
1 

 

Distribution of gender-inclusive orthographies in German press texts 

Carolin Müller-Spitzer1, Samira Ochs1, Jan Oliver Rüdiger1 

1 Leibniz-Institut für Deutsche Sprache Mannheim 

Gender-inclusive orthographies are highly debated in German-speaking society and scholarship. Gender 

symbols, and the gender star in particular, give rise to heated discussions (Müller-Spitzer, 2022; Rummel 

& Hetjens, 2021). Psycholinguistic investigations of gender-inclusive forms have become more 

established recently (e.g. Friedrich et al., 2021; Körner et al., 2022; Zacharski & Ferstl, 2023). However, 

studies on the actual use and distribution of gender symbols remain scarce (we are aware of only three 

such studies: Krome, 2021, 2022; Sökefeld, 2021) and rarely go beyond theoretical considerations (e.g. 

Kotthoff, 2017). Therefore, this paper presents a short-term diachronic corpus study of gender-inclusive 

orthographies in German-language press texts. 

The study is based on a sub-corpus of the DeReKo (German Reference Corpus; Kupietz et al., 2010, 

2018) which was specifically compiled for the purpose of this study. It comprises 16 German-language 

press publications from Germany, Austria and Switzerland. The sources were chosen because they a) 

are all fully available from 2015 to 2021, b) cover different formats (magazines, newspapers, online 

news) and genres/audiences, and c) are issued by different publishers. We used two search queries:   

(1) Lexicon-based search: From a comprehensive list of role nouns with systematic gender 

differentiation provided to us by the Duden (of the type Manager/in, Besucher/in etc.), we 

annotated the 142 most frequent role nouns for masculine and feminine inflectional forms and 

forms with gender symbols. These were then extracted from the sub-corpus. 

(2) Regex search: We extracted tokens with gender symbols (asterisk, capital I, colon, brackets, 

slash, underscore) via a full text search based on Regular Expression. With this search, we aimed 

at finding role nouns that were not included in the lexicon-based search. Masculine and feminine 

forms were not retrieved with this search. Furthermore, the data had to be cleaned manually 

because it is prone to contamination with false positives (e.g. missing spaces between tokens 

and syntactic colons). 

The lexicon-based search allows for a comparison of masculine, feminine, and gender-inclusive forms. 

Masculine and gender-inclusive forms are strongly negatively correlated (r(5) = -0.81, p = 0.02), 

indicating that gender-inclusive orthographies might gradually replace masculine generics. To test this, 

further annotations and analyses are necessary, as generic and specific uses of masculine forms cannot 

be distinguished automatically. We will give insights into the process of manually annotating for 

genericity from other parts of our project. 

Both searches show that the gender star has been constantly on the rise since 2015, surpassing all other 

forms (cf. Figure 1 for the Regex search). It mostly occurs in plural forms (89%). Besides the asterisk, 

only the colon plays a noticeable role in the dataset. The capital I is on the decline; all other forms are 

negligible. An increase in the use of gender star forms can be seen for almost all sources. However, with 

the Regex search, we identified two main drivers of this development: the newspaper taz and the 

magazine Brigitte. Both show an extreme rise in gender star forms and considerably higher relative 

frequencies compared to other media. Besides that, taz is one of the first newspapers to start using the 

gender star already in 2015. Finally, we will show which lexemes and categories of role types contribute 

most to this constant rise (based on the categorisation of active, passive, prestige and population nouns 

in Bühlmann, 2002, p. 174). 

Through our corpus study, we provide an overview of the use and distribution of gender-inclusive 

orthographies. By combining two search approaches, we can make differentiated observations about 
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both the nature and the sources of language change processes in press texts. This can contribute to a 

more informed discussion about gender-inclusive orthographies and their actual distribution in every-

day media. 
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Figure 1: Use of gender symbols in German press texts from 2015-2021 (Regex search) 


