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Abstract 

Previous research suggests that less frequent use of the pronoun “I” and more 

frequent use of the word “we” is associated with higher levels of perceived power 

or status; the person is seen as higher in leadership. No research, however, has 

examined whether such language usage patterns are associated with actual 

influence during group problem solving tasks. We explored whether language 

usage patterns associated with perceived leadership would also be associated with 

greater influence within a group. Two hundred forty participants in eighty, three-

person groups completed two intellective, problem-solving scenarios. For each 

scenario, participants imagined they were stranded in a wilderness with various 

items. Participants, both individually and as a group, rank ordered these items in 

terms of their importance for the group’s survival. Linguistic Inquiry and Word 

Count (LIWC) software analyzed individual language usage patterns during group 

interactions. Independent coders indicated the amount of leadership they judged 

each group member to have displayed during the second task. Influence was 

quantified by assessing the degree to which group members brought the collective 

group decision closer to their original individual judgments. Twenty-two 

participants were excluded from the analysis due to inadequate language sample 

size (e.g., total word count less than 100 words). The results replicated previous 

research on language usage patterns and perceptions of leadership; with 

perceptions of leadership being negatively correlated with “I” word usage (r = -

.164, p < .05) and positively correlated with “we” word usage (r = .153, p < .05). 

“I and “we” word usage, however, was not significantly related to influence. 

Alternatively, influence within the group was positively correlated with using 

longer sentences (r = .202, p < .01) and negatively correlated with expressing 

positive emotions (r = - .175, p < .01), and agreement (r = - .218, p < .01). These 

results suggest that to be influential in groups, members should make substantial 

statements when they speak, but avoid being overly agreeable and positive.  Such 

a strategy may be consistent with the error correction function found in effective 

groups; involving not "going with the flow" of discussion, but rather posing 

alternative ideas. 

Background 
• “Words and language are the very stuff of psychology and communication. They 

are the medium by which cognitive, personality, clinical, and social 

psychologists attempt to understand human beings.” – James W. Pennebaker 

 

• Previous research suggests that more frequent use of the word “we” and less 

frequent use of the pronoun “I” is associated with higher levels of perceived 

power or status; the person is seen as higher in leadership.  

• According to Pennabaker (2011), the use of “we” can establish a position of 

power and status.  

• For example, Pennabaker found people often use the “royal-we” to 

diffuse responsibility, even if the person in question is the only one in 

the know. i.e. “We don’t see where you fit in with this company.” 

• “We can also be used to create a feeling on inclusiveness 

• Pennabaker (2011) found that during his times of most prestige after 

9/11 Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s use of “we” was used significantly  

more frequently compared to his prior speeches.  

• We argue that leadership and influence within a group have different constructs. 

• Leadership- The position of function of a leader, a person who guides or 

directs a group. 

• Influence- The capacity or power or persons or things to be a compelling 

force on or produce effects on the actions, behavior, opinions, etc. of 

others. 

• These definitions suggest, that while the constructs of leadership and 

influence may be positively correlated, they are indeed, separate 

• Research done by Littlepage and colleagues (1995) suggests that signs on 

influence in decision making include. 

• Confidence in one’s choices 

• Talking more than others 

• Level of expertise 

• Quality of comments 

• Participation in discussion 

• While researchers have examined language usage patterns associated with status 

and power (leadership), no research, however, has explored whether certain 

language usage patterns are associated with being more influential. 

Results 

Language Usage and Leadership 

The results showed that the perceptions of leadership were associated with: 

• Talking more (Higher word count) 

• Being explicative (Higher words per sentence, more prepositions) 

• Being inclusive (More “we” words and fewer “I” words) 

• Being less assenting (Agreeing or concurring less) 

The finding that language usage patterns associated with inclusiveness were 

positively related to perceptions of leadership is in line with Pennebaker’s 

previous findings. 

In contrast, increased loquacity and explicative speech along with less assenting 

language patterns are unique to this study. 

• This could be a function of studying people during group interactions instead 

of relying on prepared speeches. 

 

Language Usage and Influence 

The results showed that influence was associated with: 

• Being explicative (Higher words per sentence) 

• Being less assenting (Agreeing or concurring less) 

• Being less “positive” (Less positive emotion language) 

The finding that language usage patterns associated with explicativeness were 

positively  related to influence is in line with Littlepage’s previous findings. 

In contrast to Littlepage’s previous findings, however, we did not find a 

relationship between loquacity and influence. 

We did find that providing less assent, however, was related to influence. 

• This may be due to the fact that positive word usage in discussion can often 

be seen as being agreeable or passive. 

Method 
Participants 

Data were collected from a total of 276 undergraduate psychology students in 92, three-

person groups. Seventy percent of the participants were female. Additionally, the mean age 

was 20.7 years. As incentive for their involvement, participants were eligible to receive extra 

credit in the psychology courses and a monetary award ($20 for the individual and $20 for 

each member of the group who were the most accurate in the task). Eighty groups had usable 

videos for analysis. 

Design 

A 2X2 experimental design involving both a forming activity and feedback manipulated 

group development. In the forming conditions, participants became acquainted with other 

group members by answering questions about themselves. Participants received performance 

feedback by publicly informing each member how their individual rankings compared to the 

rankings of experts. 

Tasks 

Participants completed two different decision making tasks: a desert survival task and a moon 

survival task. In both scenarios, the groups were stranded and left with a number of items that 

may aid in their survival. The groups’ tasks were to rank order these items in terms of their 

importance to the groups’ survival with lower numbers indicating greater importance (e.g., an 

item ranked number one would be considered to be most important to survival). Participants 

completed each exercise both individually and as a group. The order in which the exercises 

were completed was counterbalanced across experimental conditions. 

Measures 

Language Style 

• Transcribed group discussions 

• Transcripts analyzed using Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC)  

• Counts words occurring in each category  

• Reports results as percentages relative to total words in transcript. 

Perceptions of Leadership 

• Emergent Leadership was measured using the five-item updated version of the 

General Leadership Impression scale (GLI) by Lord, Brown & Harvey, (2001). 

• Independent observers viewed videotaped groups and provided 6-point ratings of 

perceived emergent leaders.  

• Previous research has shown the GLI scale to have high internal consistency 

(a = .88).  

Measure of Influence 

• Influence was assessed using methodology described by Littlepage et. al. (1995) 

using the formula  

Influence = (∑ I individual rating – group rating I )  
• Participants were viewed as more influential the close the individual score was to 

the group’s score. 

Procedure 

Discussion 

1. Would language usage patterns correlated with perceptions 

of leadership in prepared speeches and/or written text be 

similar for naturally occurring language usage in problem 

solving groups? 

2. What language usage patterns are associated with being 

influential in a problem solving group?  

3. How similar/different are language usage patterns associated 

with leadership and influence in problem solving groups. 

Research Questions 
Perceptions of Leadership Influence 

Word Count .392** .057 

Words per sentence .203** .202** 

Six letter words .125 .050 

Pronoun -.097 .111 

Proper Pronoun -.110 .098 

“I” words -.240** .118 

“We” words .285** -.029 

“You” words -.025 -.032 

Gender identifiers -.045 -.002 

“They” words -.085 .036 

I pronouns -.015 .047 

Articles -.087 -.096 

Verb .005 -.057 

Auxiliary verbs -.047 -.106 

Past tense  -.125 -.009 

Present tense .112 .030 

Future tense .003 -.131 

Adverbs .056 -.052 

Prepositions .189** .020 

Conjunctions .130 .034 

Insight -.011 -.024 

Cause .009 -.032 

Discrepancies -.43 -.083 

Tentative .078 .075 

Certainty -.027 -.092 

Inhibiting .060 .091 

Inclusive .373** -.019 

Exclusive -.039 .095 

Positive Emotion .084 -.176 

Negations .002 .003 

Assent -.210** -.221** 
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Series1 0.97 -1.03 0.81 0.73 1.19 -1.16 
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Words per Sentence Positive Emotion Words Assent 

Series1 0.42 -0.71 -0.77 
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Figure 1 

* p < .05; ** p < .01  

Figure 2 

Summary Table of Language Usage Profiles Associated with Leadership and 

Influence in Problem Solving Groups 
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