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How to Close the Communication
 
By DEBORAH TANNEN 

ALTHOUGH IT seems that men and 
women grow up in the same world. 
how they use language-in differ: 
cnt ways and for different pur
poscs-n1ukes it sccln that indeed 
the two sexes are talking at cross
purposes. For WOlnen, talk is the 
glue that holds rchttionships to
gether; it creates connections be
tween people and a sense of com
munity. For men. activities hold 
relationships together; talk is used 
to negotiate their position in a 
group nnd preserve independence. 

With llu:Kc divcrgcllt COlll'CfIJH, 

wOlncn tlild 1l1Cn typic.llly talk dif
ferendy when they arc trying to 

achieve the saine cnd. And they of
ten walk away froln a conversation 
having uheard" very different inter
actions. Consider thcse two ex.un-, 
pIes of communication confusion: 
+A wOlnan who owned :l bookstore 

asked the Inanager to do some

thing. and he agreed to do it. DilYS 
later it hadn't been done. 

Herc·s what the woman said: 
"The bookkeeper needs help with 
the billing. What would you think 
about helping her out?n 

The man had said. ··Okay." by 
which he meant, "Ok.1Y. I'll think 
about helping her out.." He had 
thought about it and decided that 
he couldn't spare the time. The 
owner was perturbed; she felt she 
had given him specific instructions. 
But what he heard was a suggestion 
he was free to reject. 

+A women asked her adult son, 
who lived with her, for help with 
expenses after he began to work 
full-time. Weeks later he was acting 
:IS if they hadn't spoken nbout it. 
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Between Men and Women
 
The woman had ilsked for rent 

money like this: u1 think it would be 

J;lir f()r you 10 pay rent now." 
I-Ic replied, uI'an leaving soon 

tlnyway." 

The woman walked away froln 
the conversation greatly relieved. 
nut as time passed and no rent ap
peared, her anger erupted. In the 
ensuing quarrel it emerged that her 
son had heard her statement as an 

opinion, not a request for rent. He 
had walked away from their initial 
conversation feeling that the idea of 
his paying rent had been raised. but 
not settled. 

Is it a coincidence th:lt in both 

conversations, one taking place at 

work :1nd the other at home. the 
penton who gave lIorJcrs" indirc(lly 
was a WOlnan, and the person who 

nlisunoerstoou her intentions was a 

man? According to n,y own and 
others' research, the :lns\vcr is an 

unequivocal no. 
Women and men have character

istically different conversational 

styles. Although there :ire ethnic. 
regional, and individual differences 

in convers.Hion. ~ vast nunlbcr of 

people-myself included-fecI 
that gender differences account for 
their behavior ;nd that of their 
partners. friends an~ colleagues. 

Starting below, 

a sampling of 
typical male 
and female re· 

sponses to a 
comment, 

compiled for 

us by linguist 
Deborah Ton· 

nen, author of 

the best-sen· 
ing ''You Just 

Don't Unde-,· 
stand: Men 
and Women--in 
Conversation." 



Talking 
is the 
b011d 
that 
11lokes 

W01Jlel1 
. 
tnto 

StlYJ11g 

friends. 

Understanding the differences be
t\vecn \YOnlents and mcnts styles 
makes it possible to ease or even 

dispel the frustration that results 
when others dontt undcrstand what 
we mean and behave in wa}'s that 
sceln puzzling, if not downright 

objectionable. 

Girls Suggest, 
Boys Command 
RESEARCH 8Y psychologists, soci
ologists and anthropologists sho\ys 
that one of the most striking differ
ences behYCen girls' and bol's' styles 
is how they ask-or direct-others 
to do what they \vant. At all ages, 
girls arc more likely to phrase their 
preferences as suggestions, appear
ing to give others options in decid
ing what to. do. For example, an
thropologist Marjorie Harness 
Goodwin of the University of 
South Carolina observed girls who. 
\vere making glass rings out ofbot
tie rims on the streets of Philadel
phia. They made suggestions likc, 

"Let's gP get more bottles," or 
IlLet's wash them because they 
might have germs in them." They 
gave reasons for their suggestions, 
and the reasons involved the good 
of the group. Goodwin found that 
boys at play tended to givc each 

other commands like, "Don't come 
in here where I am!" Stanford Uni

versity developmental psychologist 
Eleanor Maccoby also found that 
girls try to influence others by mak
ing polite suggestions, and boys do 
so by more direct commands. 

Women and men bring these 
habits and expectations, formed 
during childhood play, into adult
hood. At work, for example, many 
wOlncn arc intensely uncomfortable 
with male bosses who give bald 
commands. One woman said that 
when her boss gives her instruc
tions, she feels she should salute 
and say, "Yes, boss!" His directions 
sounded so imperious as to border 
on the militaristic. Another woman 
told me that she enjoyed working 
for a woman who tended to saYt for 
example, '~I have a problem. I have 
to get this report done, but I can't 
do it myself: What do you think?" 
Predictably, the employee would 
offer to write the report. 

Though most women under
stand and appreciate such polite re
quests, a male employee might lind 
such a request inscrutable. If he 
docs perceive that he is being invit
ed to otTer to write the report, he 
might resent being pressured to of
fer rather tha~ being assigned the 
task outright. People with direct 
styles ofasking for things, including 
most men, perceive indirect re
quests as manipulative. 

Caning a conversation style ma
nipulative is often just a way of 
blaming others for our discomfort 

with their styles. This bossts \ny of
 
a11o\ying her enlploycc to oITe', to
 

write the report is no more m~niru·
 

lative than making a tclcphonc.c.aD.
 
asking, "ls Rachel in?" and cx~ct·
 

iog whoever answers to caU luctwl
 
to the phone if she is in. Only I
 

child is likely to answer t'Ycs".nct
 
continue holding the phone-nne
 
out of orneriness but becausc' o(·in

experience with the conventional
 
meaning of the question. This is
 
exactly what leads direct people to
 
feel that indirect orders are illogical
 
or manipulative-they do not rcc·
 
ognize the conventional nature of
 
indirect requests.
 

How to Get Him to Help 
at Home 
NOT )'ERCEIVING such requests at 
I,ome may be why saine men don't 
do more work around the house. 
The husband genuinely doesn't un'" 
derstand that when the wife says, 
t'The house is reany messy but I 
don't have time to clean up," she 
expects him to offer to cleanup 
while she's grocery shopping. A 
more direct request is more likely to 

. get the desired result. . 
It might be tempting to interpret 

girls' and women's indirectness as 
insecurity: They don't feel they . 
have the right to demand. But this 
would be interpreting women's be
havior from the perspc'ctive of 
men's styles. A man in a position or 
authority, like boys at play, is likely 

11l/) 



to give orders in a bald. direct way 
because that's the way boys and 
men typically establish and rein
force their authority. But women, 
like girls at play. assume that their 
authority is clear because of their 
position. They do not expect to 
have to recreate it continually in 
how they ~ive orders. This could 
just ns logically be interpreted as 
showing they nre more secure, since 
they don't feel they have to keep 
proving themselves by talking 
tough; they feel they merely have to 
make it clear what they \vnnt. 

Another common misjudgment 
is that being indirect is somehow 
less than honest. Indirect commu
nication is perfectly clear when the 
indirectness is mutually under
stood. Many-in fact, most-cul
tures of the world operate with ev
eryone being indirect. American 
men who go to Japan and try to do 
business by getting right to the 
point don't get very far. And wom
en's styles work just fine with other 
women who have similar styles. just 
as Maccoby found that girls' indi
rect styles are perfectly effective 
with other girls. The bookstore 
owner, for example, did not en
counter problems with her female 
employees, though she spoke to 
them in the same way that confused 
the men who worked for her. 

Given these: differences, how 
should the bookstore owner givc 
orders to male employees? She 
would probably not feel comfort
able saying, "Help the bookkeeper 
with the bil1ing today." It would 
feel too impolite and would make 
her uncomfortable. A possible solu
tion might be to find a compromise 
between her indirect style and the 
more direct style that is more typi
cal of men. She might say, "Sally 
needs help with the billing. I'd like 
you to help her out today. Is there 
any reason you can't?" "I'd like you 
to" should satisfy her sense of po
liteness, and she is stating the rea
son for her requcst. She is also giv
ing him an opportunity to express 
his reason for not complying, if 

there is any. Yet it is clear that she is 
telling him what to do. 

In actuality; howevcr, the book
store owner did not need to change 
her style nt alt. As a result of thcir 
discussion, the manager now real
izes that when the owner "asks" 
him if he wants to do something. 
she is rently telling him to do it. 
Because of the roles they nre in
she's the boss, he works for her
he: was more motivated to adjust 
than she. But he couldn't have 
known how to adjust if they hadn't 
talked about their style differences. 

Style Differences Cause 
Confusion 
AUTHORI1Y RELATIONS are also 
significant in the conversittion be
tween the mother and her adult 
son. The mother felt that as the 
parent and owner of the house. an 
she had to do was make her wishes 
known: Her son would feel obligat
ed to honor her wishes. But if she 
knew that men often honestly mis
interpret indirect requests, she 
might have tried to end the conver
sation with her son by secking a 
commitment to act. She may not 
have been comfortable giving an or" 
der ("Have a check for me on Mon
day"), but she might have asked. 
''When can I expect n check?" This 
is polite in the sense of giving him 
an option, but it is also explicit 
about whnt she expects him to do. 

Solutions nrc more difficult to 

11fe1l 

b011d 
through 
sports 
alld use 
tall, to 
SeCtt1Y1 

thei14 

positiol1 
. 

111 a 
g1YJlIp. 

find when authority relations put 
the woman at a disadvantage: I-Iow 
can a female employee dent with a 
male boss whom she finds too im
perious? The most hopeful solution 
would be finding nn opportunity to 
discuss it with him. perhaps by giv
ing him a book or articlc (like this 
one) about women's nnd men's con
versational styles. Then the basis 
for her complaint is not a personal 
weakness but a common phenome
non. Even if the boss doesn't 
change, she might find herself bet
ter able to dismiss his tone as "his 
style" and not take it personntIy. 
This reframing can be successful 
even jf she doesn't have the kind of 
relationship that would allow them 

to talk about the problem. 
Asking .others to change. espe

cially if they're the boss, will not 
work if they don't understand the 
logic of the other style. They will 
feel theirway is right and won't see 
why should they switch from the 
right way to a wrong way just to 
please you. But understanding that 
there is logic to the other way of 
talking-that this isn't the ncurosis 
ofone woman or man but a system
atic pattern- makes most people 
more likely to consider adjusting 
their styles. 

Women Use Warm-Up 
Chat 
ANOTHER WAY that women's nnd 
men's styles differ is that most 



Little 
boys 
al~ less 
likely 
to heed 
whe12 

girls 
speak 
thall 

whe11 

boys do. 

\vomen mix business and pcrson:ll 
talk. For example, a woman \vho 
directed n counseling center vI/auld 
meet with each staff social worker 
weekly. \Vhcn she met with women 
on the staff, they might spend three 
quarters of their time talking about 
\vhat was going on in their o\\'n 
lives, nnd a quarter updating the 
cases and discussing case-related 
problems. Some of the men on the 
stafffclt that taking time from these 
business sessions to talk about per
sonal matters was wasted. They be
lieved nonwork discussions about 
sports or politics, for example, 
should ~ot be rai~cd during confer
ence hours. They might talk about 
these things at the coffee mnchine 
or before a meeting actually starts, 
but not durinK it. 

But the worncn fclt that the per
sonal talk established the comfort
able relationship between them that 
provided the bnsis for working to
gether; it made it possible for them 
to conduct their business success
fully nnd efficiently. 

A woman who works with men 
milY have to moderate her desire for 
pcr"')nal talk in a work setting. And 

a \"om~n '\lho "vorks \vith \vomen 
m:lY not h~ve the option ofgiving it 
up. This discovery was made by it 

woman who ,vas hired as editor of:l 
newsletter. She had so much to do 
that she decided to nln the office as 
she had seen men nln offices she 
had worked in: no ti me for small 
talk; get right down to business. M
ter a short time, she began to hear 
ntmblings that the women in the 
office \vcre unhappy with her. They 
fclt she was cold nnd aloof, that 
po\ver had gone to her hend nnd 
mnde her arrogant. She decided to 
modify her style with a compromise 
between women's nnd men's styles, 
taking some time to tnlk, check in 
\vith people about their personal 
lives and exchange pJensnntries. 
The feeling that the people they 
work with are interested in them 
personally seems to be a requisite 
for many women to be happy in 
what they nrc doing. Qpite the con
trary, many men resent personal 
questions as intntsivc and may even 
misinterprct them as showing ro
mantic intcrc5t. 

Getting Heard 
at Meetings 
ONE WOf\1AN, whom 1'11 catl Cyn
thia, was a member of a committee 
organizing n fund-raiser for a polit
ical candidate. Most of the com
mittee members were focused on 
cnnva$sing 10Ce\1 businesses for sup
port. When Cynthia suggested that 
they write directly to former col
leagues. friends and supporters of 
the candidate, inviting them to join 
an honorary board in exchange for a 
contribution, her suggestion was ig
nored. L,ttcr the same suggestion 
was made by another committee 
member I'll can L1rry. Suddenly the 
group came alive, enthusinsticnlly 
cmhr~lcinJ.t :tnci i mplcmenti n~ 

"Larry's :dca.tt 

Alnl0st any woman who has tak
en part in a mixed-gender meeting 
or group discussion hns hnd the ex
perience of h:lvin~ her ideas ig
nored when she cxpre~!led them but 
picked up when they were echoed 

by a man -and thereafter attribut
ed to him. Why does this happen 
nnd what cnn \VC do abollt it? 

The naturnIly higher pitch of 
worncn's voices makes it hardcr for 
11~ to sound nuthoritative. But this 
natural disadvantage is often aggra
vated by the way women and men 
voicc opinions. Many women try to 
avoid seeming presumptuous by 
prefacing their statement~ with a 
disclaimer such as, UI don't know jf 
this will work, but ..." or ·You·ve 

probably already thought of this, 
but ..." They may also speak at a 
lo\vcr volume and try to be succinct 
so as not to take up more meeting 
t i rn e t han neCess:\ ry. I nother 
words, the man who snid uthe same 
thing" probably s:tid it very differ
ently. Dispensing with the dis
claimer, he may have spoken at 
grCilt'Cr length, and expressed his 
idea with certainty rather than 
tentativcne~s. 

But it would be unfair-and un
tnte-to blame women alone for 
being jgnored. Research shows that 
won'len ~re not a~ likely to be lis
tened to as men, regardless 
of how we speak or what we say. 
Maccoby observed three-year-aIds 
playing with partners. The little 
boys did not respond when a girl 
partner told them not to do some
thing, but they did respond to the 
verbnl protests of boys. Girls, in 
contri\st, responded to the verbal 
protests of both girls and boys. 

Sirnply put, male children pay 
Jess attention to females than to 
other ",:tIcs. And the experience of 
women at Ineetings indicates the 
snme is true for adult men and 
women. This does not menn we 
Cilnnot chnngc how men respond to 
us; it just means thnt we nrc starting 
out with a handicap that we have to 
uf'ntlcrstitnd in order to ovcrc:nnlC. 
Wonlcn nlny still need to choose 
the issues on which to speak out if 
we do not want to be regarded as 
too aggressive. We may push our
selves to rcsi~t di~ct:timcrs: Just 
jUlllp right in itnd state nn idea 

(con/;'lIltd on pl1gt 140) 

102
 ~1CCAI.I.·S MAY 1991 



How to Close the Communication Gap
 

(conlinuedftol11 page 102) 
\vithout \vorrying about how in1portant 
it is or whether anyone else may have 
thought of it before. We may practice 
speaking louder ~nd at greater length, 
resisting the impulse to have our intona
tion rise at the ends of our sentences-a 
pattern often used by women to show 
consideration and invite response but in
terpreted by men as a sign of uncertainty 
and insecurity. 

When and How to Speak Up 
BEFORE WOMEN dccide to change our 
styles. though, we have to realize that we 
are in a double bind. If we speak as 
women are expected to speak, we will be 
seen as ineffective. But if we speak as 
men are expected to spC:lk, we will be 
seen as unfclninine-or worse. A \vorn
an cannot simply spcak as a man would, 
any more than she can appear at a meet
ing dressed as a man. 'VVhcn Geraldine 
Ferraro spoke as forcefully as a male po
litical c:lndidate would be expected to 
speak. Barbara Bush said she thought of 
a word that "rhymes with rich." Women 
who talk like men are seen as too aggres
sive, just as men who talk like women 
arc seen as wirnps. 

Many women try to temper this by 
limiting how often they take the floor. 

Elizabeth Aries, a pyschologist at Atn
herst Collegc. found that women who 
spoke up at one discussion group meet
ing would intentionally speak less at the 
next. so as not to appear dominating. 
Womell students in my own classes at 
Georgetown University tell me that they 
consciously make this adjustment as 
well: If they contribute a lot one week, 
they keep silent the next. Even Margaret· 
Mead, according to her daughter Mary 
Catherine Bateson, an anthropologist at 

George Mason University and a 
MCCALL'S columnist, judiciously chose 
the issues on which she would speak out, 
so as not to come ac'ross as dominating. 
Such a strategy may be a wise one for 
everyone, women and men. On the oth
er hand, it m:ty also be wise to simply 
decide that we dontt mind being seen as 
aggressive, sa long as we arc listened to. 
Andl we may hope that ifenough WOOlen 

adjust their styles. expectations of how a 

M c CAL L ' S ~1 A Y 1 9 9 1 

feminine woman speaks may gradually 
change as a result. 

In the Home: Who's Silent 
Now? 
IF WOl\1EN often have a hard time 
speaking up at business meetings. there 
is another situation where the reverse is 
true and women tend to talk more than 
men: at home. The same man who dom
inates the board meeting comes home at 
the end of the day to a woman who will 
tell him everything that happened to her 
during the day-if she was home, what 
the children did and said. where she 
went and whom she met, who called to 
tell what news. If she was at work, she 
will tell him about the people at work, 
what this or that colleague said, what 
happened at the meeting, what she said 
and how it was received. Then she turns 
to him and asks, '·How was your day?" 

And he replies: "Okay." 
Hurt, she presses, "Didn't anything 

happen at work?" "Nope," he answers, 
honestly. "It was just a day like any oth
er." Or he might say, "I had a rotten day; 
I just want to relax." -'What happened?" 
she encourages, eager to hear his woes. 
"Ch, nothing special. It was just a rough 
day, that's all. The usual. t, 

She feels there is something terribly 

JcIC.JUflg in thei, lclatjulIsII;I', iI"J j" I.i".. 
He's deficient because he isn't in touch 
with his feelings, doesn't share, doesntt 
tell her anything. The relationship is de
ficient because they aren't as close as 
they should be. \Vhcn women are asked 
the reason for their dissatisfaction with 
marriage, or for their divorces, they say 
"lack of communication" more often 
than anything else. I think they are usu
ally referring to this sort of communica
tion-an unstructured give-and-take 
about daily events, fleeting impressions 
and feelings that for most wornen is the 
essence of intimacy. When the man who 
is party to the snmc relationship doesn't 
lnention conllnunication as a problem. 
he is probably using a different defini
tion of communication: He feels their 
communication is fine because when 
they have a mnjor decision to make, they 
sit down and discuss it. His definition of 
intimacy is spending time and doing 

things together. 
To deal with this frustration, the most 

important thing, again, is understanding 
the differences between women's and 
men's styles. Many women are relieved 
to learn that their partner's reluctance to 
tell what happened during the day is not 
an intentional withholding of infofll1a
tion and intimacy; many men feel a bur
den lifted when they understand why 
their partners want that sort of talk and 
what it is. 

Ways of adjusting will be negotiated 
by each couple. She may simply accept 
that she isn't going to get that kind of 
intimate chitchat from him and seek it 
from hcr friends. On the other hand. 
some men will adapt once they under
stand the kind of conversation their 
wives or girlfriends want and why they 
want it. Many men have learned to tell 
about their days, and more men have at 
least begun to listen and not tune out the 
women in their lives because ofa con~ic
tion that she's going on and on about 
nothing. One couplc hit upon a compro
mise: She wants to come home and start 
talking immediately; he wants to read 
the newspaper and unwind. So she 
leaves him alone for an hour, and then 
he puts down the newspaper and talks
or at least listens-to her. 

T~Jkillg ill IIC'II Wily!; i, difl;cl/h ;4' 
first. OUf sense of the "right" way to 
talk. like the right way to behave, is inex
tricable from our sense of being a good 
person, so t~\lking in a different WilY 

seems like being rude. selfish, illogical or 
just plain weird. But understanding that 
conversational styles arc sianply different 
ways of being polite makes it possible to 
dcvclcp flexibility without feeling you 
arc compromising your character. Try to 
speak differently in a safe situation and 
watch the different ways that people re
spond. With practice a reticent wOlnan 
can learn to be more comfortable speak
ing up in a group, and a stoic man C:in 

learn to enjoy exchanging confidences at 
home. Flexibility can give you more op
tions and more: success in relationships 
with people at home and at work. _ 

Dthorah Talllltn ;S Q proftssor 0/ /i,,
guisliu at GtOrgtloWn Ulliv~rsily. 
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