically and convincingly. (28) 
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The advice from NPR is twofold and contradictory: sound “authentic,” “natural,” and 

“convincing,” but as one would “on their best day.” Reporters and announcers are advised to 

“perform themselves.” One definition of “perform” in the OED is “represent (a character) on 

stage or to an audience.” A character is the portrayal of the person, rather than the person in his or 

her authentic and natural state. While the goal for reporters and announcers to be authentic is 

clear, it is still unclear as to how they can both be authentic and “perform themselves” at the same 

time, as Cameron’s concept of “synthetic personalization,” discussed in Chapter 1, illustrates. As 

the public radio employees are expected to “style” their voices in a particular way to give 

listeners the impression that they are being treated as individuals, although many people listen to 

the radio simultaneously. However, this is artificially done. Thus, the reporter or announcer 

cannot truly be authentic, but must be able to portray authenticity to the best of his or her ability.  

Further, the interviewees pointed to “inauthenticity” in radio broadcasting as 

“distracting,” and pointed out that certain qualities within one’s language use could divert the 

listener from the content. Bueter and McCord explain: 

Bueter: You never want to do anything to distract your audience from your content 

because if you’re doing that, they’re thinking about you instead of the thing they just 

learned. In that way, we’re not fulfilling our mission by informing them because we’re 

distracting them instead. 

McCord: I was training last week and we were having the same conversation because we 

both have a vocal fry…And I’m not saying to change it, I'm just saying that there are 

people that will notice that. And what I would say, think about it, be aware of it, and see 

how you are using it, or not using it, as a tool when you’re delivering your copy. I think 

you want to be conscious of being able to not be distracting with your voice. 
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According to McCord and Bueter, if the listener is distracted by one’s voice, then, as Bueter says, 

the announcers are “not fulfilling” their mission, which is to inform them of the news. That is the 

priority. He also advises not leading the listener to “think about you.” One’s voice is only there as 

a means to deliver content, and so should not have any “distracting” qualities to it. McCord’s 

advice to her trainee was how to take a typically distracting linguistic quality, such as vocal fry, 

and use it as a tool. Once overused, it becomes a distraction, and something the trainee will have 

to be conscious of. McCord further explains:  

McCord: I think we should authentic. I think we should just sound the way that we talk. 

So, sometimes I think that vocal fry can be used as an affectation, like, “This is what I'm 

supposed to sound like if I do podcast.” Right? … I would want to hear just how you 

really sound when you’re talking about something and you’re telling a story.  

Even if “vocal fry” is characteristic of one’s natural voice, it could be regarded as putting on an 

affectation, or a “podcast voice,” particularly if it overused. However, this raises more questions 

than answers, because a problem arises when an announcer or reporter naturally speaks that way. 

What happens if that is how one really sounds? What would the advice be to a reporter or 

announcer who uses so-called vocal fry frequently in their natural speech patterns? And what 

constitutes a linguistic quality as distracting? Chafin explains that a distraction comes in when a 

linguistic pattern is simply overused to the point of listener exhaustion:  

Chafin: Unfortunately, if they’re not pleasant to the ear, that’s very subjective. You lose 

somebody, and they might turn the radio off, and that is bad for us because there might be 

an amazing story right after that one piece that sounded a little bit different - had a lot of 

vocal fry or had a lot of upspeak. It's complicated. But I think that it’s the variation that 

matters, because if you have a pattern, whether it's just the way you use intonation, but 
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you repeat it over and over and over again, that’s exhausting [to the ear]. If you have 

upspeak and you repeat it over and over and over again, it could be exhausting. But, like I 

was saying earlier, I think there’s room for lots of voices, and lots of verbal tics, if that’s 

a good way to categorize them. 

A listener becoming exhausted by a sound is something reporters and announcers want to avoid, 

as the main goal of all radio employees is to ensure that the listener keeps the radio on. The 

interviewees all expressed that avoidance of a pattern, something that is repeated tirelessly, is the 

best way to keep from distracting or exhausting the listener. This goes back to McCord’s point 

about using a salient linguistic quality “as a tool,” something a reporter needs to be aware of, 

while being sure not to overdo it, only using only it at the right moment.  

 The NPR guide to on-air journalism Sound Reporting implicitly agrees with the 

interviewees’ assessments of “inauthenticity” or “vocal tics” as sounding “distracting” to the 

audience. Eric Nuzum, who helped to launch and expand NPR’s podcasts, is quoted in Sound 

Reporting as stating the following: 

the authenticity of what we do; that we’re trying to find the ‘why’ of things; that the 

personalities of those involved are secondary to the personalities of those we’re trying to 

illuminate— it’s not about us, it’s about them; and that people’s ideas have value— that 

people can disagree, but they do so in a way that’s not dismissive. (325) 

Nuzum asserts that the radio personalities, and therefore, their voices, “are secondary to the 

personalities of those we’re trying to illuminate.” It is about not diverting the listener’s attention 

away from the content: “it’s not about us, it’s about them.” Again, the advice here is still to 

adhere to the “authenticity of what we do” so that the listener is not distracted from what is 

important, or “trying to find the ‘why’ of things.” 
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Part Four: Listener Construction of Identity through Perceptions of Voice 

As touched upon the previous section, listeners expect radio broadcasters to demonstrate 

certain kinds of non-linguist qualities through their voices, such as authenticity. Further, as Sound 

Reporting explains, listeners have a variety of non-linguistic traits they expect to hear on public 

radio: 

The public radio audience expects hosts to be honest, credible, versatile, quick-witted, 

articulate, and indefatigable, at times tough or soothing or whimsical or funny— and 

always trustworthy. (142)  

Many people have a hand in putting together any one newscast— producers, editors, and 

anchors. But the listener only hears one of them— the anchor. We can and should expect 

a high level of professionalism from a newsreader…we also expect a certain “polish” 

from newsreaders. You should be able to pronounce the names of people and companies 

and places without stumbling; you should know how to keep the sound of rustling papers 

to a minimum; and in general, you should uphold public radio’s high standards for on-air 

performances. (192) 

Many non-linguistic traits are discernable within these expectations of radio broadcasters’ voices. 

Qualities such as honest, credible, tough, or soothing are expected to be portrayed through one’s 

voice, and at the right time. There is the expectation for “a high level of professionalism” and a 

“certain polish.” Above all, it is emphasized that radio broadcaster should “uphold public radio’s 

high standards for on-air performances.” While radio announcers and reporters are advised to 

sound authentic, natural, and like themselves, they are at the same time advised to perform to all 

of these listener expectations.  
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Public radio listeners are not only its biggest critics - they are also its consumers. Public 

radio is perceived as generating a sound that is authentic to the point of intimacy, so that listeners 

might feel more likely to criticize something when they feel it has gone outside of their 

expectations or comfort-level. Chafin illustrates how a familiar voice can become personal, to 

both listener and reporter:  

Chafin: I think your voice is a really personal thing, and it’s interesting, because radio 

feels like a safe way to put yourself out there, and yet, it’s a very personal way to put 

yourself out there. So I think that people’s visceral reactions to sound are really 

interesting and I think they're valid because sound is intimate. I’d like people to be 

accepting of lots of voices, though. 

Chafin validates the listeners’ comments about voices, as sound is a visceral experience. Without 

listener feedback and high standards, public radio would not have that quality and consistency of 

sound that make it distinct and recognizable. Davis summarizes this as striking a balance between 

listener expectations and professional standards:    

Davis: It’s an amazing job, it’s a fun job, it’s a hard job….we serve at the pleasure of the 

listeners. We do. And I think at any point when we forget that, we have failed to do our 

job. I firmly believe that we have utterly utterly failed when we forget that we serve at the 

pleasure of the listeners. That is why we’re here. So while it may tough to take their 

critique and their feedback, sometimes you still have to open your ears and hear it and 

take it… figure out, is there something here that’s worthwhile that I need to listen to? 

And it may end up serving you well in the future, maybe. And maybe not. Try to have an 

objective perspective on it, and to always put yourself in their shoes. I'm not saying “the 

customer's always right,” and it's okay for us to fire back at them sometimes, as long as 
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we’re keeping that sort of elevated discourse. But ultimately, we’re here for them and 

we’re here because of them. Without them, there is no public radio. 

Deciding to work in the field of public radio means finding a balance between many things at the 

same time – between criticisms and praise, between authenticity and individual linguistic traits, 

between the “Voice of God” and the voice of diversity – while always striving to meet listener 

expectations and maintain the continuity of sound that is that ever ephemeral “public radio 

voice.”   
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Chapter 4: Tensions within Listener Language Ideologies on Public Radio 

In addition to tensions revealed through the interviews with public radio professionals, the 

survey that was distributed to a variety of respondents revealed tensions between expectations and 

perceptions of male and female voices on the radio. This chapter explores the quantitative data 

collected from the survey, which was distributed to a total of 111 respondents, 72 of whom 

completed it in full. The primary purpose of this chapter is to reveal tensions within the way 

listeners perceive public radio voices, and how these tensions and perceptions reflect larger cultural 

ideologies about “good language use.” At the end of the survey, respondents were provided with 

the option to leave a final comment. What was interesting is that some of the respondents used this 

space to reflect further on their perceptions of voices on the radio. Many overtly reported that they 

did not perceive any difference in gender when considering conceptions of “radio voices.” 

Respondents wrote, “I like a mix of male and female voices. Too much of one or the other is 

annoying,” “no preference male or female voices on radio,” “I don't feel that I prefer one gender 

over another,” “all the voices sounded very similar to me. Yes, there were both male and female 

voices, but they were all strong, clear voices with good diction and speed,” and “Makes no 

difference in male or female.” Some of the respondents were a bit more reflective about their 

answers to the survey data, such as the one respondent who wrote, “Even though I am a youngish 

woman of color I found myself gravitating towards the white male voices.” This is to say that 

regardless of the results of the survey, many respondents completed it believing that gendered 

perceptions of what voices should sound like on the radio does not exist. However, the data 

discussed throughout this chapter illustrates that there is a clear conception of a standard “radio 

voice” as authoritative and male. This perception is reinforced by listener expectations and cultural 

ideologies regarding social voices and was reflected throughout the survey.   
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Survey Results: Listenership and Demographic Information 

 Before respondents were able to listen to the different voices within the survey, they were 

first asked to answer general questions regarding their demographic information. This included 

the amount of time they typically spend listening to the radio per week, as well as questions about 

their gender, age, location, education level, and occupation field. This information was 

foundational to the survey as a whole. It revealed that the majority of respondents listen to at least 

some form of live radio broadcast per week, as well as that a large portion of respondents are 

public radio listeners. 50% of respondents indicated that they spend at least one to five hours 

listening to a live radio broadcast per week, while 40% reported that they spend one to five hours 

listening to public radio (NPR) each week. Only 11% reported that they do not spend any time 

listening to any kind of radio broadcast. This information on listenership was essential to the 

purpose of the survey, as one of the underlying aims was to collect data about listener perceptions 

of voice on the radio from people who actively listen on a regular basis in order to recreate the 

effect of listening to a live radio broadcast. This would allow the survey to collect listeners’ 

visceral reactions in the form of answers to tailored questions about “radio voices,” as well as in 

their own comments.  

 Respondents were then asked to answer questions about their demographic information. 

Answers from a total of 110 respondents were collected, although 72 completed the survey all the 

way to the end. In terms of gender, 33% of respondents were male, while 67% were female, all of 

whom were between the ages of 18 and 64 years old. The highest amount of respondents were 

between the ages of 25 to 35 years old, followed by those between the ages of 45 to 54 years old. 

This information was essential in finding out whether the genders or ages of listeners had any 

influence on their perceptions of voice and identity on the radio. In addition, the respondents 

answered a question about where they were from as a way to locate them within particular 
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regions of the United States, and to find out whether this had any impact on their perceptions of 

voice. The question asked the respondents to indicate which region they consider themselves to 

be from, as opposed to where they currently live, as this would indicate their innate language 

background. 94% of respondents were from the United States, with the majority, 39%, from the 

South Atlantic (Delaware, Maryland, District of Columbia, Virginia, West Virginia, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida), followed by 27%, who were from New England 

(Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut). There was at 

least one respondent from each region of the United States. The regions of the respondents 

indicates that the majority were from the East Coast and spread relatively evenly between the 

North East and South East, indicating that a mixture of English language backgrounds were 

present.   

Questions about the respondents’ education level and occupation field were also included 

to discover the social aspects and cultural standing of the respondents. As Lippi-Green was 

quoted in this thesis’s Introduction, a “standard language” is “the language of the educated” (57). 

In other words, those who take it upon themselves to set and define a standard are also able to 

maintain power and speak with authority. Most of the respondents reported that they received a 

higher education: 41% reported they have a Bachelor’s degree, 24% reported they have a 

Master’s degree, and 14% reported that they have completed at least some college. Concerning 

the respondents’ occupation field, 19% reported that they are currently students. 18% of 

respondents work in the field of Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media and 15% work in 

the field of Education, Training, and Library.  

 This demographic information as a whole indicates that most of the survey respondents 

were educated adults who were primarily from the East Coast of the United States and either were 

students or professionals in the field of arts or education. Most respondents actively listen to the 
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radio on a regular basis. This provides a foundation for the information received and recorded 

throughout the survey, as responses were likely to express perceptions of what constitutes 

“standard” or “good” language use on the radio from the perspectives of educated listeners of a 

variety of ages and backgrounds.  

Part One: Collective v. Individual “Radio Voices” 

One of the overarching goals of the survey was to discover what qualities, if any, 

listeners found to be characteristic of voices on the radio, particularly of those on public radio. As 

the interviewees in Chapter 4 demonstrated, there are certain commonly held beliefs about what a 

“radio voice” should or should not sound like within the public radio industry, such as authentic, 

but not distracting. The question that arose from the interviewees’ perception of voices on the 

radio was whether listeners agreed with the interviewees about what constitutes a “radio voice.” 

Throughout the survey, the ideologies elucidated by the public radio professionals were 

confirmed in some ways and repudiated in others. This depended on how listeners responded to 

the different voices according to a perceived standard of what “radio voices” should sound like. 

The results show that listeners do have a clear conception of a certain type of “radio voice,” 

which complicates the radio professionals’ assertions in Chapter 3 that one must sound 

“authentic” on air, as listeners outline a number of qualities they perceive as “good language use” 

on the radio, which may directly contrast with one’s natural voice. In other words, listeners 

conveyed that a perceived standard of what a “radio voice” should sound like exists, a concept 

that contradicts expressing oneself in a natural way. This, coupled with the interviewees’ 

affirmation that the public radio industry is moving away from the white older male “Voice of 

God” announcer, demonstrates a tension between how the interviewees perceive “radio voices,” 

i.e. authentic, natural, and diverse, versus the standard “radio voice” listeners proclaimed they 
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expect to hear, both which work as a practice in “verbal hygiene,” or the evaluation of another’s 

language use according to a perceived standard.   

The results of the survey addressed what respondents regarded as “radio voices” in a few 

ways. Respondents were asked to rate each of the eight voices on a scale from “strongly disagree” 

to “strongly agree” according to five statements listed below each voice. Of the five statements, 

one read, “I consider this a ‘radio voice.’ ” The answers were later divided into two categories: 

“Total Disagree” and “Total Agree.” As discussed in Chapter 2, each script was voiced by eight 

public radio professionals, four men and four women, who all work at WFDD. As the intent of 

the survey was to elicit anonymous data from listeners, the identity of each “Voicer” was also 

kept confidential to eliminate any inherent bias, either due to survey respondents knowing the 

“Voicers” as listeners of WFDD, or responding to certain conceptions of voice due to any 

external information that could be attribute to a name, such as age, race, or background. For the 

purposes of the discussion of the survey results, each “Voicer” has been given a pseudonym, 

which is used to describe listener reactions to their voices throughout this chapter.  

Most of the “Voicers” were between the ages of 35 and 50. The first voice, James, has 

over fifteen years of experience in the public radio industry. He has a voice pitch that has been 

described as not particularly high or low. Maria has over ten years of experience in public radio. 

Her voice has typically been characterized as having a lower pitch. Like James, Patricia has 

worked in public radio for over fifteen years. She has often been described as having a higher 

pitch. The fourth voice to appear on the survey between the ages of 35 and 50 was Robert. Robert 

has worked in the public radio industry for under ten years. His voice has been described as being 

low pitched. Michael is a radio professional with a background in newspaper journalism. He has 

around five years of experience in radio. His voice is regarded as being high pitched. Barbara, the 

last female “Voicer” between the ages of 35 and 50, has worked in radio for over ten years and 



62 

 

 

 

has a low pitch. The two “Voicers” between the ages of 25 and 35 were Susan and William. They 

both have worked in radio between five and ten years, including time in college. Susan is 

considered to have a higher pitch, while William is considered to have a medium to low pitch.  

 In regards to whom respondents found to be most in accordance with their perception of a 

“radio voice,” both Barbara and William were rated as highest, with 97% of respondents agreeing 

with the statement “I consider this a radio voice.” This was closely followed by James and 

Robert, at 95% and 93%, respectively (see Table 1). The remaining female voices, Maria, 

Patricia, and Susan, were consistently rated lower, with “agree” percentages in the 80th percentile. 

The lowest overall was Michael, with only 72% of respondents agreeing that they considered his 

voice to be a “radio voice.” Michael’s voice is considered to be higher pitched, particularly when 

compared to the other three male “Voicers.” This could have led survey respondents to give him 

lower marks, which would mean that respondents find lower pitched voices to be “radio voices.” 

This would also be true for the female “Voicers,” as Barbara, who has a low pitch, was rated 

higher than Maria, Patricia, and Susan. It is also interesting to note that Maria and Barbara both 

have low pitches, while Patricia and Susan do not. However, the scripts Barbara and Maria read 

contained different content, which may have led respondents to have disparate reactions to what 

they felt was appropriate for the “Voicers’ ” gender. While Barbara was marked higher in regards 

to having a “radio voice,” she was also reading an events announcement, while Maria was 

reading news copy. This may have led to listeners’ attribution of a higher score for Barbara due to 

her speaking on less authoritative subject matter. This has broader implications about what topics 

female voices are perceived as being able to speak on with authority. While both Barbara and 

William were ranked as highest overall, William read news copy, which is traditionally 

considered a “high culture” topic within the male sphere, while Barbara’s event announcement is 

a topic historically voiced by women on the radio.  
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 Within the survey, the responses were broken down into categories according to the 

respondents’ gender. This revealed how the gender of the respondents influenced their 

perceptions of what constitutes a “radio voice.” Similar to the overall responses, 100% of male 

respondents found William’s voice to be a “radio voice;” however, female respondents rated 

Barbara highest, as 98% of women found her voice to sound most like a “radio voice” to them 

(see Tables 2 and 3). The female respondents also rated all but one of the male voices, Michael, 

in the upper 90th percentile. Although the male respondents rated William and James as the 

highest in terms of “radio voice,” they also rated the female “Voicers” with lower pitches, 

Barbara and Maria, highly, within the 90th percentile. Again, Barbara and Maria’s lower pitched 

voices may have been why they were rated higher than Susan and Patricia. Further, both male and 

female respondents consistently ranked Susan and Michael as lower than the others, with Michael 

receiving the lowest marks overall (see Tables 2 and 3). Susan and Michael are considered to 

have high pitched voices, thus reinforcing the perception that “radio voices” should sound either 

low in pitch and preferably male, according to the data.  

Table 1: Overall Responses to “I consider this a ‘radio voice.’” 

 
James Maria Patricia Robert Susan Michael Barbara William 

Total Disagree 5% 12% 12% 8% 20% 28% 3% 3% 

Total Agree 95% 88% 88% 93% 80% 72% 97% 97% 

 

Table 2: Male Responses to “I consider this a ‘radio voice.’” 

 
James Maria Patricia Robert Susan Michael Barbara William 

Total Disagree 3% 7% 19% 15% 30% 35% 5% 0% 
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Total Agree 97% 93% 81% 85% 70% 65% 95% 100% 

 

Table 3: Female Responses to “I consider this a ‘radio voice.’” 

 
James Maria Patricia Robert Susan Michael Barbara William 

Disagree Total 5% 15% 9% 4% 15% 25% 2% 4% 

Agree Total 95% 85% 91% 96% 85% 75% 98% 96% 

 

At the end of the survey, respondents were asked to record their preferences and opinions 

on “radio voices” on a scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 72 respondents 

completed this section. Their responses were broken down into two categories “Total Disagree” 

and “Total Agree.” Overall, both male and female respondents indicated that their perception of 

the typical “radio voice” was male (see Table 4). Across genders, the respondents 

overwhelmingly disagreed with the statement “The typical ‘radio voice’ is female,” with 87% of 

respondents disagreeing. Female respondents were split evenly as to whether they agreed or 

disagreed that the typical “radio voice” is male at 50%; however, only 16% of female respondents 

agreed that the typical “radio voice” is female (see Table 6). Male responses cited the typical 

“radio voice” as being male, as 59% agreed with this statement (see Table 5).  

These results could be indicative of a few things: either listeners could be confirming an 

inherent bias against female voices on the radio, or they could be demonstrating a perception that 

most voices on the radio are male. This data shows that listeners perceive radio as a medium 

dominated by male voices, as their perception of what constitutes a “radio voice” is dramatically 

gendered. This perception of the typical “radio voice” being male is an ideology likely 

perpetuated by the view of public radio as an authoritative medium. Thus, the perception of 
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“radio voices” as male is a result of the inherent authority given to male speakers within 

American culture. These broader language ideologies are reflected in the respondents’ answers 

and work to make it more difficult for female reporters and announcers to speak with authority as 

they must combat a male dominated perception of a standard radio sound.  

Table 4: Overall Responses to Gender of a “Typical ‘Radio Voice’” 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

The typical "radio voice" is male. 48% 52% 

The typical "radio voice" is female. 83% 17% 

 

Table 5: Male Responses to Gender of a “Typical ‘Radio Voice’” 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

The typical "radio voice" is male. 41% 59% 

The typical "radio voice" is female. 82% 18% 

 

Table 6: Female Responses to Gender a “Typical ‘Radio Voice’”  

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

The typical "radio voice" is male. 50% 50% 

The typical "radio voice" is female. 84% 16% 

 

 Further, respondents were asked to mark whether they agreed or disagreed with six 

statements regarding gender and voice. These questions were about whether respondents 

preferred listening to female or male voices in daily life, as well as on the radio as hosts and 
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announcers. As there was not a “neutral” option, many respondents tended towards “disagree,” as 

this indicated that they had no preference, which likely skewed the “disagree” percentage higher, 

which suggests a reluctance to admit a gender preference overtly. However, the results 

demonstrate a consistent bias for male voices over female. Overall, respondents indicated that 

they generally prefer listening to a male voice, as 37% agree that they prefer listening to a male 

voice overall, as compared to 25% who were in agreement that they generally prefer listening to a 

female voice (see Table 7). These results were similar across genders (see Tables 8 and 9). 

Interestingly, although most respondents of both genders indicated that they preferred male radio 

announcers and hosts to female announcers and hosts, female respondents indicated that they 

prefer radio programs with a female host, with 36% of female respondents agreeing with that 

statement, and only 22% indicating they prefer programs with a male host (see Table 9). 

However, 32% of men prefer programs with a male host as opposed to 23%, who prefer programs 

with a female host (see Table 8).  

Table 7: Overall Responses to Gender Preferences 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

On the whole, I prefer listening to a female voice. 75% 25% 

On the whole, I prefer listening to a male voice. 63% 37% 

I prefer female radio announcers and hosts. 72% 28% 

I prefer male radio announcers and hosts. 70% 30% 

I prefer radio programs with a female host. 69% 31% 

I prefer radio programs with a male host. 75% 25% 
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Table 8: Male Responses to Gender Preferences 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

On the whole, I prefer listening to a female voice. 77% 23% 

On the whole, I prefer listening to a male voice. 59% 41% 

I prefer female radio announcers and hosts. 73% 27% 

I prefer male radio announcers and hosts. 73% 27% 

I prefer radio programs with a female host. 77% 23% 

I prefer radio programs with a male host. 68% 32% 

 

Table 9: Female Responses to Gender Preferences 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

On the whole, I prefer listening to a female voice. 72% 28% 

On the whole, I prefer listening to a male voice. 66% 34% 

I prefer female radio announcers and hosts. 70% 30% 

I prefer male radio announcers and hosts. 70% 30% 

I prefer radio programs with a male host. 78% 22% 

I prefer radio programs with a female host. 64% 36% 

  

 The listeners’ perceptions of what constitutes a “radio voice” within this data is clear, as 

the female “Voicers” were consistently marked lower than the male “Voicers.” “Radio voice” 

works as a social construct that establishes and reinforces conceptions of identity. As the 

interplay between the actual voices and the listeners’ reactions to them demonstrates, identity 
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through voice is socially mediated. Listeners may be unconsciously conforming to a perceived 

institutional voice, i.e. the voice of public radio, which produces a problem when it comes to 

gender expectations. The listeners’ elevation of male voices over female voices regarding what 

constitutes a “radio voice” complicates the interviewees’ assertion from Chapter 3 that “radio 

voices” should sound authentic and individual, as it is clear that higher pitched female, and 

sometimes male, voices are not considered to be within the perceived standard by radio listeners. 

Part Two: Perceptions of Age Related to Pitch 

In addition to listeners’ perceptions about gender as it relates to conceptions of identity 

and voice on public radio, perceptions about age and experience level in relation to gender and 

voice were also exposed through the survey data. These questions were motivated due to the 

experiences of the female interviewees from Chapter 3 who reported that they had often received 

criticisms about “sounding young.” Age related questions were asked throughout the survey to 

discover whether or not a perceptible age bias exists regarding male and female voices. Before we 

delve into the data on voice and age, it is first essential to reiterate the ages of the respondents 

who took the survey. According to the survey data, the respondents’ ages were spread relatively 

evenly from 18 to 64 years old, although the highest amount of respondents were between the 

ages of 25 to 54 (see Table 10).  

Table 10: Age Range of Respondents 

Under 12 years old 0% 

12-17 years old 2% 

18-24 years old 13% 

25-34 years old 25% 
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35-44 years old 18% 

45-54 years old 22% 

55-64 years old 16% 

65-74 years old 3% 

75 years or older 1% 

 

As indicated in the previous section on “radio voices,” respondents were asked to rate 

each of the eight voices on a scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” according to five 

statements listed below each voice. The answers were later divided into two categories, “Total 

Disagree” and “Total Agree.” Respondents were asked to indicate whether they agreed or 

disagreed with the statement: “This voice belongs to a person who is over 35.” 

 In all, respondents agreed that most of the voices, Barbara, William, James, Michael, 

Robert, and Maria, were all over the age of 35 (see Table 11). All of the male voices were 

perceived as being over 35. Respondents reported that they felt that the two remaining female 

voices, Patricia and Susan, belonged to a person under the age of 35. It is important to note two 

things here: these responses were made without knowing the true ages of the voicers and were 

based purely on the respondents’ perception of identity through voice. It also is important to note 

that the female “Voicers” with naturally higher pitches were rated as younger than the lower 

pitched “Voicers,” as Patricia and Susan were considered youngest overall.  

Table 11: Overall Responses to “This voice belongs to a person who is over 35.” 

 
James Maria Patricia Robert Susan Michael Barbara William 

Total Disagree 21% 37% 70% 33% 59% 23% 12% 14% 



70 

 

 

 

Total Agree 79% 63% 30% 68% 41% 77% 88% 86% 

 

 Further, respondents were asked to mark their preferences as to whether they agreed or 

disagreed with five statements regarding age and voice at the end of the survey. The results were 

broken down into two age categories: respondents over and under the age of 35. The average 

responses of the age ranges 18-34 and 35-64 were calculated as follows. 

 Younger respondents between the ages of 18-34 overwhelming disagreed with the 

statement “I like to hear voices that sound younger than I am on the radio” by 89%, and largely 

disagreed with the statement “I like to hear voices that sound the same age as me on the radio” by 

63%. They favored hearing voices that sound older than their age range by 74%.  However, they 

also overwhelming agreed with the statement “People under the age of 35 are equally as skilled 

and capable as people over 35” by 97% (see Table 12). As compared to respondents between the 

ages of 35-63, no significant difference was recorded as to whether “radio announcers and hosts 

should be over the age of 35”. The older respondents (those between the ages of 35 and 64), 

mostly preferred the statement “I like to hear voices that sound around the same age as me on the 

radio” as compared to younger voices (75% disagreed) or older voices (74% disagreed). 87% also 

indicated that they agreed with the statement, “People under the age of 35 are equally as skilled 

and capable as people over 35,” although less so than the respondents between the ages of 18-34 

(see Table 13).  
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Table 12: Age Preferences for Respondents 18-34 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

I like to hear voices that sound younger than I am on the radio. 89% 11% 

I like to hear voices that sound older than I am on the radio. 26% 74% 

I like to hear voices that sound around the same age as me on the radio. 63% 37% 

People under the age of 35 are equally as skilled and capable  

as people over 35. 

3% 97% 

Radio announcers and hosts should be over the age of 35. 88% 12% 

 

Table 13: Age Preferences for Respondents 35-64 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

 I like to hear voices that sound younger than I am on the radio. 75% 25% 

 I like to hear voices that sound older than I am on the radio. 74% 26% 

 I like to hear voices that sound around the same age as me on the radio. 53% 47% 

People under the age of 35 are equally as skilled and capable as people 

over 35. 

13% 87% 

Radio announcers and hosts should be over the age of 35. 89% 11% 

  

 The survey data reveals a belief about the way voices on public radio should sound. As 

the younger respondents indicated, there is a preference for older voices on the radio. This 

illustrates a conception of public radio as the voice of authority. As respondents of all ages 

indicated, Patricia and Susan were perceived as being under the age of 35. Regardless of their 

actual ages, this perception undermines their ability, as well as the ability of all women with 
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voices in a higher pitch, to be perceived as speaking with authority on an authoritative medium. 

That the younger respondents particularly favored older voices is telling about the perception of 

not only voices on public radio, but also about the kinds of voices that are able to speak on 

authoritative, or “high culture,” topics generally. Again, high pitched female voices are perceived 

as being younger, and by extension, less experienced, than male voices on the radio. 

Part Three: Voice and Construction of Identity through Non-Linguistic Qualities 

Throughout the survey, respondents were also asked questions regarding the kinds of 

non-linguistic qualities they ascribe to voice. These questions were formulated with the intention 

of teasing out the descriptive qualities listeners ascribe to voice as they attempt to construct 

identity through disembodied voices. Respondents were asked to answer questions about each 

voice regarding the qualities of authenticity, authoritativeness, trustworthiness, and 

professionalism. They were also provided the option to write in their own descriptions of each 

voice. The purpose of these questions was to find out whether certain non-linguistic qualities 

were attributed to voices in relation to gender.  

Overall, the respondents overwhelmingly agreed with the statement “Radio hosts and 

announcers should sound authentic” by 94%. The respondents also indicated that they were likely 

to turn their radios off or change the station when they heard a voice they do not like over a voice 

they do not trust, as 79% agreed that they would turn it off due to dislike, while 64% agreed they 

would turn it off due to distrust (see Table 14). These findings are similar to the tensions revealed 

between authenticity and distractedness reported by the interviewees in Chapter 3. Listeners 

emphasize that they would like hosts and announcers on the radio to sound like themselves, and 

yet they report that they would turn off the radio if they do not like the way reporters or 

announcers sound.  
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Table 14: Overall Responses on Preferences 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

Radio hosts and announcers should sound authentic. 6% 94% 

I turn my radio off/change the station when I hear a voice I don't like. 21% 79% 

I turn my radio off/change the station when I hear a voice I don't trust. 36% 64% 

 

This was further complicated by respondents’ attribution of non-linguistic qualities to 

certain voices over others throughout the survey. The statements, “I find this voice authoritative,” 

“I think this voice is trustworthy,” and “I think this voice is professional” were included under 

each voice. In terms of professionalism, most of the voices were ranked highly, with James in the 

lead with 98% in agreement with the statement “I think this voice sounds professional.” This was 

followed closely by William at 97%, Maria, Robert, and Barbara at 96%, and Patricia not far 

behind at 94%. However, Susan and Michael were consistently ranked as the lowest in 

professionalism (see Table 15). Regarding the statement “I think this voice is trustworthy,” 

William and Patricia were ranked highest by 99% of respondents. This is the only statement 

where Patricia was ranked highest overall, although all of the voices were ranked in the 90th 

percentile for this statement (see Table 15).  

Overall, “Voicers” Robert and Barbara were ranked equally as sounding the most 

authoritative, with 88% of the respondents agreeing with the statement, “I find this voice 

authoritative.” This was closely followed by James and Robert, with 85% of respondents 

perceiving these voices as authoritative. Michael received the lowest marks in authoritativeness, 

with 43% of respondents disagreeing with the statement regarding his voice. This was followed 

by Susan, Patricia, and Maria, whose voices received lower scores as compared with the three 
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male voices and one female, Barbara, who consistently ranked highest of the female “Voicers” 

throughout the survey (see Table 17). Further, respondents affirmed that they found male voices 

overall to be more authoritative by a large margin. 51% of respondents agreed with the statement, 

“On the whole, I believe male voices sound more authoritative,” while 81% disagreed with the 

statement “On the whole, I believe female voices sound more authoritative. However, 81% of 

respondents agreed with the statement “On the whole, I find female voices trustworthy,” while 

only 60% of respondent agreed with the statement “On the whole, I find male voices trustworthy” 

(see Table 16). 

Table 15: Overall Responses to “I think this voice sounds professional.” 

 
James Maria Patricia Robert Susan Michael Barbara William 

Total 

Disagree 

2% 4% 6% 4% 11% 16% 4% 3% 

Total Agree 98% 96% 94% 96% 89% 84% 96% 97% 

 

Table 16: Overall Responses to “I think this voice is trustworthy.” 

 
James Maria Patricia Robert Susan Michael Barbara William 

Total Disagree 4% 4% 1% 5% 5% 9% 3% 1% 

Total Agree 96% 96% 99% 95% 95% 91% 97% 99% 

 

Table 17: Overall Responses to “I find this voice authoritative.”  

 
James Maria Patricia Robert Susan Michael Barbara William 

Total Disagree 15% 24% 28% 13% 32% 43% 12% 15% 
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Total Agree 85% 76% 72% 88% 68% 57% 88% 85% 

 

Table 18: Overall Gendered Perceptions Regarding Authoritativeness and Trustworthiness 

 
Total Disagree Total Agree 

On the whole, I believe male voices sound more authoritative. 49% 51% 

On the whole, I believe female voices sound more authoritative. 81% 19% 

On the whole, I find male voices trustworthy. 40% 60% 

On the whole, I find female voices trustworthy. 19% 81% 

 

That most of the women were perceived as sounding less authoritative than the men 

reveals a discrepancy between sounding authentic versus sounding authoritative within the realm 

of radio. If one has the “right” sort of female sound, a lower pitch, perhaps even speaking on what 

would not be considered a “high culture” topic, such as an events announcement, she is perceived 

as speaking with authority. However, if the way one sounds does not fit within the standard 

notion of how a “radio voice” should sound, then one is not considered authoritative. That a high 

pitched female voice, such as Patricia’s, was regarded as trustworthy, but not authoritative, 

reveals that listeners attribute moral judgments about language use when it comes to female 

“Voicers.” A woman can be seen as honest, while at the same time, she can be perceived as not 

maintaining power and control with her voice. This is due to broader cultural conceptions of 

female voices, as discussed in Chapter 1, rather than having to do with the quality or tonality of 

the voice itself.   

As the survey has demonstrated so far, “Voicers” James, William, Barbara, and Robert 

were consistently marked higher than Maria, Patricia, Susan, and Michael. To discover a more 
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comprehensive understanding of how listeners characterized and perceived each voice, 

respondents were provided with the option to leave a written response to the question, “How 

would you describe this voice?” In order to consolidate the responses for the purposes of this 

survey, these responses were edited down to include words or phrases that attributed non-

linguistic qualities to each of the voices. The comments were then divided into three categories, 

“Positive,” “Negative,” and “Neutral,” for each voice. For the purposes of this discussion, the 

frequency of words used for male and female voices was also recorded. The complete tables can 

be found in Appendix 2 of this thesis. 

The top ten most frequently used words to describe the male and female voices within the 

survey are outlined below (see Table 20). The terminology used to describe the male and female 

voices confirms much of the data already discussed throughout this chapter. Female voices were 

perceived as sounding younger, while male voicers were perceived as sounding more 

authoritative and experienced. The terminology used to describe the female voices is also in line 

with larger cultural expectations that women should sound like “ladies,” as discussed in Chapter 1 

(Mugglestone). The female “Voicers” were valued for the listeners’ perception of qualities such 

as sounding professional, pleasant, clear, friendly, and soft. However, they were also held to a 

higher standard than the men, demonstrated through the criticism of their voices sounding rushed, 

too fast, high, or computerized. The top ten most frequently used words to describe the male 

voices were all positive, expect one: that they sometimes sounded too high in pitch. This works to 

confirm the results seen throughout the survey further, as lower pitched, male voices are 

perceived as exhibiting “good language use” on the radio, while listeners are more apt to be 

critical of the female voices.  
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Table 19: Top Ten Most Frequently Used Words to Describe Male and Female Voices 

Female Male 

Description Frequency Description Frequency 

PROFESSIONAL 12 CLEAR 10 

YOUNG/YOUNGER 12 PROFESSIONAL 8 

PLEASANT 6 GOOD 6 

CLEAR 5 CONVERSATIONAL 5 

FAST/FASTER 5 HIGH/HIGHER 5 

COMPUTERIZED/ELECTRONIC/ 

ROBOTIC 4 TRUST/TRUSTWORTHY 5 

HIGH/HIGHER 4 STRONG 4 

RUSHED/RUSHING 4 AUTHORITATIVE 3 

FRIENDLY 3 ENTHUSIASTIC 3 

SOFT/SOFTER 3 EXPERIENCED 3 

 

Conclusion 

 In all, the survey indicated that listeners perceive male voices as demonstrating the 

standard sound of radio voices through the respondents’ constructions of identity and practices of 

“verbal hygiene” throughout the survey, as they ascribed non-linguistic traits to the voices that 

reflected broader cultural ideologies regarding gender. The data revealed tensions between the 

way respondents outwardly understood themselves as understanding their own conceptions of 

“radio voice” and the perceptions that were revealed through their responses. Although the 

respondents emphasized the importance of authenticity and gender equality, they also 

demonstrated widely held beliefs about gendered language ideologies in regards to female voices 

in American culture through their visceral reactions to the voices. The female “Voicers” in the 

survey were more likely to be criticized and less likely to be perceived as speaking with authority, 

while the respondents revealed that they were much more comfortable with the male “Voicers” 

within an authoritative context. What this all reveals is that the evaluative acts people make on 

other’s voices may express unconscious beliefs about language rather than aligning with the 
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beliefs they proclaim to hold. To paraphrase Cameron, it is important to reflect on the way we 

evaluate language use to discover whether our beliefs actually line up with what we espouse to be 

the truth.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion of the Interview and Survey Data 

 This thesis has explored the notion of gendered language ideologies and degree to which 

they are reflected in insiders’ “meta-talk” about voice and in listener responses to women’s voices 

on public radio. Over the course of my research, this objective broadened to include linguistic 

tensions both within the public radio industry and through listener perceptions of voice. The data 

collected from the interviews and survey in the previous chapters revealed how language is 

understood and used within the public radio industry, as well as certain linguistic expectations 

that are reinforced by its listeners. These ideas about language were not always uniform. Tensions 

were revealed between concepts of authenticity, or sounding natural and like oneself, versus 

expectations of what a public radio voice “should” sound like. In other words, complications 

arose when listeners and announcers asserted that a perceived standard of what constitutes a 

“radio voice” exists, as this directly conflicts with the perpetuated notion of sounding “authentic.” 

It is difficult to sound both authentic and standardized, or appropriate for the context, at the same 

time. This problem is further complicated by the fact that the voices are projected through an 

authoritative news medium within the public sphere. As discussed in Chapter 1, female voices on 

the radio challenge prescribed beliefs about gender, such as whether women on the radio are 

perceived as being able to sound as authoritative or trustworthy as men while speaking on “high 

culture” topics, such as the news, which have traditionally been reserved for male reporters and 

announcers.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 As I was conducting this research, I encountered a number of limitations that could be 

researched in future studies on how language use perpetuates modes of power and authority 

within American society. One of the issues that arises is constructions of identity through voice 

and how race plays into this. As public radio works as a force that maintains structures of power 
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within a society, it would be worth investigating how diverse voices are actually received on 

public radio. One of the limitations of my research is that I was not able to explore this avenue of 

thought at all. All of the “Voicers” within the survey were white. It would be interesting to 

discover how the concept of “authenticity” connects with attitudes towards a more diverse sample 

of “Voicers.” Another limitation is that the “Voicers” did not have salient accents or 

characteristics of language users within a particular region of the United States or the world. 

Research into this arena of language use would help round out the concept of what listeners 

perceive as “standardized” language use within American culture. Lastly, one of the limitations I 

encountered was being confined to a particular region. Data from either NPR or other public radio 

stations, such as in bigger cities and rural areas, would help broaden and confirm the perceptions 

of “good language use” more completely coupled with demonstrated the interviews at WFDD and 

the survey. Nevertheless, the data compiled through the research in this thesis illustrates 

important notions about what is perceived as “good language use,” both on public radio and 

within American culture; it also uncovers how genders are expected to conform to certain 

ideological expectations through their language use, particularly when voices are amplified 

through an authoritative medium and listeners construct the identities through concepts of “social 

voices.”  

Questions from Analysis of Interview and Survey Data 

1. What kind of language ideologies are embedded within the ways public radio reporters and 

announcers talk about voice? 

The concept of a “radio voice” as an institutional or social voice versus an individual 

voice, particularly on public radio, revealed a primary tension within the way public radio 

reporters and announcers discussed the concept of voice in the interviews. The institutional voice 

was referred to as the “Voice of God,” an all-knowing disembodied authority figure traditionally 
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voiced by an older white male. To industry insiders, this kind of “radio voice” was described as a 

something from which public radio is moving away. This was further illustrated in the 

interviewees’ emphasis on sounding “authentic,” or sounding like they are actually speaking 

rather than reading while showing their individual personalities through their voices. 

Further, authenticity, in the way that the interviewees use the term, is defined by the OED 

as “having the quality of verisimilitude; true to life,” as well as “in accordance with fact or stating 

the truth, and thus worthy of acceptance or belief.” Therefore, there are layers to the notion of 

authenticity. One must convey the quality of a “true to life” sound within his or her voice. They 

must sound natural, or like themselves. Then, a listener must hear that quality of “truth,” or 

authenticity, within the speaker’s voice. If the voice sounds like it has that quality of 

“truthfulness” to it, then the content they are speaking of is also deemed “worthy of acceptance or 

belief,” as one is “stating the truth” “in accordance with fact.” This quality of voice as authentic is 

especially important to a news reporter, whose job it is to report the facts. If the listener believes 

that the voice has a false quality to it, then they may ascribe that quality of falsehood to the 

content, as well. This may be the underlying point of Brown’s statement in her interview within 

Chapter 3, that without authenticity, “you really have nothing” and “you’re just breathing words.” 

Listeners may be less likely to believe you, which is a reason behind why reporters aspire to 

sound as natural as possible on the radio. It should be reiterated, though, that authenticity is the 

listener’s interpretation of specific sounds coming through the airwaves, and that interpretation is 

inextricably bound up with the listener’s own ideologies about language and gender (Cameron). 

In particular, it is clear from the survey data that listeners expect reporters and announcers to 

speak with “authenticity” on public radio, but they also expressed ideological beliefs about what 

kinds of voices are more capable of speaking in an authoritative medium. As discussed in Chapter 

4, listeners’ answers to survey questions demonstrated that they found female voices to sound 



82 

 

 

 

“robotic” or “computerized” when they were perceived as speaking, or attempt to speak, with 

authority. 

Furthermore, the trouble with sounding authentic within a standardized and established 

news medium brings about a core tension that inevitably leads to negative judgments of female 

voices on the radio. As was revealed in the case of Sabrina Farhi from this thesis’s Introduction, 

sounding authentic is not always desired or accepted in actual fact. The criticisms of Farhi’s voice 

chastised her for portraying perceived non-linguistic qualities listeners ascribed to apparent 

overuse of a vocal tic: in her case, “vocal fry.” She was accused of sounding “young,” “bratty,” 

and “privileged,” and thus she no longer voices funding credits for NPR. To be clear, if the 

natural or authentic quality of her voice includes what is known as “vocal fry,” then actual 

authenticity (or her sincere voice) is not actually valued. As shown in Chapter 3, the interviewees 

revealed a certain ideology behind their discussion of “distracting” vocal qualities on the radio, 

which are perceived as both undesirable and inauthentic. The interviewees’ explanations of 

distracting vocal tics exposes their beliefs that voice works as a vehicle to bring attention to what 

is being said rather than how. Accordingly, as the interviewee McCord explained in Chapter 3, 

one must use his or her voice “as a tool” as one remains “conscious of being able to not be 

distracting with [one’s] voice” and maintain an awareness of not using vocal qualities as an 

affectation, such as exhibiting “podcast voice,” or projecting a voice radio announcers expect 

listeners want to hear rather than being themselves. This belief about language reveals an inner 

tension between expectations of what constitutes a “radio voice.” Although the interviewees 

initially eschewed the notion of an institutional voice, they also defined limits to what 

authenticity should sound like. According to the interviewees, if listeners feel “distracted” by 

vocal mannerisms, they turn the radio off or change the station, which effectively silences not 

only that person’s voice, but all voices on public radio. In turn, the reporters and announcers 
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maintain this ideology of avoiding vocal “distractions” as they express concern about the state of 

their jobs, such as not fulfilling their mission when the listener notices or ascribes certain 

undesirable qualities to their voices. The essential problem that arises within the ideology of 

maintaining authenticity without distractedness is that female voices are inevitably targeted, 

resulting in demands that they either alter their voices or are silenced. Female reporters and 

announcers are caught in a double-bind, particularly when it comes to the listener aversion to 

“sounding young” on the radio, as the female interviewees discussed in Chapter 3. 

As the review of literature on language and gender theory in Chapter 1 of this thesis 

demonstrates, this type of “verbal hygiene”—or, metacommentaries on language and 

prescriptions for “good” language use—is indicative of broader cultural ideologies regarding 

notions of language and gender. As listeners conflate linguistic judgments with moral judgments 

about women and their language use, reporters, announcers, and the public radio industry as a 

whole work to maintain these ideologies, perhaps unconsciously, when they perpetuate beliefs 

about authenticity and distractedness. As Mugglestone states, women are viewed as “guardians of 

the language,” and are thus held to a higher standard than men. As the interviews with the male 

reporters and announcers in Chapter 3 showed, men are less likely to receive criticisms regarding 

their voice or tonality, as the male interviewees did not convey that they had received any 

feedback like this throughout their careers. Conversely, the female reporters and announcers, 

particularly those who speak in a naturally higher pitch, were held to a different standard. As the 

interviewees revealed, the underlying criticism they received was that they did not sound 

experienced enough to be on the radio, which undermines their ability to speak with authority on 

“high culture” topics. The fact that female voices are more likely to be criticized for not sounding 

experienced enough due to their natural sound forces them to make a choice; in Lakoff’s words, 

they must chose between “the way they are taught to use language, and in the way general 
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language use treats them” (39). In the case of female public radio announcers and reporters, they 

are trained to use language authentically and to sound “like themselves,” but at the same time, 

they are asked to polish their speech to make it void of vocal tics and other qualities that could be 

deemed “distracting,” such as a higher pitch or “vocal fry.” If they do not do this, they risk being 

silenced, either by listeners turning off the radio or by being taken off the air completely. 

2. What kind of language ideologies are embedded in survey data regarding listener 

perceptions of voice, and what are we learning about “good” language use through 

listeners’ reactions to voices on public radio? 

In addition to the language ideologies revealed by public radio insiders, the survey data 

also demonstrated language and gender ideologies at play regarding listener perceptions of voice. 

Listeners emphasized the importance of perceived authenticity and authority within voices on 

public radio. The language they used to describe the different voices within the survey 

demonstrated that they were averse to voices they perceived as sounding “computerized,” 

“robotic,” or like they were reading. At the same time, they valued voices that they perceived as 

“professional,” “pleasant,” and “conversational.” The listeners’ aversion to qualities they defined 

as inauthentic points to Agha’s argument on enregistered voices cited in Chapter 1: “encounters 

with registers are ... encounters in which individuals establish forms of footing and alignment 

with … whose voices they take them to be” (38). In other words, our exposures to certain 

conventionalized ways of using language within social groups (or registers) shape our judgments 

of ourselves and other individuals associated with those groups. Voice, when seen as a social 

construct in this way, is established through listener perception and construction of identity. In the 

case of this survey, the listeners’ constructions of identities were shaped by their perceptions and 

expectations of a standard, or institutional, “public radio voice.” As the survey data demonstrated, 

listeners were able to identify certain kinds of voices and characteristics within the voices that 
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they felt did or did not sound like “radio voices” according to their “common-sense” beliefs about 

what voices on the radio should sound like.  

Similar to the interviewees, survey respondents overwhelmingly reported that they 

believed that “radio hosts and announcers should sound authentic,” while at the same time, they 

outlined a number of attributes they considered qualities of an institutional “radio voice.” The 

survey data illustrates that a standardized concept of what a public “radio voice” should sound 

like exists, as the respondents’ use of “verbal hygiene” in reaction to both male and female voices 

further demonstrated. The female voices in particular received lower marks overall when 

compared to the male voices regarding whether or not they sounded like “radio voices” to 

listeners, with 83% of respondents disagreeing with the statement, “The typical ‘radio voice’ is 

female,” and 52% agreeing with the statement, “The typical ‘radio voice’ is male” (see Table 4 in 

Chapter 4). This data, coupled with the overall responses to the male and female voices within the 

survey, revealed that the respondents considered male voices to sound more like “radio voices” 

than female voices. In addition, listeners established that they found female voices to be less 

authoritative than male voices (see Tables 15 &16 in Chapter 4). What this all exposes is that 

listeners maintain broader ideologies about what constitutes “good language use” on the radio. 

Although they affirmed that they prefer authenticity, their responses indicated that they do have 

expectations of what voices on the radio should sound like; in accordance with this, women’s 

voices were held to a higher standard than men’s. 

The data revealed female voices not only received more commentary than male voices, 

but also that the kinds of terminology used to describe them adheres to gendered perceptions of 

voice, as well. Without knowing what the “Voicers” actually look like, the survey respondents 

were able to produce non-verbal characteristics based on the way the “Voicers” spoke in a 

twenty-second audio clip. The frequency of words used to describe male and female voices 
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revealed that survey respondents were more critical of women’s voices on the radio than that of 

men’s. If one observes the top ten most frequently used words to describe the male and female 

voices, the differences become clear. The women’s voices were described by respondents, in 

order of frequency, as “professional,” “young/younger,” “pleasant,” “clear,” “fast/faster,” 

“computerized/electronic/robotic,” “high/higher,” “rushed/rushing,” “friendly,” and “soft/softer.” 

Accordingly, female voices on the radio are valued when they are perceived as being soft, 

pleasant, and friendly, and disvalued when they are perceived as sounding computerized, or, in 

other words, inauthentic. The top ten qualities listeners ascribed to the male voices were that they 

were “clear,” “professional,” “good,” “conversational,” “high/higher,” “trust/trustworthy,” 

“strong,” “authoritative,” “enthusiastic,” and “experienced.” Contrast this list with that of the 

female voices and listener conceptions of what constitutes a standardized “radio voice” clearly 

begins to emerge, as listeners were much more critical of the female “Voicers.” These lists 

exhibit cultural expectations about women’s speech, in particular that they are expected to display 

“ladylike” qualities through their use of language. (Mugglestone). Listeners conflated moral 

judgments with judgments about language by describing the male and female voices differently: 

soft, friendly, and young for the women; strong, experienced, and trustworthy for the men. This 

perpetuates broader ideologies of men’s and women’s speech, and demonstrates that male voices 

“fit” the notion of a standard “radio voice” according to listener perceptions, which contrasts with 

the perpetuated belief that everyone should sound “authentic” or “like themselves” on the radio, 

as this may not be valued for speaking on authoritative topics. 

In particular, the notion of sounding “young” came up often as a description for women, 

which is of note as this quality did not appear nearly as frequently to describe the male voices. 

Further, the survey data revealed that listeners preferred listening to older voices, as 74% of 

respondents between the ages of 18 and 34 reported that they preferred hearing voices older than 
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their age range, and respondents ages 35 to 64 reported that they preferred hearing voices around 

the same age as themselves (see Tables 12 and 13 in Chapter 4). Most survey respondents 

reported that they did not like to hear voices that sound younger than themselves on the radio. 

That the female voices were characterized as sounding “young” while the male voices were 

characterized as sounding “experienced” illustrates a belief about listener perceptions regarding 

female reporters and announcers on public radio.  

Male voices are perceived as embodying essential characteristics of what listeners 

understand as “radio voices.” Their voices are thought of as portraying qualities of 

authoritativeness, strength, and experience, as opposed to the descriptions of the female voices, 

which were described as pleasant, soft and young. Again, these ways of defining and describing 

perceptions of voice reveal larger cultural beliefs about the way women are expected to use 

language, particularly on an authoritative news medium within the public sphere. Results of the 

survey demonstrate that the respondents found that female voices sounded more “robotic” and 

less “experienced” than the male voices, and yet all of the “Voicers” were radio professionals 

reading the same short scripts. It appears likely that listeners ascribe concepts of inauthenticity to 

female voices when they perceive them as attempting to speak with authority, or in the same way 

as men are expected to speak, again suggesting a kind of double-bind for female reporters. As 

Cameron states in her book Verbal Hygiene, discussed in-depth in Chapter 1, “the male and 

female spheres are not equal … and the kinds of authority men and women have in their 

respective spheres is not parallel. Ultimately it is men who have power (in public and private life) 

whereas woman have only responsibility” (197). This sentiment is reflected within listener 

comments on male and female voices throughout the survey. Culturally, women do not possess 

the same kinds of authority as men, only the responsibility and expectations that they must adhere 

to gendered notions of “good language use.” This is reflected within the realm of public radio, 
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where listeners and radio insiders alike unconsciously reinforce gendered language ideologies 

regarding female speakers when they define and characterize women’s voices as sounding 

inauthentic when conveyed through an authoritative medium.  

 

3. What attitudes or beliefs about language, if any, are being reinforced through broadcasting on 

public radio?  

 The survey data and interview subjects revealed that listeners and those who work in the 

public radio industry unconsciously uphold and perpetuate what they perceive as common-sense 

beliefs about the way language should be used on public radio. These beliefs include a distancing 

from institutional modes of communication and towards concepts of individuality as expressed 

through voice. One central belief is the notion that reporters and announcers should speak 

“authentically.” This is complicated by the fact that radio insiders and listeners define and set 

limits to what they perceive as “radio voices” and what they should sound like. This in itself 

causes radio professionals to speak with an “unnatural authenticity,” or a reporter’s ability to 

“perform themselves” so they are perceived as sounding “natural,” as the listeners’ acts of “verbal 

hygiene” work to reinforce. The listeners’ criticism of voices on the radio works to negotiate a 

construct of identity born out of broader cultural beliefs about language and social voice. Despite 

what listeners and radio insiders profess about individuality and authenticity, listeners do expect 

to hear a certain kind of voice on public radio. In turn, radio professionals must meet these 

demands if they are to keep their jobs, as the listeners are the industry’s consumers. As Agha is 

quoted in Chapter 1, “institutions do not simply ‘speak down’ to individuals. They live through 

them” (56). Professionals within the realm of radio do not get to decide how listeners construct 

their identities through their concepts of voice. Whether the “Voicer” is speaking “authentically” 

or not, it is ultimately the listeners who evaluate whether their language use adheres to a 
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perceived standard. This connects to Cameron’s concept of “customer care” and “synthetic 

personalization,” the artificial persona put on by workers that projects certain qualities to an 

industry’s consumers, such as friendliness or warmth, to convey a contrived intimacy. The public 

radio industry reinforces the notion of “unnatural authenticity” by encouraging reporters and 

announcers to “perform themselves,” while listeners perpetuate this belief by criticizing voices 

that do not adhere to a certain set of standards, such as those with higher pitches or “distracting” 

qualities like “vocal fry.” It may not be that these qualities are actually “distracting,” but instead 

that they diverge from cultural expectations of what an authoritative voice on public radio should 

sound like.  

 

4a. Does public radio reinforce the notion that men speak more authoritatively? 

 Instead of working towards a more inclusive sound on public radio, the emphasis on 

authenticity actually works to either disallow female voices on the radio to speak on certain topics 

or set them up for listener criticism and, ultimately, silencing, as was the case with Sabrina Farhi. 

Even if the “Voicer” speaks with “authenticity,” he or she may not be portraying the standard 

qualities listeners expect of “radio voices” within an authoritative medium. The ultimate result is 

usually overt criticism of female voices that do not adhere to the perceived standard of “radio 

voices” and female voices, more generally. The data demonstrates that the interplay between 

radio announcers’ performed use of voice and listener perceptions of “good language use” on 

public radio works to reinforce the notion that men speak authoritatively. As long as the listeners 

continue to criticize female voices on the radio without adequately assessing the language 

ideologies they perpetuate, the standard radio sound will continue to be perceived as male. 

Although many would like to believe that people perceive women as being able to speak with 

authority on “high culture” topics, the tensions exhibited in Chapters 3 and 4 demonstrate that this 
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is not the case. Traditional notions of the male radio voice are kept intact, obfuscated by 

perpetuated ideals of “authenticity” and “individuality.” Male “Voicers” are still deemed as 

speaking with more authority than the female “Voicers” due to the cultural expectations that men 

naturally speak with authority and experience. 

 

4b. Does public radio reinforce the notion of standard language, or what constitutes “good 

language use”? 

Public radio professional and listener ideologies reflect the kinds of language use that are 

valued within a particular society or culture. In the case of reactions to and perceptions of voices 

on public radio, the emphasis on authenticity demonstrates that within American culture, notions 

of individuality and uniqueness are valued over more collective concepts of identity. This is not 

to say that one is elevated over the other, but instead that language ideologies work to reflect 

broader beliefs and value systems within a particular culture. The radio insiders and listeners 

alike demonstrated an outward conception of diversity and individuality as the way one should 

aspire to sound on the radio. As shown in Chapter 4, respondents revealed at the end of the survey 

that they did not feel they had inherent biases towards male or female voices, and that they would 

like to hear all kinds of voices on the radio. However, the actual results revealed that this is not 

the case, as the male voices were consistently rated higher than the female voices, despite the 

“Voicers” being around the same age and having the same amount of experience.  

This outward perpetuation of “authenticity” is complicated by the fact that there seems to 

be an underlying expectation of collectivity, or a standardized sound, when it comes to public 

radio. The notion of a standard is an ideology in itself, as no real set of linguistic features elevates 

one’s use of language over another’s. Acts of “verbal hygiene” seek to maintain this imagined 

“standard” on public radio, which works as a way to reinforce already existing modes of power 
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within American society. The perception of female voices as not being able to speak with 

authority preserves power structures that elevate male voices within the public sphere. When 

women do attempt to speak within an authoritative medium, they risk pushback by listeners who 

unconsciously expect and reinforce “standard” notions of language use.  

 

5. How does public radio work as a force that maintains gendered language ideology? 

As the survey data demonstrates, female “Voicers” are perceived as less experienced, i.e. 

“younger,” than their male counterparts, regardless of actual age and experience level. One of the 

“Voicers,” Patricia, has sixteen years of reporting experience on the radio and is older than thirty-

five. She was perceived as sounding “like a teenager,” and thus, not being able to speak with 

authority, due to her having a higher pitch. The fact that voices on the radio are disembodied 

within the public sphere makes it difficult for women to subvert notions of gendered language use 

without changing the way they sound. As the interviewees discussed in Chapter 3, female radio 

professionals have a choice: either change the way you naturally sound, or embrace it and accept 

the criticism. Male radio professionals are rarely, if ever, put in this same situation. Although 

public radio does not intentionally work to reinforce cultural values about language, the fact that 

“authenticity” is so emphasized without consideration of listener expectations, and that 

professionals must adhere to these expectations in order to keep their jobs, causes public radio to 

work as a force that maintains gendered language ideologies. As one of the interviewees states in 

Chapter 3, radio professionals “serve at the pleasure of the listeners.” As listeners construct 

identity through conceptions of voice, public radio professionals must adhere to their conceptions, 

i.e. gendered language ideologies, if they want listeners to stay tuned in to their station. In this 

way, “Voicers” may be chosen to speak on certain topics depending on whether they adhere to 

the perceived standard of gendered roles. For instance, listeners are likely to be more receptive of 
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a variety of male voices reporting on the news, but the same might not be true in regards to 

female voices. 

This is not to say that there is a dearth of female reporters and hosts in the public radio 

industry – far from it – but there has been some discussion in recent years within the industry 

about the ways listeners criticize female voices on air. Recently, the concept of “vocal fry” has 

generated much pushback from listeners, particularly when they attribute it to female voices. In 

earlier years, this had taken the form of “upspeak” and the use of “like” as ways listeners 

criticized female voices on air. These criticisms brought awareness of the issue to the public radio 

industry in general. This is due to the fact that listeners ascribe an inherent authority to speakers 

on public radio. As male voices already have an authoritative standing within American society, 

their voices are more likely to be accepted and less likely to be criticized. When listeners start to 

perceive what they hear as “young-sounding” or “distracting” qualities within voices on the radio, 

particularly that of female reporters and announcers, they criticize their language use by 

perpetuating unconscious ideologies about women’s speech using moral judgments about 

language use, i.e. trustworthy but not authoritative, friendly but not strong. Public radio works as 

a force that maintains these gendered ideologies when they do not take the time to reflect on 

where and why these acts of “verbal hygiene” originate. When public radio professionals are 

instructed to adhere to listener expectations, such as not being “distracting” with one’s voice, they 

are unconsciously reinforcing gendered language ideologies within American culture. 

 

Significance of Findings 

The intent of this thesis is to consider the ways we use, hear, understand, and evaluate 

language use. Although public radio is the lens through which this topic is discussed, the data 

exposes broader ideologies about the way we think about and use language within American 
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society, particularly within the public sphere. In order to construct an identity associated with 

voice within an authoritative medium such as NPR, listeners apply non-linguistic concepts of 

men’s and women’s speech that are deeply ingrained within societal expectations on how men 

and women “should” sound. At the same time, they perpetuate the American values of 

individuality and diversity. As touched upon previously, this leaves women in a double-bind, as it 

is difficult for them to achieve both a “standard” sound while expressing their unique voices, as 

listeners revealed they are more comfortable with men’s voices, and occasionally lower pitched 

women’s voices, on the radio, and by extension, in the public sphere on an authoritative medium.  

The significance of these findings is that they may, in Cameron’s words, “alert people to 

the existence of more general power structures and move them to articulate their criticism or 

protest” (209). An awareness of these acts of evaluation opens up the possibility to question 

“verbal hygiene” practices some may find questionable. This thesis works to uncover modes of 

authority inherent to the use and evaluation of language in American culture. When a standard is 

maintained, it allows those who speak the perceived “standard” to hold and maintain power, as 

they are given the privilege of speaking with authority.  

Language use works as a social construct that is constantly being negotiated. As the 

results of this project revealed, gendered conceptions of authority and power are still at play 

within American culture, albeit disguised and complicated by outward notions of individuality. 

Ultimately, this project does not seek to generate change within the public radio industry, but 

instead to expose and create an awareness of the way language reinforces modes of power within 

American society. As the English language continues to evolve, it is up to its users whether they 

would like to continue the current ways they evaluate others’ language use, or if they would like 

to reflect upon where this criticism is coming from and whether this adheres to the beliefs they 

perceive themselves to be perpetuating. 
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Conclusion 

 The purpose of this thesis was to discuss how listeners construct identity through 

conceptions of social, or institutional, voices, and how this reveals modes of power and authority 

within American society through the use and evaluation of language. Female voices are perceived 

as maintaining less authority than male voices, particularly within the realm of public radio. The 

expectation that radio professionals “perform themselves” with authenticity directly conflicts with 

listener perceptions of a standard, authoritative “radio voice,” and by extension, reinforces 

perceptions of male voices as demonstrating more authority within American society. Voice as an 

identity marker works to both construct and perpetuate language ideologies and attributions of 

non-linguistic qualities and moral judgments on both male and female voices. Female voices are 

likely to receive more criticism when heard in the public sphere through an authoritative medium, 

as they are expected to maintain “ladylike” qualities within their role as “language guardians” 

(Mugglestone). Women are thus held to a higher linguistic standard than men, as men are able to 

maintain power and authority through their use of voice within the public sphere, which is 

confirmed by listener perceptions, while women are expected to uphold the responsibility of 

“good language use” without the power. These conceptions of voice are reinforced through the 

practices of “verbal hygiene” by public radio listeners and the emphasis on sounding “authentic” 

within the realm of public radio, as this places female reporters and announcers in a double-bind, 

as they cannot both sound like themselves while maintaining a perceived, gendered standard.  

 As seen through the interview and survey data, tensions between outward, or professed, 

conceptions of voice directly conflict with unconscious beliefs about language. This is a 

reflection of wider cultural ideologies regarding language use. Only when language users begin to 

reflect upon the ways they use, understand, and evaluate language can any change be brought 

about. As language is in a constant state of evolution through negotiation by its speakers and 
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listeners, it is possible through awareness of the reasoning behind particular acts of “verbal 

hygiene” to begin to break down institutionalized modes of power, as language works to reflect 

and reinforce the status of those who hold and maintain authority within a society.  
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Appendix 1: Interview and Survey Materials 

Interview Questions for WFDD Reporters and Announcers 

1. What kind of guidelines were you given when you first learned how to speak on the 

radio?  

2. What prescriptions did you receive regarding voice/tonality? 

3. Are there certain expectations of what constitutes a “radio voice”? If so, what are they? 

4. Have listeners ever commented on your voice/tonality on the radio (either criticism or 

praise)? 

5. What are some of your personal experiences with listener feedback (about your voice) on 

the radio? 

6. Did this feedback/criticism include ideas about who you are as a person? For example, 

likeable, annoying, etc. 

7. Has this criticism shaped how you use your voice on the radio? If so, how? If not, why 

not? 

8. Having worked in the industry, what is your idea of how reporters and announcers should 

(or are expected) to speak?  

9. What is your opinion on reporters/announcers use of “vocal fry,” “up-speak,” and the use 

of “like” on the radio?  

10. Have there been any changes during the time you’ve worked at public radio regarding 

expectations for the way reporters/announcers should sound?  

11. Do you have any final thoughts on your experiences as a radio host/reporter/announcer 

and listener feedback? 
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Interview Questions for a NPR Senior Trainer 

1. How long have you worked in public radio?  

2. You were a senior trainer for NPR. What did this job entail? 

3. In your experience, are there certain expectations of what constitutes a “radio voice”? If 

so, what are they? 

4. Having worked in the industry, what is your idea of how reporters and announcers should 

(or are expected) to speak?  

a. Follow up (possible): Does this vary by gender?  

5. How do you train new or seasoned reporters/announcers? What are some common issues 

that you look for while training? 

6. What kind of guidelines, materials or training did you give reporters/announcers when 

you trained them?   

7. What are some of the issues you hear regarding voice/tonality?  

8. What advice or tips do you give regarding voice/tonality? 

9. Do you advise reporters to avoid things like “vocal fry,” “up-speak,” and the use of “like” 

on the radio?  

10. How do you know if a reporter/announcer has improved his or her sound? 

11. What are some of your experiences with listener feedback about voices on the radio? 

12. Have there been any changes during the time you’ve worked at public radio regarding 

expectations for the way reporters/announcers should sound?  

13. Do you have any final thoughts on your experiences as a trainer and the use of one’s 

voice/tonality on the radio? 
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Survey  

The beginning of the survey included the following message:  

The following questions will give you the opportunity to share your preferences, insights, 

and experiences with voices on the radio. Please allow yourself 10-15 minutes to 

complete the survey. Please answer openly and truthfully. All survey respondents will 

remain anonymous. *Although this survey can be taken on most devices, it works best on 

computers or tablets as opposed to smartphones. Because a portion of this survey requires 

you to listen to audio, please ensure that your device is able to play sound. 

This was followed by the first section on listenership. It included three questions. The first two 

were required: 

Q: On average, roughly how many hours do you spend listening to a live radio broadcast 

(AM, FM, Sirius, XM, or Internet radio) per week? 

A: None, 1 to 5 hours, 6 to 10 hours, 11 to 15 hours, 16 hours or more 

Q: On average, roughly how many hours do you spend listening to public radio per 

week? 

A: None, 1 to 5 hours, 6 to 10 hours, 11 to 15 hours, 16 hours or more 

Q: If you listen to public radio, what are the call letters of your local station (i.e. KABC, 

WXYZ, etc.)? 

The purpose of this section was to discover if the respondents were radio listeners in general 

and/or public radio listeners. If they were pubic radio listeners, the final question was to ensure 

that not everyone answering the survey would be familiar with the voicers (all from WFDD). The 
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demographic section included questions about gender, age, country/area of the U.S., highest level 

of education, and occupation field.  

 The next portion of the survey contained the eight sound clips that the voicers recorded. 

The following message appeared before respondents began this part of the survey: 

Next, you're going to hear eight voices reading a news story or announcement for radio. 

Please be sure the sound on your device is turned on and the volume is turned up so that 

you are able to listen to the audio. Click the play button at the top left to listen. Each clip 

is around 20 seconds long. After you've listened to the clip in full, please answer the 

questions beneath it.  Once you've answered the questions, you may click "Next." Note: 

The following sound clips contain artificial content. Names, businesses, places, events, 

and incidents are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual people or events 

is purely coincidental. 

Each sound clip was uploaded to SoundCloud so that it could be played on all devices. Beneath 

each voice were the following questions with choices ranging from strongly disagree, disagree, 

slightly agree, agree, and strongly agree: 

1. I find this voice authoritative. 

2. I think this voice is trustworthy 

3. I consider this a “radio voice.”  

4. I think this voice sounds professional. 

5. This voice belongs to a person who is over 35.  

6. How would you describe this voice? (optional) 

After the respondents completed this section, they would then answer questions regarding their 

preferences and opinions about language and gender with choices ranging from strongly disagree, 
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disagree, slightly agree, agree, and strongly agree. These questions were required. They were as 

follows: 

1. On the whole, I prefer listening to a female voice. 

2. On the whole, I believe male voices sound more authoritative. 

3. On the whole, I prefer listening to a male voice. 

4. On the whole, I believe female voices sound more authoritative. 

5. On the whole, I find female voices trustworthy. 

6. On the whole, I find male voices trustworthy. 

7. I prefer female radio announcers and hosts. 

8. I prefer male radio announcers and hosts. 

9. I turn my radio off/change the station when I hear a voice I don’t like. 

10. I turn my radio off/change the station when I hear a voice I don’t trust. 

11. I prefer radio programs with a male host. 

12. I prefer radio programs with a female host. 

13. I like to hear voices that sound younger than I am on the radio. 

14. I like to hear voices that sound older than I am on the radio. 

15. I like to hear voices that sound around the same age as me on the radio. 

16. The typical “radio voice” is male. 

17. The typical “radio voice” is female. 

18. People under the age of 35 are equally as skilled and capable as people over 35. 

19. Radio announcers and hosts should be over the age of 35. 

20. Radio hosts and announcers should sound authentic. 
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Appendix 2: Tables 

Table 20: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for James 

James 

Positive Negative Neutral 

A good "midday" voice.  definitely sounds as if it was read Sounds like a college or grad 

school guy 

Clean a little too high in pitch to keep my 

interest 

Youngish (20s) 

conversational a bit whiny relatively neutral  

Interesting His voice is so generic. age not younger than 30, not 

older than 47. 

straight forward slightly faster than conversational Sounds like some voices I 

hear reporting on public 

radio. 

Pleasant and easy to listen to a little high pitched for me - overly 

enthusiastic 

 slightly feminine male 

Clear, strong, intelligible  Somewhat untrained.  
 

calm easy to understand Kinda bland  
 

Easy to understand, clear Lots of breath sounds 
 

Clear and comfortable Timid..too amenable 
 

clear, solid vanilla 
 

Strong and deep 
  

informational  
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practiced  
  

Pleasant 
  

Confident 
  

Friendly familiar 
  

Professonal 
  

conversational, yet authoritative 
  

pleasant to hear and indicating 

conviction 

  

Strong, confident 
  

a person who has regularly spent 

time on the radio and understands 

the dynamics of reading for 

meaning and communication. 

  

Calm 
  

Soothing 
  

Experienced 
  

Professional, clear and nice 
  

Professional but approachable 
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Table 21: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for Robert 

Robert 

Positive Negative Neutral 

sounds a little faster and more appealing 

than the first two [James, Maria] 

Not real voice. Put on. more commercial-

sounding 

professional voice 

Professional but young and hip not necessarily inviting  more casual than the 

others  

Direct. Firm. Decisive.  Sounds 

robotic/automated 

Typical radio voice 

Passionate, enthusiastic , genuine Hard sounding A little commercial 

radio like 

Kinda trendy male  throat infection 
 

could be a rock station DJ reading a script 
 

assured  Average in all ways 
 

Informative sounds a little gravelly 

and serious for a non-

serious event 

 

Clear and professional  I don't trust it like I trust 

conversational or 

informational voices. I 

sense no warmth or 

connection to the words.  
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more clear than the female recording of the 

same copy 

Sounds more like 

reading from a script 

than the others 

 

He sounds very experienced and 

comfortable on the radio 

Sounds kind of like a 

frat bro, which is 

probably why I scored it 

lower on the 

trustworthiness  

 

deep, vibrato   
  

 

Table 22: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for Michael 

Michael 

Positive Negative Neutral 

Clear milquetoast  Sounds like a college 

radio announcer 

conversational Higher pitch Guess no older than 

40. 

Friendly Not a radio voice at all to 

me. 

20s 

So far he sounds the best on the radio. A little too high in pitch 

for my liking 

it sounds a bit less 

common based on 

what I noticed in my 

regular consumption 

of public radio but 
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not out of the 

spectrum of voices I 

commonly hear 

there. 

he was trying to match tone to the content 

more than others. 

also a little high pitched 

for me 

Somewhat feminine 

male 

Sounds natural & rhythmic sounds perhaps timid or 

nervous 

 

 
this person could use 

more training 

 

approachable, casual but still professional  Soft, non-convincing, 

almost timid. 

 

Informative  More marbles in the 

mouth than some of the 

others? 

 

 
this delivery had many 

pauses, some in good 

places some not 

 

 
diction was slightly (and 

I really mean very 

slightly) less clear than 

the previous recordings. 

 

 Not as professional or 

groomed as other voices. 
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Table 23: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for William 

William 

Positive Negative Neutral 

txt-bok public radio voice. Pacing and inflection 

on point. Trustworthy 

Not real voice. Put 

on. 

Somewhat feminine 

male.  

good enunciation Less clear than some 

of the others?  

This voice sounds 

to me a lot like the 

first 3 selections. 

Clear and nice Got a little too 

casual toward the 

middle. 

Definitely a TV 

voice to me. Not 

sure why exactly, 

but it feels like he's 

depending on 

something to help 

him convey his 

message. 

Polished, interesting tone, energetic, enthusiastic very halting and 

very over-

emphasized 

 

Informative  Typical broadcaster 

voice, kind of 

nasally. 

 

Walking the line between informational and 

conversational - in a good way.  
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Friendly but authoritative 
  

Sounds like he connects with the text and is truly 

sharing the information with me.  

  

clear, strong, intelligible 
  

Good pauses between words. Sounds 

experienced. 

  

Natural; newsy sounding 
  

 

Table 24: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for Maria 

Maria 

Positive Negative Neutral 

Friendly familiar  seems a little know-it-all deeper more 

serious tone 

Newscaster  new to reporting  Sounds like some 

voices I hear on 

public radio. 

Strong, clear, intelligible  cold 
 

Smooth doesn't appear to express 

emotions 

 

confident rather bland 
 

assured Too nice 
 

Pleasant a tad deadpan. 
 

genuine a computer voice 
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acceptable, authoritative radio voice disinterested 
 

professional  less trained 
 

 sound official slight uptalk 
 

Congident Not her real voice. Put 

on 

 

Professional but approachable The pacing and 

inflections did not seem 

as effective in 

conveying meaning as 

the first sample [James] 

(which was male) 

 

informative  More lilting 
 

soothing grating/annoying 
 

Professional.  pitch slides around, 

indicating she's reading 

the words and not fully 

communicating the 

intent behind  

 

precise  purposefully pitching 

her voice into a lower 

register, a common 

broadcasting trick. But 

if she just had a 
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conversation her natural 

voice would be higher. 

keeps my interest Sounds somewhat 

electronic.  

 

pleasant Sounds a little robotic 
 

soft, gentle sounded like she was 

reading and not actually 

telling a story. 

 

 

Table 25: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for Patricia 

Patricia 

Positive Negative Neutral 

engaging, personal  This voice sounds like 

she is bored and 

uninterested 

NPRish 

Familiar A little high pitched She sounds young 

appealing Not experienced  Typical radio 

voice 

inviting sounds computerized Younger and 

softer than the 

others 
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Friendly sounds like she's 

reading  

This is pretty 

clearly a younger 

person.  

Polite a little more informal 

than the previous 

'news' reads but still 

not as 'inviting'  

 This voice sounds 

slightly younger 

than the initial two 

but the 35 or over 

question is hard 

for me to answer. 

All the voices 

sound roughly in 

30s-40s range. 

Pleasant unnatural endings to 

sentences 

Very young 

woman (late 

teens?) 

Pleasing.  cadence doesn't seem 

natural 

Higher tone reads 

younger, 20s to 

30s.  

Professional and clear working a bit to make 

this positive event 

sound positive  

 

Young and energetic, yet professional a little nasally  
 

 Calm  
  

Friendly 
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trustworthy  
  

more warmth 
  

personable but still professional and on top of 

things 

  

Soothing 
  

 

Table 26: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for Susan 

Susan 

Positive Negative Neutral 

I like the professional feel I get from this one. Very high pitched - 

almost nervous  

Young woman 

Decisive. Punctual. Clear and even.  lifeless seems she might be 

younger than the 

previous ones. 

Friendly and professional. Her s's were lispie  young 

Professional Rushed.  I think the speech 

feels slightly faster, 

but I do not know if 

it really is. 

Passionate and energetic Robotic codes as younger 

than the previous 

clips 
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experienced. generic She sounds like she 

is very young? 

Maybe 20 

Clear  can't trust it  nonchalant 

Young but serious and professional too high in pitch 
 

upbeat a bit more breathy 
 

Soft sounds automated 
 

 
probably wouldn't 

catch my attention 

if I just had the 

radio on and wasn't 

actively listening  

 

 
a little too casual 

 

   

 

Table 27: Text Responses to “How would you describe this voice?” for Barbara 

Barbara 

Positive Negative Neutral 

Confident and direct Boring and 

uninteresting 

This voice codes 

for me as older 

than the voices in 

the previous clips 

but I can't pin 
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down any 

specifics for you. 

Most professional sounding woman  sing-songy 
 

Smooth pacing is too fast. 

Would be more 

trustworthy if there 

are longer pauses 

between thoughts. 

 

warm, upbeat  this one sounded a 

tiny bit rushed in 

delivery 

 

Confident She speaks a bit fast, 

making me a little 

nervous 

 

I really like this one. Strong without ego. fake 
 

She spoke very clear. Very professional. I enjoyed 

her voice most. 

pace seemed a little 

too fast between 

sentences. 

 

Clear she needs to work on 

those sharp intakes of 

breath 

 

Sounds natural Reads unnaturally 

fast. Feels breathless 
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this is a strong delivery - tone is professional but the 

tenor and pacing are right for the content 

Good but could slow 

down just a little  

 

Almost sounds breathy in some places, but not 

enough to make her sound unprofessional.  

Rushed -- not as 

badly as a previous 

voice, but still 

rushing 

 

Pleasant, informative  Not real voice. Put 

on. 

 

 

Table 28: Complete List of Frequency of Words Used to Describe Male and Female Voices 

Female Male 

Description Frequency Description Frequency 

PROFESSIONAL 12 CLEAR 10 

YOUNG/YOUNGER 12 PROFESSIONAL 8 

PLEASANT 6 GOOD 6 

CLEAR 5 CONVERSATIONAL 5 

FAST/FASTER 5 HIGH/HIGHER 5 

COMPUTERIZED/ELECTRONIC/ 

ROBOTIC 4 TRUST/TRUSTWORTHY 5 

HIGH/HIGHER 4 STRONG 4 

RUSHED/RUSHING 4 AUTHORITATIVE 3 

FRIENDLY 3 ENTHUSIASTIC 3 

SOFT/SOFTER 3 EXPERIENCED 3 

SOOTHING 3 FRIENDLY 3 

STRONG 3 INFORMATIONAL 3 

TRUST/TRUSTWORTHY 3 INFORMATIVE 3 

BORED/BORING 2 NEUTRAL 3 

CONVERSATIONAL 2 PLEASANT 3 

BREATHY 2 APPROACHABLE 2 

CLIPPED 2 CALM 2 

ENERGETIC 2 CASUAL 2 

FAMILIAR 2 

COMMERCIAL/ 

COMMERCIAL-

SOUNDING 2 

GOOD 2 CONFIDENT 2 
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INFORMATION/INFORMATIONAL 2 CONNECTION/CONNECTS 2 

INFORMATIVE 2 DEEP 2 

INVITE/INVITING 2 FAMILIAR 2 

NATURAL 2 HALTING 2 

NICE 2 INTELLIGIBLE 2 

OLDER 2 INTERESTING 2 

POSITIVE 2 LISP 2 

SERIOUS 2 NATURAL 2 

SLOW 2 NICE 2 

SMOOTH 2 OLDER 2 

UPBEAT 2 SOLID 2 

WARM/WARMTH 2 TIMID 2 

ACCEPTABLE 1 TYPICAL 2 

APPROACHABLE 1 YOUNG/YOUNGER 2 

APPROPRIATE 1 ACCEPTABLE 1 

ATTENTION 1 AMENABLE 1 

AUTHORITATIVE 1 ANNOUNCER 1 

AUTOMATED 1 AVERAGE 1 

BREATHLESS 1 BRO 1 

CALM 1 BROADCASTER 1 

COMFORTABLE 1 COMFORTABLE 1 

COMMON 1 COMMON 1 

CONFIDENT 1 CONVICTION 1 

CONGIDENT 1 ENERGETIC 1 

DEADPAN 1 EVEN 1 

ENERGY 1 EXCITEMENT 1 

ENGAGING 1 FASTER 1 

EXPERIENCED 1 FRAT 1 

GENERIC 1 GENUINE 1 

GENTLE 1 GRAVELLY 1 

GENUINE 1 GROOMED 1 

INFORMAL 1 LOWER 1 

INTELLIGIBLE 1 NASALLY 1 

KNOW-IT-ALL 1 NERVOUS 1 

LIFELESS 1 NEWSY 1 

LILTING 1 NON-SERIOUS 1 

LOWER 1 OVER-EMPHASIZED 1 

MELODY 1 PASSIONATE 1 

MONOTONE 1 PERSONABLE 1 

NASALLY 1 POLISHED 1 

NERVOUS 1 RHYTHMIC 1 
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NEW 1 ROBOTIC 1 

NEWSCASTER 1 SOFTENED 1 

OFFICIAL 1 SOOTHING 1 

PASSIONATE 1 UNTRAINED 1 

PERSONABLE 1 WARMTH 1 

PERSONAL 1   

PLEASING 1   

PRECISE 1   

PREPARED 1   

SING-SONGY 1   

SOLIDLY 1   

STABLE 1   

TRAINED 1   

TYPICAL 1   

UNINTERESTED 1   

UNINTERESTING 1   

UNNATURALLY 1   
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