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GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BOOK:

Dr. Tannen spent two decades researching the differences in conversational style between women and men.  This is her third book on the subject, and the most widely-known.  The book is based on a linguistic approach to understanding relationships.  “People have different conversational styles, influenced by the part of the country they grew up in, their ethnic backgrounds and those of their parents, their age, class, and gender.”  The book notes that linguistic style is “invisible,” and that we don’t realize its impact on our conversations and relationships.  Her aim is to increase the reader’s awareness, thus to aid communication, especially in the workplace.

BY THE NUMBERS

Chapter 1: Women and Men Talking on the Job

“Work days are filled with conversations about getting the job done.  Most of these conversations succeed, but too many end in impasses...”  The author thinks that many impasses result from differences in conversational style, especially between women and men.  She sets the stage and shows – by examples and case studies – why confusion results.  Her premise is that men and women have different conversational “rituals.”  When one uses rituals not known or understood by the other, misunderstandings and confusion occur.  A main point: “both styles make sense and are equally valid in themselves, though the differences in styles may cause trouble in interaction.”

This book isn’t just about “feelings.”  The author notes that in some situations – e.g., medical or military – conversational misunderstandings can result in serious injury or even death.

Some specific differences noted:


- Men are less likely to ask questions in a public situation, where asking will reveal their lack of knowledge.  Having said that, Dr. Tannen notes that flexibility is the key.  There will be certain instances where it serves one well to be discreet about a lack of knowledge.  In other circumstances, revealing the fact will be better.


- In cases where two people with different styles have to make decisions together, the result may actually be worse than if either was making the decision alone, unless their different styles are understood and accommodated.


- Success at work often is related to negotiating skill.  Conversational differences can put one party at a disadvantage.  Dr. Tannen cites Marjorie and Lawrence Nadler as theorizing that women may be disadvantaged in this regard.  In fact, she asks the question: “when is a wage gap a communication gap?”


- Conversational style may be combined with other factors in the decision-making process.  The author cites one case where an executive stated that, in most cases, he must make decisions with less than full information.  In these cases, he said that he made such decisions, in part, based on “how confident” the presenter seemed.  Men tended to project more self-confidence, with predictable results.  Dr. Tannen says that this is “where the rule of competence and the role of communication go hand in hand.”  She then notes that projecting self-confidence and being right are two different things, and that our ability to determine another’s self-confidence is actually quite limited – although generally we don’t know that.


- In a similar manner, women generally express their concepts of leadership differently than men.  While the range of styles is wide, and either men or women can exhibit any of the various styles, women generally tend to express their wishes as suggestions, men as direction.  Dr. Tannen asserts that, in the working world, this makes women “seem less competent and self-assured” than men.  Dr. Tannen then asserts that boys are taught to take center stage and to challenge others.  As men in the workplace, these traits are viewed as self-confidence by others (who are also mostly men).


- A key concept: “Both men and women pay a price if they do not behave in ways expected of their gender.”  Men who are not very aggressive are called “wimps,” women who are thought to be too aggressive, “bitch” (Dr. Tannen’s word, not the author of this synopsis).


- Regarding recruitment, Dr. Tannen notes the human tendency to “like” candidates who resemble us.  I.e., men tend to rate male candidates higher, while women tend to rate female candidates higher.  

Chapter 2: “I’m Sorry, I’m Not Apologizing”: Conversational Rituals

“Conversation is a ritual ... But people have different habits for using these rituals, and when a ritual is not recognized, the words spoken are taken literally ... We expect rituals at points of transition like greetings, and we expect them to be different ... when we go to foreign countries ... But we don’t expect them to be different ... among other Americans at work.  Our differing rituals are even more problematic when we think we’re all speaking the same language.”

This chapter focuses on one ritual in particular, one that can cause trouble at work: apologizing.  Dr. Tannen states that “for many women, and a fair number of men, saying ‘I’m sorry’ isn’t literally an apology; it’s a ritual way of restoring balance to a conversation.”  If not recognized as the ritual, then the “apologizer” is put into a power-down position, and the other person may think a decision has been made.

Some main points about apologies at work include:


- Assigning and assuming blame is a delicate balancing act that can be achieved with or without uttering apologies


- Apologies perceived as insincere are worse than no apology at all


- An apology puts the speaker in a one-down position.  If the recipient does not reply with their own apology, the speaker is left in a one-down position.  


- Apologies often are part of ritualized criticism-giving.  However, this can have unintended consequences.  See pages 53 – 57 for examples and typical negative consequences.  The concept is: everyone communicates differently.  What one person perceives as too hard, too soft, or just right might be (probably will be) perceived completely differently by someone else, especially if they are of the opposite sex.  Knowing and understanding the differences is the key to achieving desired communication results.  

Dr. Tannen also discusses “ritual fighting” or “ritual opposition”, common among men at work, but often taken literally by women.  She cites Ong as saying that men “are more likely than women to use an oppositional format to accomplish a range of interactional goals that have nothing literally to do with fighting.”  Beyond gender, national/cultural differences also apply.  Dr. Tannen states that Americans seem excitable to Britons, while Americans think the same of Mediterranean peoples.  She notes that if one is not used to ritual opposition, then the response is very different – you feel attacked, hedged in, personally threatened, etc.  And then she states the critical point: “in any conversation, those who are comfortable with open opposition have an advantage over those who are not.”  

Another ritual discussed is labeled “what do you think?” i.e., asking others for their opinions before making a decision.  Culture comes into play here, too, especially the organizational culture at work.  If the culture is one of consensus, opinions are requested and a common decision made.  In this environment, if peoples’ opinions are requested and a decision made that does not accommodate all inputs, then consensus is violated, and people feel de-valued.

Dr. Tannen notes that not all talk at work is about work.  Small talk is an important part of the social environment at work – and is another ritual.  She notes that men and women generally have different non-work likes and dislikes, with different knowledge sets.  Small talk about very different things can become difficult.  Generalizing, Dr. Tannen says that men tend to talk about sports, women about their personal lives.  

The author discusses giving praise as a conversational ritual, one with both cultural and gender patterns.  She gives examples on pages 66 – 68.  The key point she makes is that the amount of praise is a variable.  Some people need less, others want more.  If the amount isn’t “right” then the person feels undervalued or overwatched.

Another conversational ritual is “troubles talk” -- complaining.  Dr. Tannen notes that “because troubles talk is more common among women than men, many men are likely to take the statement of a problem as a request to solve it.”  She notes that this is “a particular danger for women [at work].”

The next conversational ritual discussed is “humor at work.”  Dr. Tannen says that the types of humor men and women prefer differ.  “Research has shown that the most common forms of humor among men are razzing, teasing, and mock-hostile attacks.  In contrast, the most common form of humor among women is self-mocking.”  Women who are the recipients of “male-type” humor perceive it as genuinely hostile and personal.

So what does it all mean?  Or, as Dr. Tannen says, “which way is best?”  She then provides the answer: “There is no one best way.  Any style of speaking will work just fine in some situations with those who share the style.  The most common culprit is style differences ... all styles have built-in liabilities that can cause problems in some situations.”  She goes on to say: “if what you’re after is not just self-expression but communication – getting others to understand what you say – then it’s not enough for language to be right; it has to be shared – or at least to be understood.”

Chapter 3: “Why Don’t You Say What You Mean?”: Indirectness at Work

The basic concept of this chapter is whether indrectness at work is an appropriate communication form.  Should one be short, sweet, to the point, cold, direct (especially the boss or leader)?  Is indirectness a sign of weakness, or powerlessness?  Or is indirectness courteousness?  Dr. Tannen states that she “challenge[s] the assumption that talking in an indirect way reveals powerlessness, lack of self-confidence, or anything else about the character of the speaker ...”  She says “indirectness is not insecurity.”  And that “[a]t work, we need to get others to do things.  Different people have different ways of accomplishing this.”  She identifies the extremes: “bald commands”, or direct orders.  At the other extreme, requests that are so indirect that they “don’t sound like requests at all, but ... just statement[s] of need or a description of a situation.”  The key point: “Some people will find [bald commands] more appropriate; others would find them abrasive.  Some would find [very soft requests] congenial; others would find them irritating.”  

Dr. Tannen says “indirectness can be powerful.”  In fact, in most cultures, indirectness is the only way to request an action.  A direct order would be perceived as an affront.  Dr. Tannen asserts that the best type of request combines two things: the what and the why.  E.g., I would like you to tighten the wheel [the what] because it might fall off [the why].  She cites a military story (on page 87) in which a Navy Chief tells a bunch of recruits in a classroom that “it’s hot in here.”  They all nod in agreement.  The Chief repeats himself, and they nod again.  The third time, he “explains”: When I say it’s hot in here, I expect you to do something about it!!  They all jumped up and opened the windows.  The Chief was actually indoctrinating the recruits into the navy culture: when a problem has been identified, do something about it! 

While she feels that indirectness can be powerful (above). Dr. Tannen is “not inclined to accept that those who give orders directly are really insecure and powerless, any more than [she wants] to accept that judgment of those who give indirect orders.”  People are just different.  We are all direct at times, and indirect at others.  And there are times when one method is preferred over the other ...

In life or death situations, directness is required.  Dr. Tannen cites the 13 JAN 1982 crash of an airliner in Washington, DC due to wing icing on takeoff, quoting from the flight voice recorder.  The co-pilot suggested that the pilot take action, and the pilot didn’t.  People died.

Chapter 4: Marked: Women in the Workplace

The term “marked” is a staple in linguistic theory.  Dr. Tannen uses it in that manner here.  In particular, she uses the concept of “marked” to get to the concept of “unmarked.”  In English, unmarked verbs are assumed to be in the present tense, unmarked nouns are assumed to be male, etc.  We add endings to the unmarked words to make them female: ess or ette.  Regarding women in the workplace, Dr. Tannen calls them “marked”: by their clothing, hairstyle, makeup, etc.  Men have the option of going “unmarked” – typical clothing, typical hairstyle, etc – and usually do.  Women don’t have that option.  Her key point: in language, and in life, “[a]ny marked form can pick up extra meaning beyond what the marking is intended to denote.”  She notes that, even when filling out forms, women are marked: they have to circle Miss, Mrs., or Ms.  Men get by with just “Mr.”  

Dr. Tannen states that “there is a mountain of research attesting that when females and males get together in groups, the females are more likely to change their styles to adapt to the presence of males – whether they are adults or children.”  In what may be of particular value to women in military environments, she refers to a book by Carol Barkalow (“The Men’s House”).  The key point she makes is that, in this environment, many of the terms – in fact, the very language spoken – is derived from sports and/or military metaphors.  Without an understanding of the language and the metaphors, women are disadvantaged in conversation.  They also may be disadvantaged in performance due to a failure in comprehension.  

The bottom line?  Dr. Tannen advises women not to adopt men’s styles to succeed.  Instead, she argues for flexibility and mutual understanding.  In fact, this appears to be her constant message – and a key point in the book.  What is needed?  “Comprehensive training and awareness are needed, until everyone is working to make the workplace a world where differing styles are understood and appreciated.”

Chapter 5: The Glass Ceiling

By now, all of us are aware of this term and its meaning – the seeming barrier beyond which women rarely rise.  Top management still is predominantly male.  Dr. Tannen looks at the reasons why – the theory, and the reality.  Many top executives espouse the “pipeline” theory: not enough women have entered and worked their way up yet.  Dr. Tannen says that the longer we go down this road, the less tenable this theory becomes.  She says that there is a temptation to “see the cause of the glass ceiling as ‘sexism’, and surely there is truth to this characterization.  But ‘sexism’ tells us where we are without telling us how we got there, and without providing help in getting out.”  Her research may point to the “how we got there” part.  She says that “in all the companies [she] observed, [she] met women who did not seem to be getting full credit for the jobs they were doing.”  She states that, “in addition to doing excellent work, you must make sure that your work is recognized.”  This statement is true regardless of gender, but especially true for women.  While some may deride this advice as “office politics,” it is “simply a matter of human nature.”  “Put another way, influence flows along lines of affiliation and contact.”  She’s beginning to focus in on the reasons.

Dr. Tannen lists managerial competencies sought when filling high-level positions: technical competence, decisiveness, and an ability to lead.  As noted in other NFFTIO Reading List books, this list is gender neutral.  Dr. Tannen’s point is that people making the promotion decisions – generally men – “are likely to misinterpret women’s ways of talking as showing indecisiveness, inability to assume authority, even incompetence.”  In other words – and at the heart of this book – Dr. Tannen says that their conversational style differences “work against ... [women] in an office setting.”

Another key aspect to the conversational style differences between men and women includes how people are spoken to.  If someone is spoken to as if they were not smart, we assume they’re not smart; if addressed as smart, we think of them that way.  Dr. Tannen’s point: “if women routinely take the position of novice or listener to make others feel smart, it is highly likely that those others, as well as observers, will underestimate their abilities.”  Following the logic trail further, she states that “when forced to evaluate people they do not work with day-to-day, executive and high-level managers will necessarily be influenced by what little exposure they have had to the people they are judging ... this may mean the few times they have observed lower managers directly – when they are making presentations.”  She goes on to say that “the importance of formal presentations is yet another aspect of moving through ‘the pipeline’ that puts many women at a disadvantage.”  This is often reflected in a nebulous category called “professional presence.”  And she notes that professional women have to walk a very fine line here, between being too feminine and too abrasive.  The leeway for women is much less than for men.  Her advice: women should gain experience in public speaking, in making presentations.  

Dr. Tannen then turns her attention to one of the social factors related to the glass ceiling: “fitting in” or “being in.”  What she is referring to, once again, is the difference between men and women in the workplace.  Many men are comfortable “being in” with the boss, fitting into the social scene.  Many women are not.  She states that “many women are uncomfortable not only being out, but also being too obviously in.  This has resounding implications for promotability.”  Another cultural/social aspect Dr. Tannen discusses is “mentoring.”  In a world predominately male, who mentors the women?  In particular, mentoring is an important part of rising to the top, so what are the implications of a lack of mentoring for women?

Chapter 6: “She’s the Boss”: Women and Authority

Dr. Tannen states that “simply being male in a position of authority alone does not invoke stereotypes, whereas simply being female in such a position can call to mind stereotypical images of women, including, prominently, that of mother.”  This leads to a discussion of American motherhood, and some of its typical attributes.  Then, Dr. Tannen contrasts American motherhood with other cultures, other behaviors, other ways of raising children.  She cites Ochs as saying that “these [typical American] ways of talking to children contribute to a middle-class American image of women as accommodating to others, as downplaying or dismissing their own contributions, and as helpers lacking in status.”  

Dr. Tannen then begins to discuss the “image” of authority: usually male, taller, bulkier, lower-pitched more sonorous voice.  This cultural image puts women at an immediate disadvantage with regard to authority.  In truth, it also puts smaller males with weaker voices at a disadvantage, although not as much.  Then, she says “Realizing that the very image of authority is associated with masculinity makes it easier to understand the images of professional women in our society.”

She then makes a very important point: “Even in organizations where the hierarchy is clearly laid out in an organization chart, actual authority has to be negotiated day-to-day, moment-to-moment.”  Individuals in authority are judged by how they enact that authority.  In general, as she has noted before, women tend to downplay their authority, thus may undermine it – or so goes the conventional thinking.  In reality, Dr. Tannen says that her observation is that women who “do not act like an authority figure ... [who] don’t lord it over their subordinates, [who] don’t act as though they are better than those who report to them” make better managers [than those who do].  There are many pages of case studies, vignettes that highlight gender differences, but one key point hits the bottom line: she states that others’ research and her own observations “[indicate] that there are often patterns to women’s and men’s philosophies of management, just as there are systematic differences in how others react to the same ways of talking when heard from women or men.”

Dr. Tannen discusses another barrier to women in authority: while there “are many women who would do well in such [authority] positions, they do not get the chance because they do not act as if they want or deserve it before others grant them the position ... In many organizations, those making decisions about promotions into leadership positions look for leaderlike behavior as well as evidence of a desire to be promoted, but many people (including many women) do not exhibit leaderlike behavior unless they have been granted the leadership position, and refrain from expressing interest in jobs they have not been offered.”

Same words, different reactions.  We react differently to the same way of speaking if we think the words are coming from a man or a woman.  This ties in to the earlier statements about perceptions resulting from appearances and/or actions (aggressive male is OK, aggressive female is not).  This can be decisive in interviews for authority positions.  Interview panels have expectations – whether for a male or for a female – and an applicant who steps outside expectations may be punished by non-selection.  (Remember comments in the last chapter about the Glass Ceiling problem).  Dr. Tannen states that “women in the business world in general, do gradually adapt their ways of speaking to the norms of the world they inhabit ...”

The last concept Dr. Tannen discusses is the “liability that makes it harder for a woman in authority than a man, all else being equal (which it may not be).  Unless there is something special about a particular man who holds a managerial position, then a man in a position of authority will be judged as a boss.  When a woman is in a position of authority in a field mostly populated by men, then she is judged as a woman ... This too results from women being marked.”  It is an understatement to say that “All this means that women in positions of authority face a special challenge.”

Chapter 7: Talking Up Close: Status and Connection

The author defines “status” as who’s in the one-up position and “connection” as relationships to/with others.  Often, people feel that these are mutually exclusive.  Dr. Tannen says they are not, that in fact, they are inter-related.  She says that they are two different dynamics of interaction – dynamics that dovetail and often entail each other.  A person might have clout precisely because of the relationships they have built.  The author then goes on to examine some of the ways that language indicates whether one is one-up or one-down.

One way in which people establish a “pecking order” is in the way they use their names and/or titles.  If you must call them by their surname or title, and they address you by your first name, they are in the power position, one-up.  Similarly, women often are addressed by their first name.  Dr. Tannen cautions the reader not to assume that this means they are in the one-down/ subordinate position.  Instead, she says [she suspects] “that as often as not, those who refer to women by first names believe they are doing so not because they don’t respect [them], but because they feel friendlier towards them.  It is not an either-or matter; both dynamics [status and connection] are operating,” not just one.  Another twist is changing the usual pattern of address towards someone.  If you normally use their first name, but suddenly change to their title and surname, they know that something has changed.  Conversely, if this happens to you, you also know that something has changed.

Dr. Tannen cites the research of Cheny and Seyfarth, who examined how monkeys establish and maintain social hierarchies.  They say that negotiating a position in the hierarchy is a matter of forging and monitoring alliances.  Higher-ranking individuals (females, in this case) have more friends.  In cases where rank was lost, it was always because of loss of numbers of allies (to predators, in this case).  They draw a parallel to the human world, and note that alliances cannot be formed without competition.  What does any of this mean in the workplace? ... 

“Even if you are not looking for a promotion, having social contacts with many people means that when you need them, the channels of communication to them are open.”  We also have cultural assumptions and expectations surrounding the word “hierarchy.”  In American culture, those connotations usually are negative.  The main assumption is that hierarchies preclude closeness; that employers and employees cannot (and should not) be “friends” and if they do become friends, complications will arise that must be worked out.  Other cultures view hierarchies differently.  For example, the Japanese believe hierarchies unite people, by giving them a common vision and sense of shared purpose, and make them feel safe/secure.  Americans tend to think of hierarchies as having benefits that flow only one way; other cultures note that one’s position in a hierarchy obligates them to perform to help the group as a whole.

Another aspect of power revolves around “who waits.”  One who makes others wait is in the power position; one-up.  Those who wait are less powerful.  Sometimes, people with authority/power purposely make others wait to showcase their power.  Ironically, people with power who do not make others wait find their power enhanced because subordinates respect the fact that their superior recognizes that subordinates’ time is valuable, too.  On a more subliminal level, they appreciate the fact that they are not put in the one-down situation.

As a linguistics specialist, Dr. Tannen also notes that “interrupting others is a way of dominating them.”  Again, it’s a matter of power.  Of interest, James and Clark noted that their research did not show a clear pattern of men interrupting women (what they thought would occur).  The key point they noted was what was the interrupter doing when they interrupted?  Showing support for the idea or concept the speaker was discussing or contradicting it?  Dr. Tannen uses the term “overlapping” vice interrupting, since the two conversations overlap.  It’s also a less accusatory term.  She says the key to whether overlapping becomes negative is whether there is balance, and to know this one must have the conversational context.

From interuption/overlapping, Dr. Tannen goes on to the subject of using silence as power.  She says “Silence can also be the privilege of a higher-ranking person, and even an instrument of power.”  She notes that “when a person talks to another who leaves longer pauses than expected, they become uncomfortable and start speaking to fill in the pauses.”  In some cases, the speaker may think you’re interrupting them, when you really thought they were finished speaking.  The result still is negative.  

Another linguistic expression of power is who gets to raise issues that will be discussed – i.e., who sets the agenda?  Style differences can impact this as well, with the more aggressive types jumping in first.  Thus, they might be perceived as more decisive, more competent etc., as discussed before.

This chapter ends like many others, with Dr. Tannen asking “Which way is right?  Which way is best?”  Her answer is consistent: there is no one right way or best way, “no more than there is a holy grail.”

Chapter 8: What’s Sex Got to Do with It?

What we say, and what we intend, may be different from what is heard/intended.  The same words or moves that are harmless in most situations, when done or spoken in a certain way, become sources of discomfort if done in a different situation or a different way – and the preferences and styles of others are crucial.  Dr. Tannen states that “indeterminacy” of language and other symbolic systems can lead to unintended interpretations of words and actions.  Cultural context also is important.  Sending flowers to a woman as a gesture of appreciation for a job well done is OK.  Sending them as a romantic gesture might not be.

Dr. Tannen notes that “men can be harassed too, but it’s different.”  She discusses the differences.  She candidly notes that some women have used false harassment charges against men, not often, but frequently enough for the possibility to be a valid concern.  And she notes the fear that exists in the workplace by both sexes.  Of particular importance, she notes the apparent differences between male and female interpretations of when harassment has occurred.  Men generally feel that a physical act must have taken place, while women feel that harassment includes the verbal.  She discusses the possible origin of this difference – a woman’s fear of potential violence by men.  She then goes on to say “it is commonly said that sexual harassment is not about sex, but about power.  I believe this is true, but the fact that it involves sex is not irrelevant.  Rather, sex entails power in our culture ... Sexual harassment can be experienced at any level of power: It can be encountered among peers, and it is a frequent form of insubordination perpetrated by those of lower rank against those above them in a hierarchy.”  She cites a number of case studies to make her points.  Finally, she says “if pressed to suggest something to be done to solve the intractable problems [she has] discussed here, [she] would urge women and men to appreciate the deep but differing fears the phenomenon referred to as ‘sexual harassment’ engenders in the other (emphasis not original).”  

Key point: “If women are to be welcomed into previously male work environments, they must not be made uncomfortable by sexual reference and assaults, which, surveys indicate, they frequently are ... Only when action to remove offenders – and exonerate those falsely accused – is swift and permanent will those who are tempted to behave maliciously find the inner strength to resist temptation, and will women cease to be sacrificed at the altar of the status quo.”

Chapter 9: Who Gets Heard?: Talking at Meetings

We all spend a lot of time at meetings.  And, frequently, we’re frustrated at them.  Why?  One reason: the feeling that our time is being taken up without obvious results.  Another reason: the feeling that we’re not being heard.  Like the recent FedEx ad (SEP 2001), one person can make a suggestion and it is totally ignored.  Another person makes the exact same suggestion a minute later and it’s the greatest thing since sliced bread.  What’s going on here?  Dr. Tannen suggests that sometimes, the gender bias is at work.  Or more accurately, the gender differences in our language and presentations are at work, as discussed throughout this book.  She notes that often it’s not what you say, but how you say it that grabs people’s attention or turns them off.  A self-deprecating clause used to introduce an idea (“you may think this is silly, but...”) often leads to dismissal of a good idea.  Likewise, mannerisms discussed earlier can lead to dismissal of good ideas: low self-confidence expressed in body language, low voice volume, etc.  Dr. Tannen asserts that “when people say the same thing, they probably say it very differently.”  She also says that how we say things can be modified through awareness and practice.  

Sometimes, it’s not what you say but who you are.  The senior person is authoritative.  This is especially true in a military environment.  A senior’s head nod has the power of many words.  Conversely, a junior person who rashly interrupts or makes a foolish comment in front of seniors can expect to pay a price.  

Regarding gender differences in meetings, Dr. Tanned cites studies that show that – from a very early age – girls find it hard to influence boys.  In fact, boys tend to disregard inputs from girls their own age.  The important finding is that this pattern holds true into adulthood.  The result is that women start out with a handicap in meetings.  The good news is that, armed with an awareness of the situation and an understanding of how to change it, they can.  A key factor is what one says, not how much they talk.  Alliances (mentioned earlier) also play an important part in meetings.  A key point made is that whoever facilitates the meeting should have excellent communication skills, should be aware of all the dynamic interactions, and should bring good ideas to the forefront, regardless of source.  The skilled facilitator will draw some people out, and put a damper on others.

In sum, “All these steps ... begin with the realization that when people come together and talk to each other in groups, the results are influenced as much by the workings of conversational style as by the power of the idea they bring to the table.  Understanding and allowing for style differences should allow more truly powerful ideas to emerge – in meetings as well as other workplace conversations ... Above all, it is important not to take ways of speaking too literally.  They are rituals.  And learning to understand the rituals will make it easier to understand the results that occur when the rituals others are following are not those you instinctively understand.”

For this synopsizer, the important lessons of Talking 9 to 5 are: 

Men and women are different.  We need to increase our awareness of those differences and the reasons behind them.  We need to learn how our language and actions can impact others.  We need to respect each other as individuals.  And we need to respect each other’s ideas.  If we do this, the workplace will be what it should be – an environment where everyone feels secure and works together to accomplish great things.
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