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La investigación de Deborah Tannen ahonda en el conocimiento de las diferencias entre 
los hombres y las mujeres en términos de sus estilos de conversación. En particular, ella 
ha sido capaz de explicar por qué el género a menudo crea barreras en la comunicación 
oral. 

La esencia de la investigación de Tannen es que los hombres usan la 
comunicación para enfatizar el estatus, mientras que las mujeres la emplean para crear 
una conexión. Tannen sostiene que la comunicación es un acto continuo de balance; 
para manejar el conflicto se necesita la privacía y la independencia. La privacía enfatiza 
la cercanía y los atributos. La independencia resalta la separación y las diferencias. Pero 
aquí está el truco: las mujeres hablan y escuchan un lenguaje de conexión e intimidad; 
los hombres hablan y escuchan un lenguaje de estatus e independencia. Así, para 
muchos hombres, las conversaciones son principalmente un medio de preservar la 
independencia y mantener el status en el orden social jerárquico. Para muchas mujeres, 
las conversaciones son negociaciones de cercanía en las cuales la gente trata de buscar y 
dar confirmación y apoyo. Unos ejemplos ilustrarán la tesis de Tannen: 

 
Los hombres se quejan con frecuencia de que las mujeres hablan y hablan acerca 

de sus problemas. Las mujeres critican a los hombres por no escuchar. Lo que sucede es 
que cuando los hombres escuchan un problema, con frecuencia afirman su deseo de 
independencia y control al ofrecer soluciones. Muchas mujeres, por otro lado, 
consideran que contar un problema es un medio de favorecer la cercanía. La mujer 
presenta el problema para obtener apoyo y conexión, no para obtener el consejo del 
hombre. El entendimiento mutuo es simétrico. Pero dar un consejo es asimétrico –hace 
ver al que da el consejo como con mayor conocimiento, más razonable y que tiene más 
control. Esto contribuye al distanciamiento del hombre y la mujer en sus esfuerzos de 
comunicarse. 

 
Los hombres son con frecuencia más directos en las conversaciones que las 

mujeres. Mientras que un hombre diría: “pienso que esta equivocado en ese punto”, una 
mujer expresaría: “¿Ya observó el informe de la investigación del departamento de 
mercadotecnia en ese punto?” (hay una implicación de que el informe mostrará el 
error). No es raro que los hombres crean que la tendencia de las mujeres a digredir las 
haga parecer “secretas” o “furtivas”, pero las mujeres no están tan interesadas como los 
hombres en el status y la superioridad que a menudo crea el ser directo. 

 
Por último, los hombres critican a las mujeres por dar la impresión de 

disculparse todo el tiempo. Los hombres tienden a ver la frase “lo siento” como una 
debilidad, ya que la interpretan como si la mujer estuviera aceptando la culpa, cuando 
ellos saben que ella no es la culpable. Las mujeres también saben  que no son las 
culpables. El problema es que las mujeres usan el “lo siento” para expresar 
arrepentimiento: “sé que tu debes sentirte mal por eso; yo también.” 
  
 
 
 



Chapter One 
Women and Men Talking on the Job 

 
Amy was a manager with a problem: She had just read a final report 
written by Donald, and she felt it was woefully inadequate. She faced the 
unsavory task of telling him to do it over.When she met with Donald, she 
made sure to soften the blow bybeginning with praise, telling him 
everything about his report thatwas good. Then she went on to explain 
what was lacking and whatneeded to be done to make it acceptable. She 
was pleased with thediplomatic way she had managed to deliver the bad 
news. Thanksto her thoughtfulness in starting with praise, Donald was able 
tolisten to the criticism and seemed to understand what was needed.But 
when the revised report appeared on her desk, Amy wasshocked. Donald 
had made only minor, superficial changes, and none of the necessary ones. 
The next meeting with him did not go well. He was incensed that she was 
now telling him his report was not acceptable and accused her of having 
misled him. "You told me before it was fine," he protested.  
Amy thought she had been diplomatic; Donald thought she had been 
dishonest. The praise she intended to soften the message "This is 
unacceptable" sounded to him like the message itself: "This is fine." So 
what she regarded as the main point--the needed changes--came across to 
him as optional suggestions, because he had already registered her praise 
as the main point. She felt he hadn't listened to her. He thought she had 
changed her mind and was making him pay the price.  
Work days are filled with conversations about getting the job done. Most of 
these conversations succeed, but too many end in impasses like this. It 
could be that Amy is a capricious boss whose wishes are whims, and it 
could be that Donald is a temperamental employee who can't hear criticism 
no matter how it is phrased. But I don't think either was the case in this 
instance. I believe this was one of innumerable misunderstandings caused 
by differences in conversational style. Amy delivered the criticism in a way 
that seemed to her self-evidently considerate, a way she would have 
preferred to receive criticism herself: taking into account the other person's 
feelings, making sure he knew that her ultimate negative assessment of his 
report didn't mean she had no appreciation of his abilities. She offered the 
praise as a sweetener to help the nastytasting news go down. But Donald 
didn't expect criticism to be delivered in that way, so he mistook the praise 
as her overall assessment rather than a preamble to it.  
This conversation could have taken place between two women or two men. 
But I do not think it is a coincidence that it occurred between a man and a 
woman. This book will explain why. First, it gives a view of the role played 
by talk in our work lives. To do this, I show the workings of conversational 
style, explaining the ritual nature of conversation and the confusion that 
arises when rituals are not shared and therefore not recognized as such. I 
take into account the many influences on conversational style, but I focus in 
particular on the differing rituals that typify women and men (although, of 
course, not all individual men and women behave in ways that are typical). 
Conversational rituals common among men often involve using opposition 
such as banter, joking, teasing, and playful put-downs, and expending 
effort to avoid the one-down position in the interaction. Conversational 
rituals common among women are often ways of maintaining an 
appearance of equality, taking into account the effect of the exchange on 



the other person, and expending effort to downplay the speakers' authority 
so they can get the job done without flexing their muscles in an obvious 
way.  
When everyone present is familiar with these conventions, they work well. 
But when ways of speaking are not recognized as conventions, they are 
taken literally, with negative results on both sides. Men whose oppositional 
strategies are interpreted literally may be seen as hostile when they are 
not, and their efforts to ensure that they avoid appearing one-down may be 
taken as arrogance. When women use conversational strategies designed to 
avoid appearing boastful and to take the other person's feelings into 
account, they may be seen as less confident and competent than they really 
are. As a result, both women and men often feel they are not getting 
sufficient credit for what they have done, are not being listened to, are not 
getting ahead as fast as they should.  
When I talk about women's and men's characteristic ways of speaking, I 
always emphasize that both styles make sense and are equally valid in 
themselves, though the difference in styles may cause trouble in 
interaction. In a sense, when two people form a private relationship of love 
or friendship, the bubble of their interaction is a world unto itself, even 
though they both come with the prior experience of their families, their 
community, and a lifetime of conversations. But someone who takes a job is 
entering a world that is already functioning, with its own characteristic style 
already in place. Although there are many influences such as regional 
background, the type of industry involved, whether it is a family business or 
a large corporation, in general, workplaces that have previously had men in 
positions of power have already established male-style interaction as the 
norm. In that sense, women, and others whose styles are different, are not 
starting out equal, but are at a disadvantage. Though talking at work is 
quite similar to talking in private, it is a very different enterprise in many 
ways.  
 
 

 

"Can't We Talk?" (condensed from: You Just Don't 
Understand)  

 

by Deborah Tannen  
 

A married couple was in a car when the wife turned to her husband and 
asked, "Would you like to stop for a coffee?" "No, thanks," he answered 
truthfully. So they didn't stop.  
 
The result? The wife, who had indeed wanted to stop, became annoyed 
because she felt her preference had not been considered. The husband, 
seeing his wife was angry, became frustrated. Why didn't she just say what 
she wanted?  
Unfortunately, he failed to see that his wife was asking the question not to 
get an instant decision, but to begin a negotiation. And the woman didn't 
realize that when her husband said no, he was just expressing his 
preference, not making a ruling. When a man and woman interpret the 
same interchange in such conflicting ways, it's no wonder they can find 



themselves leveling angry charges of selfishness and obstinacy at each 
other.  
 
As a specialist in linguistics, I have studied how the conversational styles of 
men and women differ. We cannot lump all men or all women into fixed 
categories. But the seemingly senseless misunderstandings that haunt our 
relationships can in part be explained by the different conversational rules 
by which men and women play.  
 
Whenever I write or speak about this subject, people tell me they are 
relieved to learn that what has caused them trouble - and what they had 
previously ascribed to personal failings - is, in fact, very common.  
 
Learning about the different though equally valid conversational frequencies 
men and women are tuned to can help banish the blame and help us truly 
talk to one another. Here are some of the most common areas of conflict:  
 
Status vs. Support.  
 
Men grow up in a world in which a conversation is often a contest, either to 
achieve the upper hand or to prevent other people from pushing them 
around. For women, however, talking is often a way to exchange 
confirmation and support.  
I saw this when my husband and I had jobs in different cities. People 
frequently made comments like, "That must be rough," and "How do you 
stand it?" I accepted their sympathy and sometimes even reinforced it, 
saying, "The worst part is having to pack and unpack al the time."  
But my husband often reacted with irritation. Our situation had advantages, 
he would explain. As academics, we had four-day weekends together, as 
well as long vacations throughout the year and four months in the summer.  
Everything he said was true, but I didn't understand why he chose to say it. 
He told me that some of the comments implied: "Yours is not a real 
marriage. I am superior to you because my wife and I have avoided your 
misfortune." Until then it had not occurred to me there might be an element 
of one- upmanship.  
I now see that my husband was simply approaching the world as many men 
do: as a place where people try to achieve and maintain status. I, on the 
other hand, was approaching the world as many women do: as a network of 
connections seeking support and consensus.  
Independence vs. Intimacy.  
Since women often think in terms of closeness and support, they struggle to 
preserve intimacy. Men, concerned with status, tend to focus more on 
independence. These traits can lead women and men to starkly different 
views of the same situation.  
When Josh's old high-school friend called him at work to say he'd be in 
town, Josh invited him to stay for the weekend. That evening he told Linda 
they were having a house guest.  
Linda was upset. How could Josh make these plans without discussing them 
with her beforehand? She would never do that to him. "Why don't you tell 
your friend you have to check with your wife?" she asked.  
Josh replied, "I can't tell my friend, 'I have to ask my wife for permission'!"  



To Josh, checking with his wife would mean he was not free to act on his 
own. It would make him feel like a child or an underling. But Linda actually 
enjoys telling someone, "I have to check with Josh." It makes her feel good 
to show that her life is intertwined with her husband's.  
 
Advice vs. Understanding.  
 
Eve had a benign lump removed from her breast. When she confided to her 
husband, Mark, that she was distressed because the stitches changed the 
contour of her breast, he answered, "You can always have plastic surgery."  
This comment bothered her. "I'm sorry you don't like the way it looks," she 
protested. "But I'm not having any more surgery!"  
 
Mark was hurt and puzzled. "I don't care about a scar," he replied. "It 
doesn't bother me at all."  
"Then why are you telling me to have plastic surgery?" she asked.  
"Because you were upset about the way it looks."  
 
Eve felt like a heel. Mark had been wonderfully supportive throughout her 
surgery. How could she snap at him now?  
 
The problem stemmed from a difference in approach. To many men a 
complaint is a challenge to come up with a solution. Mark thought he was 
reassuring Eve by telling her there was something she could do about her 
scar. But often women are looking for emotional support, not solutions.  
 
When my mother tells my father she doesn't feel well, he invariably offers 
to take her to the doctor. Invariably, she is disappointed with his reaction. 
Like many men, he is focused on what he can do, whereas she wants 
sympathy.  
 
Information vs. Feelings.  
 
A cartoon shows a husband opening a newspaper and asking his wife, "Is 
there anything you'd like to say to me before I start reading the paper?" We 
know there isn't - but that as soon as the man begins reading, his wife will 
think of something.  
 
The cartoon is funny because people recognize their own experience in it. 
What's not funny is that many women are hurt when men don't talk to them 
at home, and many men are frustrated when they disappoint their partners 
without knowing why.  
 
Rebecca, who is happily married, told me this is a source of dissatisfaction 
with her husband, Stuart. When she tells him what she is thinking, he 
listens silently. When she asks him what is on his mind, he says, "Nothing."  
All Rebecca's life she has had practice in verbalizing her feelings with friends 
and relatives. But Stuart has had practice in keeping his innermost thoughts 
to himself. To him, like most men, talk is information. He doesn't feel that 
talk is required at home.  
 



Yet many such men hold center stage in a social setting, telling jokes and 
stories. They use conversation to claim attention and to entertain. Women 
can wind up hurt that their husbands tell relative strangers things they have 
not told them.  
 
To avoid this kind of misunderstanding, both men and women can make 
adjustments. A woman may observe a man's desire to read the paper 
without seeing it is a rejection. And a man can understand a woman's desire 
to talk without feeling it is a manipulative intrusion.  
 
Orders vs. Proposals.  
 
Diana often begins statements with "Let's." She might say "Let's park over 
there" or "Let's clean up now, before lunch."  
 
This makes Nathan angry. He has deciphered Diana's "Let's" as a command. 
Like most men, he resists being told what to do. But to Diana, she is 
making suggestions, not demands. Like most women, she formulates her 
requests as proposals rather than orders. Her style of talking is a way of 
getting others to do what she wants - but by winning agreement first.  
 
With certain men, like Nathan, this tactic backfires. If they perceive 
someone is trying to get them to do something indirectly, they feel 
manipulated and respond more resentfully than they would to a 
straightforward request.  
 
Conflict vs. Compromise.  
 
In trying to prevent fights, some women refuse to oppose the will of others 
openly. But sometimes it's far more effective for a woman to assert herself, 
even at the risk of conflict.  
 
Dora was frustrated by a series of used cars she drove. It was she who 
commuted to work, but her husband, Hank, who chose the cars. Hank 
always went for cars that were "interesting" but in continual need of repair.  
 
After Dora was nearly killed when her brakes failed, they were in the 
market for yet another used car. Dora wanted to buy a late-model sedan 
from a friend. Hank fixed his sights on a 15-year-old sports car. She tried to 
persuade Hank that it made more sense to buy the boring but dependable 
car, but he would not be swayed.  
 
Previously she would have acceded to his wishes. This time Dora bought the 
boring but dependable car and steeled herself for Hanks' anger. To her 
amazement, he spoke not a word of remonstrance. When she later told him 
what she had expected, he scoffed at her fears and said she should have 
done what she wanted from the start if she felt that strongly about it.  
 
As Dora discovered, a little conflict won't kill you. At the same time, men 
who habitually oppose others can adjust their style to opt for less 
confrontation.  
 



When we don't see style differences for what they are, we sometimes draw 
unfair conclusions: "You're illogical," "You're self- centered," "You don't care 
about me." But once we grasp the two characteristic approaches, we stand 
a better chance of preventing disagreements from spiraling out of control.  
 
Learning the other's ways of talking is a leap across the communication gap 
between men and women, and a giant step towards genuine understanding.  

 
 
 


