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Abstract. This study examined how female leaders in male-dominated sectors including STEM,
politics, and finance used language to assert psychological agency and construct leadership identity.
Despite extensive documentation of structural barriers to women’s advancement in these fields, the
psycholinguistic mechanisms underlying empowerment remained insufficiently explored. Drawing on
self-determination theory and social role theory, the study analysed publicly available transcripts of
speeches and interviews from 15 prominent women leaders aged 35 to 65 who held positions of formal
authority. A qualitative discourse analysis was conducted, focusing on linguistic features such as
pronoun usage, modality, and metaphor. The analysis identified recurring strategies that conveyed
both assertiveness and relationality, including the use of collective pronouns (e.g., “we”) to promote
inclusivity, modal verbs (e.g., “must,” “can”) to express agency and obligation, and metaphors
framing leadership as guidance, innovation, or transformation. Political leaders frequently used self-
referential language to assert authority, while leaders in STEM favoured evidential and technical
language to establish credibility. These linguistic patterns were interpreted as context-sensitive
strategies employed to navigate gendered expectations while maintaining psychological
empowerment. The findings highlighted language as a critical tool for negotiating identity, asserting
control, and reinforcing leadership legitimacy in professional spaces historically shaped by
masculine norms. This research contributed to the understanding of how discourse operates as both
a reflection and facilitator of psychological empowerment among women in leadership.
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1.0 Introduction

Leadership within male-dominated fields continues to present significant challenges for women, not
only due to structural and institutional barriers, but also because of the subtle, pervasive dynamics of
gendered communication. Sectors such as science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM), politics, and finance are particularly emblematic of environments where women must
continuously negotiate their legitimacy, authority, and agency through both action and discourse.
While numerous studies have addressed the structural inequities and representation gaps that hinder
women’s advancement in these domains, there has been comparatively less attention to how language
itself functions as a tool of psychological empowerment in the leadership strategies of women who
have successfully navigated such landscapes. In addition to sociocultural and psychological factors,
the institutional and legal frameworks within which women lead also influence their communicative
strategies and expressions of empowerment. In the Indian context, the enactment of the Sexual
Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013—commonly
referred to as the POSH Act—marked a critical step in formalizing protections against gender-based
discrimination and harassment in professional settings. While the act primarily addresses redressal
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and prevention mechanisms, its presence also contributes to a discursive environment wherein women
may feel more empowered to assert agency and resist silencing in workplace interactions. Legal
protections such as those provided under the PoSH Act thus indirectly support the psychological
dimensions of empowerment, enabling women in leadership to articulate identity and authority
through language with greater confidence and institutional backing (Gandhi & Sen, 2020).

Discourse plays a foundational role in the construction and performance of leadership identity.
Leaders do not simply hold positions of authority they perform leadership through speech, text, and
symbolic interaction. Language is thus not a neutral medium but a key site for the expression of
psychological constructs such as self-efficacy, control, and agency. Particularly for women in male-
dominated environments, linguistic strategies often carry the additional burden of gendered
expectations. Research in sociolinguistics and psycholinguistics has consistently shown that
leadership communication is evaluated through gendered lenses, with assertiveness and directness
often positively associated with male leaders, but perceived as abrasive or non-normative when
exhibited by women (Carli, 2001). This double bind forces many women leaders to employ complex
communicative strategies that modulate authority, balance relational and task-oriented discourse, and
mitigate potential backlash all of which contribute to a linguistically mediated form of psychological
empowerment. Self-efficacy the belief in one’s capability to organize and execute actions required to
manage prospective situations is central to psychological empowerment and is often enacted through
linguistic expressions of confidence, intentionality, and direction (Bandura, 1997). For women in
positions of leadership, the articulation of such beliefs is particularly salient, given the historical
marginalization and underrepresentation of their voices in decision-making spheres. Through
strategic language use, women may construct themselves as authoritative, competent, and agentic
leaders, thereby reinforcing their psychological autonomy in contexts where they might otherwise be
perceived as peripheral or subordinate. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) offers a robust framework
for examining the relationship between language and power in institutional settings. CDA posits that
language reflects and reinforces social hierarchies, and that individuals particularly those from
historically marginalized groups can use discourse to resist or reshape these hierarchies (Fairclough,
2013). In male-dominated fields, where institutional norms of communication are often shaped by
masculine-coded styles (e.g., linear, assertive, data-centric), women leaders frequently adopt adaptive
linguistic strategies to assert their credibility. These may include the use of inclusive pronouns (e.g.,
“we” to promote shared identity), modulated assertiveness through modal verbs (e.g., “must,” “can”),
and metaphorical framing that aligns with both task-oriented and relational leadership models. Such
linguistic choices are not only rhetorical but psychological in function they serve to reinforce a sense
of self-efficacy and position the speaker as both competent and connected.

Moreover, the intersection of language and leadership is not homogenous across sectors. For example,
political leaders may rely more heavily on identity-based narratives and direct appeals to values, while
STEM leaders may emphasize evidence-based reasoning and technical lexicons. These differences in
discourse reflect not only sectoral norms but also the ways in which women adapt their linguistic
strategies to fit and potentially transform the expectations of their professional environments.
Understanding these sector-specific patterns of linguistic agency is essential for identifying how
psychological empowerment is differentially enacted across domains of leadership. While existing
research has explored gender and language in leadership contexts, there is a notable gap in the
psycholinguistic examination of female leaders’ discourse across multiple male-dominated sectors.
Prior studies have often focused narrowly on either political speech or organizational communication
without integrating psychological theory or exploring cross-sectoral variation (Baxter, 2010). This
study addresses that gap by analysing how women in positions of formal authority use language to
express psychological agency, manage gendered expectations, and construct leadership identities. By
doing so, it contributes to the broader understanding of how discourse serves not merely as a mode
of communication but as a vehicle for psychological empowerment in gender-imbalanced
professional contexts.
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2.0 Review of Literature

The linguistic strategies employed by female leaders play a pivotal role in shaping team dynamics
and fostering individual empowerment. Through their communication styles, women leaders can
influence collaboration, trust, and overall team performance. This response explores how these
strategies impact team dynamics and empowerment, drawing on insights from various studies.
Female leaders often use specific linguistic strategies to empower their teams. For instance, they may
employ transformational leadership behaviours, such as encouraging open communication and
fostering trust, which can enhance team cohesion and individual motivation. Studies have shown that
female leaders in socially dynamic environments, such as in Qatar, often display motherly instincts
and encourage open communication, which empowers team members (Sharif, 2019). Similarly, in
academic settings, female leaders use linguistic strategies like I-statements to assert authority while
maintaining approachability, which can empower subordinates by making them feel valued and heard
(Karimi & Jan, 2022). The communication styles of female leaders significantly influence team
dynamics. Research indicates that female leaders tend to adopt a more participative and collaborative
approach, which fosters a positive team environment. For example, in German higher education,
female leaders were found to use more positive and empathetic language during crises, which
contributed to stronger team cohesion and cooperation (Angelakis et al., 2023). Conversely, in male-
dominated industries like coal mining, female leaders use attentive listening and compassionate issue
resolution to build trust and manage stakeholder relationships effectively (Gunawan et al., 2024).
Female leaders often face the challenge of navigating gender stereotypes and biases in their
communication. To overcome these challenges, they may adopt an androgynous leadership style,
balancing stereotypically feminine traits like warmth and empathy with masculine traits like
assertiveness. This approach allows them to challenge traditional gender stereotypes while
maintaining effectiveness (Chikwe et al., 2024). Additionally, female leaders may use linguistic
strategies to mitigate the effects of racial and ethnic diversity, fostering empowerment and tolerance
among team members (Perkins et al., 2020). Cultural and contextual factors significantly shape the
linguistic strategies of female leaders. For instance, in Indonesia, female leaders often use indirect
strategies to maintain cultural norms of respect, while also employing direct strategies to convey
important messages (Ernanda & Sartika, 2022). Similarly, in Malaysia, female leaders use expressive
and sympathetic language to please their listeners, which is culturally appropriate in their context
(Andriani, 2022). These findings highlight the importance of cultural sensitivity in leadership
communication. The findings from these studies have important implications for developing effective
leadership strategies. Organizations should provide training programs that help female leaders
develop a range of linguistic competencies, allowing them to adapt their communication styles to
different contexts. Additionally, fostering inclusive environments that support gender equality can
enhance the effectiveness of female leaders and promote positive team dynamics. In conclusion, the
linguistic strategies used by female leaders have a profound impact on team dynamics and individual
empowerment. By adopting transformational leadership behaviors, navigating stereotypes, and being
culturally sensitive, female leaders can create cohesive and empowering team environments.
Organizations that support and value these strategies can benefit from more inclusive and effective
leadership practices.

The presence of legal frameworks like the PoSH Act also plays a pivotal role in shaping the discursive
conditions under which women leaders operate. When workplace policies explicitly endorse gender
equity and protect against harassment, they may enhance the psychological safety necessary for
women to employ assertive and agentic language. Research suggests that institutional mechanisms
not only deter misconduct but also enable cultural shifts in how female leadership is perceived and
enacted (Gandhi & Sen, 2020). In this regard, empowerment is both a discursive and legal construct,
co-constructed by communicative strategies and the structural assurances provided by regulatory
frameworks. Such intersections underscore the need to consider legislative context when analyzing
the psycholinguistic dimensions of leadership discourse.

The relationship between gender, language, and leadership has garnered considerable scholarly
attention, particularly in the context of male-dominated professional environments. Despite
increasing female representation in sectors such as STEM, politics, and finance, women in leadership
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roles continue to face substantial communicative and psychological barriers (Eagly & Carli, 2007).
Traditional leadership discourse often reflects masculine norms, including directness, minimal
emotional expression, and authoritative tone traits which are frequently valorised when exhibited by
male leaders but subject to scrutiny or sanction when employed by women (Tannen, 1994). These
dynamics complicate the communicative space within which female leaders operate, requiring them
to develop adaptive linguistic strategies that assert authority while conforming, resisting, or reshaping
gendered expectations.

Linguistic agency defined as the capacity to make deliberate linguistic choices to assert presence,
power, or identity is central to the exercise of leadership and psychological empowerment. Several
studies have emphasized the importance of language in constructing leadership identity and
expressing psychological traits such as self-efficacy, autonomy, and resilience (Schnurr, 2009).
Women in leadership often utilize a hybrid discourse style that integrates both assertive and affiliative
features, reflecting the dual imperative to lead effectively and maintain social acceptability. These
strategies include the use of collective pronouns (“we”) to foster inclusivity, hedging or softening
language to manage perceptions of dominance, and rhetorical framing that aligns with relational
leadership models (Holmes & Stubbe, 2003).

From a psycholinguistic perspective, language functions as both an indicator and a mechanism of
internal psychological states. Self-efficacy, a core component of psychological empowerment, is
frequently expressed through verbal cues such as confident tone, decisive language, and goal-directed
statements (Bandura, 1997). In the leadership context, women may consciously or unconsciously
employ such linguistic markers to navigate gender bias and assert control over how their identity is
perceived. Research suggests that these expressions are not merely performative but actively
contribute to the development of an empowered self-concept (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). Thus,
linguistic agency serves both communicative and intrapsychic functions, reinforcing personal
efficacy in high-stakes professional environments. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) provides a
methodological framework for examining how discourse both reflects and reproduces power
relations, particularly in institutional contexts. CDA scholars argue that discourse is shaped by social
structures but also capable of resisting or subverting them through intentional language use
(Fairclough, 2013). This duality is especially relevant for women in leadership, who must often
navigate discourse communities that privilege male communication norms. Studies applying CDA to
gender and leadership have shown how women construct authority through strategic language use,
yet such strategies are context-dependent and shaped by sector-specific expectations (Baxter, 2010).
For instance, in STEM fields, leaders may emphasize technical expertise and evidential reasoning,
whereas political leaders may rely on values-driven narratives and direct appeals to collective
identity. The existing literature, while robust in its analysis of gendered communication and
leadership styles, has notable limitations. Much of the work has focused on either organizational
leadership within corporate environments or political rhetoric in isolation, without integrating
psychological theory or exploring how linguistic agency varies across sectors. Moreover, there is
limited empirical investigation into how language functions as a psychological resource rather than
merely a social tool for women navigating leadership in traditionally masculine domains. This study
seeks to address these gaps by examining how female leaders across STEM, politics, and finance use
language to express agency, construct identity, and assert psychological empowerment.

2.1 Linguistic Strategies and Their Impact

Lnguistic Strategy Impact oEn Team Dynamics and Citation
mpowerment
Fosters open communication, trust,
Transformational and cohesion, empowering team (Sharif, 2019) (Angelakis et
Leadership members and enhancing individual al., 2023)
motivation.
Androgynous Balances feminine and masculine .
Leadership Style traits, challenging stereotypes and (Chikwe etal., 2024)
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expanding perceptions of effective
leadership.
Adapts communication to cultural
Cultural Sensitivity norms, maintaining respect and
effectiveness in diverse contexts.
Asserts authority while maintaining
I-Statements approachability, making (Karimi & Jan, 2022)
subordinates feel valued and heard.
Encourages collaboration and
cooperation, fostering a positive
team environment.

(Ernanda & Sartika, 2022)
(Andriani, 2022)

Participative
Communication

(Gunawan et al., 2024)
(Angelakis et al., 2023)

3.0 Methodology

This study employed a qualitative, cross-sectoral design using thematic discourse analysis to
investigate how female leaders in male-dominated fields utilize linguistic strategies to assert
psychological empowerment. A multiple-case study approach was adopted, with purposive sampling
of public discourse materials from female leaders across three sectors: STEM, politics, and finance.
This design facilitated cross-contextual comparisons while allowing in-depth linguistic and
psychological interpretation.

3.1 Sample Selection

A total of 15 female leaders (5 per sector) were selected based on the following inclusion criteria: (1)
occupying a position of formal authority (e.g., CEO, elected official, research director), (2) public
visibility through speeches, interviews, or panel discussions, and (3) representing culturally diverse,
English-speaking national contexts (e.g., United States, United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, and
India). All data sources were publicly accessible, requiring no participant recruitment or ethical
clearance.Table 1 presents a summary of participant sectors and source types.

Table 1. Distribution of Participants by Sector and Discourse Source

Sector Number of Discourse Sources
Leaders
Keynote speeches, research panels,
STEM S TED Talks
Politics 5 Campaign speechgs,_ parllgmentary
debates, media interviews
Corporate earnings calls,
Finance 5 leadership summits, press
interviews

Textual data were collected from transcribed materials available on official websites, YouTube, news
outlets, and organizational publications. Each selected leader contributed approximately 2,000-3,000
words of discourse, yielding a total dataset of ~40,000 words. All texts were manually transcribed
(when necessary) and formatted for qualitative analysis using NVivo 14 software.

3.2 Analytic Framework

The data were analyzed using thematic discourse analysis grounded in a psycholinguistic lens,
drawing upon elements of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to examine power-related language and
self-determination theory to interpret expressions of agency, autonomy, and competence.

The analysis focused on four pre-defined linguistic features associated with psychological
empowerment:

Pronoun use (e.g., “I,” “we,” “they”)

Modality (e.g., “must,” “can,” “should”)
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Metaphorical framing (e.g., leadership as journey, transformation)
Self-referential expressions (e.g., direct statements of confidence or capacity)

Each transcript was coded for the presence, frequency, and context of these features. Codes were
developed deductively and refined inductively. Inter-rater reliability was ensured through
independent coding of 25% of the dataset by a second analyst, achieving Cohen’s k = 0.84, indicating
strong agreement.

Table 2. Outlines the operational definitions and examples of key coding categories.

Coding Operational Definition Example from Data
Category

Inclusive Use of “we,” “our,” and “us” to establish “We are transforming the future
Pronouns collective identity of finance.”

Assertive Use of modal verbs to express obligation, “We must innovate to remain
Modality ability, or intention relevant.”

Metaphorical Use of conceptual metaphors to describe “Leadership is a journey of

Framing leadership or change constant growth.”
Refsé ?tl-:‘fr;tial Statements indicating _pgrsonal agency, “I chose to leaq this change
Statements confidence, or decision-making despite resistance.”

3.3 Data Analysis Procedure

The data analysis process unfolded in three interrelated phases, each contributing to a systematic
understanding of how female leaders used language to assert psychological empowerment across
male-dominated sectors. The initial phase involved data familiarization and preliminary coding. All
transcripts were read multiple times to immerse the researcher in the linguistic patterns, rhetorical
structures, and contextual nuances of the discourse. During this stage, an initial coding framework
based on predefined linguistic categories such as pronoun usage, modality, metaphor, and self-
referential statements was applied to each transcript using NVivo 14 software. Codes were informed
by prior psycholinguistic and discourse literature but were also adjusted inductively as new patterns
emerged from the data. The second phase of analysis focused on identifying higher-order patterns by
grouping individual codes into broader thematic categories that aligned with constructs of
psychological empowerment. The process of thematic consolidation allowed for the emergence of
conceptually rich categories such as collective agency, assertive leadership language, and resilient
identity construction. These categories were defined not only by the frequency of specific linguistic
markers but also by the psychological and rhetorical function they served within the broader
leadership narratives. This thematic layer of analysis was essential for bridging micro-level language
features with macro-level psychological constructs grounded in theories of self-efficacy and intrinsic
motivation. In the third phase, a comparative cross-sectoral analysis was conducted to assess how
these linguistic strategies varied across the STEM, political, and financial leadership domains. Coded
data segments were systematically reviewed for sector-specific discourse features, such as
preferences for evidential reasoning in STEM, value-laden appeals in politics, or pragmatic framing
in finance. This comparative lens provided insights into how women leaders adapted their linguistic
strategies to context-specific expectations while maintaining core elements of psychological
empowerment. The theoretical frameworks of Bandura (1997) on self-efficacy and Thomas and
Velthouse’s (1990) cognitive model of empowerment were applied during interpretation, enabling a
coherent understanding of how language functioned not only as a communicative tool but as a
mechanism of psychological affirmation and control within high-status professional environments.

3.4 Trustworthiness

To ensure methodological rigor and credibility of the findings, multiple strategies were employed to
enhance the trustworthiness of the research process. Triangulation was implemented by comparing
discourse data across three distinct sectors STEM, politics, and finance to identify both convergent
and divergent patterns in linguistic agency. This cross-sectoral analysis allowed for a more nuanced
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understanding of how context influences empowerment discourse and reduced the likelihood of
sector-specific bias. Peer debriefing was conducted at key stages of the analysis, whereby preliminary
codes and thematic categories were reviewed and critiqued by two independent researchers familiar
with discourse analysis and gender studies. This process facilitated the refinement of coding
definitions and helped to guard against interpretive bias. Additionally, an audit trail was maintained
throughout the research process, documenting analytic decisions, codebook revisions, and theoretical
memos to provide a transparent account of how findings were derived. Reflexivity was actively
practiced through the use of analytic memos, which served to bracket the researcher’s own
assumptions and positionality in relation to gender and leadership discourse. These memos captured
reflections on emerging interpretations, potential biases, and the evolving relationship between data
and theory. By engaging in reflexive documentation and external validation, the study ensured a high
level of analytical integrity and contributed to the credibility, confirmability, and transferability of its
findings within the qualitative research paradigm.

4.0 Results

The thematic discourse analysis revealed three overarching patterns through which female leaders in
male-dominated sectors employed linguistic strategies to assert psychological empowerment: (1)
collective agency through inclusive language, (2) assertive modality as a marker of self-efficacy, and
(3) identity reinforcement through metaphor and self-referential statements. Each theme reflected
distinctive yet intersecting expressions of linguistic agency and psychological empowerment across
the professional contexts of STEM, politics, and finance.

4.1 Collective Agency Through Inclusive Language

A prominent theme across all sectors was the strategic use of inclusive pronouns particularly “we,”
“our,” and “us “to construct a shared identity and emphasize collaborative leadership. This linguistic
strategy functioned to diffuse hierarchical connotations while simultaneously affirming the speaker’s
role in guiding collective effort. In political discourse, this pattern was particularly pronounced. For
example, one political leader stated, “We have stood together for change, and we will move forward
as one.” This use of collective reference served to position the speaker as both a representative and a
mobilizer, reflecting high perceived relatedness and leadership alignment with group values. In
STEM contexts, inclusive language was often integrated with technical or institutional terminology,
such as, “Our research team has shown that innovation is possible when we dismantle old barriers.”
Here, collective agency was framed as intellectual collaboration, reinforcing the leader’s credibility
and interdependence with her professional peers. In finance, the use of “we” frequently emphasized
organizational cohesion and accountability: “We are restructuring our systems to ensure transparency
and trust.” Across sectors, inclusive language consistently functioned as a mechanism of
psychological empowerment by affirming control, affiliation, and shared responsibility.

2. Assertive Modality as a Marker of Self-Efficacy

99 ¢

Another core pattern involved the use of modality, particularly modal verbs such as “must,” “can,”
and “will,” to communicate decisiveness, capability, and intentionality. These expressions served as
linguistic markers of self-efficacy, reflecting confidence in one’s leadership capacity and the ability
to influence future outcomes. Leaders frequently employed such modals to articulate visions,
obligations, and plans with authority. For instance, a finance executive stated, “We must lead the way
in ethical investment practices,” signalling not only strategic direction but also moral conviction and
responsibility. In STEM discourse, modals were often coupled with evidential reasoning to enhance
legitimacy: “We can reduce the carbon footprint through scalable technologies, and we will continue
to push those innovations.” This blending of epistemic certainty with goal-directed language reflected
a high degree of personal and organizational efficacy. In political speech, assertive modality appeared
in value-laden commitments: “We will protect the rights of all citizens, regardless of the opposition.”
Such language constructed the speaker as both competent and resolute, aligning with psychological
empowerment dimensions of autonomy and impact. The results of the study are encapsulated in
figure-1
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Inclusive Longuage Use - We Our Us - Builds collective agency

/
Assertive Moa{o.h'ty Use - Must Can will - Expresses se,fP-e,Pﬁmcy

Figure-1 Results of the Study
3. Identity Reinforcement Through Metaphor and Self-Referential Statements

Leaders across all domains used metaphorical language and self-referential statements to construct
and reinforce empowered identities. Metaphors served to frame leadership roles as dynamic and
value-driven. A recurring metaphor in the political corpus described leadership as a journey: “This is
not just a campaign it is a movement, a long road paved with resilience.” In the STEM sector,
leadership was often described through metaphors of exploration or engineering: “We are building
the future one discovery at a time.” These metaphors invoked imagery that underscored
transformation, agency, and long-term vision. Self-referential expressions particularly first-person
declarative statements were also employed to assert personal agency and leadership intentionality.
For example, a STEM leader noted, “I chose to take the less conventional path, and I have never
regretted that decision.” Such statements emphasized individual agency and internal locus of control,
aligning with the psychological dimensions of empowerment as outlined by Bandura (1997) and
Thomas and Velthouse (1990). In finance, similar expressions were used to highlight decision-
making authority: “I take full responsibility for this strategic shift.” These rhetorical devices not only
humanized the leaders but also functioned as mechanisms of identity affirmation, enabling speakers
to project self-confidence, autonomy, and goal orientation key psychological attributes of
empowerment.

3.1 Cross-Sectoral Observations

While these themes were present across all three sectors, sector-specific variations were evident in
the rhetorical emphasis and functional use of language. Political leaders were more likely to employ
value-laden narratives and collective identity appeals, while STEM leaders favoured evidential
reasoning and technocratic framing. Financial leaders balanced assertive modality with pragmatic
discourse centered on accountability and organizational outcomes. These differences reflected both
the communicative norms of each domain and the adaptive strategies used by women to assert
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psychological empowerment within them. Overall, the findings underscored the role of language as
a central vehicle for enacting and reinforcing empowerment among women in leadership roles.
Linguistic agency through inclusive speech, confident modality, and identity-reinforcing expressions
functioned not only to meet external expectations but to cultivate and sustain internal psychological
resources essential for effective leadership in gender-asymmetric environments.

4.0 Discussion

The present study investigated how female leaders in male-dominated sectors namely STEM, politics,
and finance utilized linguistic strategies to express and reinforce psychological empowerment.
Through a thematic discourse analysis grounded in psycholinguistic theory and critical discourse
frameworks, the findings revealed that inclusive language, assertive modality, and identity-
reinforcing rhetorical devices were central to the articulation of leadership and agency. These
strategies not only served communicative functions but also reflected internal psychological
processes associated with self-efficacy, autonomy, and purpose.

The findings of this study must also be interpreted within the broader institutional context, particularly
in light of legal frameworks designed to safeguard women’s dignity and rights in the workplace. In
India, the implementation of the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition
and Redressal) Act, 2013, has introduced formal mechanisms to deter gender-based harassment and
create supportive environments for female professionals. While the PoSH Act is primarily aimed at
addressing misconduct, it also implicitly shapes the discursive spaces in which women operate by
legitimizing their right to assert, resist, and speak with authority. This institutional support may
enhance women’s psychological empowerment by reinforcing their sense of safety, legitimacy, and
entitlement to space and voice within male-dominated sectors. The presence of such legal protections
can act as a silent but powerful enabler of linguistic agency, especially in contexts where resistance
to patriarchal norms might otherwise be perceived as socially risky. Thus, the PoSH Act does not
only function at a policy level but also contributes to a discursive infrastructure in which empowered
leadership communication becomes more feasible and sustainable. As such, the legal environment
emerges as a critical, though often under-theorized, factor in psycholinguistic models of leadership
and empowerment.

The use of inclusive pronouns such as “we” and “our” emerged as a foundational strategy across all
sectors. This finding aligns with previous research indicating that inclusive language fosters
perceptions of collectivism and shared responsibility in leadership (Holmes & Stubbe, 2003). More
importantly, in the context of psychological empowerment, such language can be interpreted as a
mechanism to reinforce relatedness core component of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan,
2000). For women navigating male-dominated hierarchies, establishing relational leadership
identities through discourse may serve to enhance perceived legitimacy and mitigate gender-based
resistance. This relational anchoring is especially salient in political and financial contexts, where
credibility and public trust are continuously negotiated.

The second major theme, assertive modality, functioned as a direct linguistic reflection of self-
efficacy. The strategic use of modal verbs such as “must,” “can,” and “will” demonstrate goal
orientation and decisive intention features that contribute to the perception of psychological control
and competence (Bandura, 1997). The nuanced differences in how modality was employed across
sectors further underscore the adaptive nature of linguistic agency. In STEM, assertive modality was
often linked to evidential claims, which supports the domain’s reliance on empirical validation. In
contrast, political discourse emphasized moral or ideological imperatives, highlighting the dual roles
of persuasion and representation in political leadership. These variations reveal how linguistic
markers of empowerment are tailored to the communicative demands and gendered expectations of
each sector. The third theme identity reinforcement through metaphor and self-referential expressions
highlighted the psychological dimension of autonomy and meaning-making in leadership narratives.
Metaphors such as “journey,” “transformation,” and “building” provided conceptual framing for
leadership as a dynamic and agentic process. Such metaphors align with prior findings on the role of
narrative structure in the construction of empowered identities (Schnurr, 2009). Moreover, self-
referential statements (e.g., “I chose,” “I decided”) functioned as explicit assertions of agency,

2
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reflecting internal locus of control. These discursive choices are psychologically significant, as they
contribute to the leader’s self-concept and perceived authority, particularly in environments where
women’s leadership is still subject to gendered scrutiny (Carli, 2001).

A noteworthy contribution of this study lies in its cross-sectoral comparison, which revealed both
convergence and divergence in the discursive construction of empowerment. While all leaders
employed the core strategies identified, the rhetorical emphasis and thematic framing varied by
domain. Political leaders engaged more frequently in value-laden collective appeals, STEM leaders
relied on technical reasoning, and finance leaders prioritized pragmatic responsibility. These
differences reflect not only institutional norms but also the strategic flexibility of women leaders in
aligning their discourse with domain-specific expectations while maintaining an empowered stance.
This supports existing literature suggesting that women often develop linguistic dexterity as a means
of navigating contradictory role demands (Baxter, 2010).Importantly, the findings reinforce the
conceptualization of language as a medium of psychological empowerment, not merely a
communicative artifact. The alignment of discourse with constructs such as self-efficacy, relatedness,
and autonomy situates language use within a broader psychological framework, providing empirical
support for the theoretical integration of psycholinguistics and empowerment studies. By mapping
specific linguistic features onto established psychological constructs, this study advances a more
nuanced understanding of how empowerment is enacted through discourse. While the study offers
significant insights, certain limitations warrant acknowledgment. The reliance on publicly available
discourse limits access to spontaneous or informal speech, which may yield different linguistic
patterns. Furthermore, the sample, while diverse in professional sector and geography, remains
limited in size, and findings may not generalize to all cultural or organizational contexts. Future
research could extend this work by incorporating longitudinal or ethnographic methods to capture
real-time discourse in leadership settings and examine the evolution of linguistic agency over time.

4.1 Conclusion and Implications

This study examined the psycholinguistic strategies employed by female leaders across three male-
dominated sectors STEM, politics, and finance to assert psychological empowerment and construct
authoritative leadership identities. Through qualitative thematic discourse analysis, it was
demonstrated that inclusive pronoun usage, assertive modality, and identity-reinforcing rhetoric (e.g.,
metaphor and self-referential statements) serve as central linguistic mechanisms by which women
navigate and mitigate gendered communicative constraints. These strategies were shown to align with
key psychological constructs such as self-efficacy, autonomy, and relatedness, thereby underscoring
the role of language not only as a communicative tool but also as a medium of psychological agency.
The findings highlight that women in leadership positions are not merely adapting to the
communicative demands of male-dominated fields but are actively engaging in discursive acts that
reinforce their own sense of empowerment and legitimacy. The strategic deployment of language in
this context reflects both adaptation to structural norms and resistance to gendered communicative
expectations. This dual function compliance and disruption positions linguistic agency as a critical
site of empowerment, wherein leaders simultaneously assert authority and subvert limiting gender
stereotypes. By doing so, they co-construct leadership discourses that challenge conventional
paradigms of power and credibility. Furthermore, the cross-sectoral analysis revealed that while the
core features of empowerment discourse are consistent, the rhetorical styles and thematic emphases
are domain-specific. This suggests that linguistic empowerment is contextually responsive and
shaped by both institutional norms and audience expectations. For example, STEM leaders tend to
foreground evidential and data-driven discourse, whereas political leaders engage in value-driven
appeals, and financial leaders emphasize strategic planning and accountability. These distinctions
have important implications for how empowerment is enacted and perceived across different
occupational cultures.

From a theoretical standpoint, the study contributes to the integration of psycholinguistic frameworks
with psychological theories of empowerment, particularly self-determination theory and cognitive
models of motivation. The findings support the premise that linguistic features such as modality,
pronoun usage, and metaphor are not only stylistic choices but also reflective of internal
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psychological states. As such, the study offers an empirically grounded model for understanding how
language mediates psychological empowerment in leadership contexts. The implications of these
findings extend to several domains of applied practice. In organizational leadership development,
there is a need to incorporate discourse awareness and linguistic training into empowerment
programs, particularly for women in underrepresented leadership roles. Facilitating strategic language
use can enhance perceived competence, authority, and legitimacy. In policy and education, the
development of leadership curricula that acknowledges and supports diverse rhetorical strategies
especially those used by women and other marginalized groups can contribute to more equitable
communicative environments.

Finally, the study acknowledges the role of legal frameworks such as India’s PoSH Act in supporting
women’s linguistic and psychological empowerment. By affirming women's right to a safe and
equitable workplace, such policies indirectly reinforce discursive legitimacy, enabling female leaders
to assert agency and authority within professional domains historically resistant to their voices. This
intersection of law and language deserves continued scholarly attention as both a structural and
symbolic resource for empowerment.

Finally, the research suggests avenues for future investigation. Longitudinal and cross-cultural studies
could explore how linguistic agency develops over time and across diverse sociolinguistic contexts.
Mixed-method approaches that integrate psycholinguistic analysis with interviews or psychological
measures of empowerment could provide deeper insights into the relationship between discourse and
internal experience. Expanding the scope of analysis to include informal, spontaneous, or intra-
organizational communication would also enhance understanding of everyday empowerment
practices in leadership. In sum, this study affirms that linguistic strategies are not merely reflective
of leadership but are integral to its construction, particularly for women operating in gender-
asymmetric environments. Language serves as both a mirror and a mechanism of empowerment
shaping identity, asserting authority, and challenging the boundaries of traditional leadership
discourse.
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