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Abstract

Although variance among individuals’ communication styles is considered by the Society of
Human Resource Management (SHRM) to contribute to organizational diversity as a unique
individual characteristic, there remains little guidance on how workforce practitioners may
effectively lead efforts associated with this form of deep-level, interactional diversity. This
chapter describes gendered communication styles (GCOM) as a form of deep-level diversity that
has important organizational implications. The authors initially introduce a typology of GCOM
congruent with gender schema theory (Bem, 1974) and discuss the various multilevel influences
that inspire GCOM styles in the workplace. Building on these models, a series of taxonomies is
presented in which GCOM is considered a social process that manifests as a variety of
communicative orientations. The implications of these communicative orientations are discussed
in terms of interactional effectiveness between two or more individuals, and several suggestions
for leaders,managers, and their subordinates are offered.

Keywords: gender, gendered communication, deep-level diversity, masculinity,
femininity
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Gender as a Deep-Level, Communicated, and Interactional Construct:
Implications for Leaders, Subordinates, and Teammates
Gender as a Deep-Level Diversity Characteristic
In the interest of inclusivity and to embrace ongoing societal and cultural changes, many
organizations have recognized the importance of fostering an expanded definition of diversity
that moves beyond visible or surface-level differences to comprise “an infinite range of
individuals’ unique characteristics and experiences, including communication styles” (Society
for Human Resource Management, n.d.). Communication is considered a dynamic and systemic
process that at once reflects both content (literal meaning) and relationship (the communicator’s
self-attribution and perceptions and metaperceptions referent to the intended recipient(s))
(Shectman & Kenny, 1994; Wood, 2013). In other words, one’s communication style
encompasses (a) what the communicator is saying, (b) how the communicator perceives herself,
(c) how the communicator perceives the intended recipient, and (d) the communicator’s
perception of what the recipient thinks about her. As a result, one’s communication style serves
as a manifestation of deep-level (less readily apparent, attitudinal) diversity, which is understood
to have a substantial effect on functioning of workplace relationships (Harrison, Price, & Bell,
1998; Harrison, Price, Gavin, & Florey, 2002; Phillips, Northcraft, & Neale, 2006; Riordan,
2000; Tepper, Moss, & Duffy, 2011).
One form of communication practice that has been shown to have important
organizational implications is gendered communication styles (GCOM) among employees.
Referent to the sex-typed (male/female) binary and congruent with gender schema theory’s
concept of gender as a socially constructed performance (Bem, 1974; Mumby, 2006), GCOM
represents the externalized enactment of gender along stereotypical masculine and feminine
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dimensions. Drawing on discourse-driven theories of socially-constructed gender, Weinberg,
Treviño, and Cleveland (2015) deducted and organized several characteristics that previous
research has used to describe masculine communication (MCOM) and feminine communication
(FCOM) styles. Specifically, MCOM encompasses assertive, egocentric, abstract, and
instrumental facets, while FCOM encompasses egalitarian, compassionate, concrete, and
relational facets (for a comprehensive review, see Weinberg et al., 2015).
Consideration of gender as a communicated, deep-level characteristic enables us to
strengthen our conceptualization of the gender construct by expanding beyond some of the
boundaries associated with sex-typed categorizing. As elaborated by Cañas and Sondak (2014),
“diversity affiliations are often portrayed as absolute and clearly distinct;” yet this type of
essentialist thinking reduces our capacity to consider diversity as a “fluid, continuous, and
indefinite” concept necessary to encompass the expanded definition of diversity (p. 12).
Importantly, as displayed in Figure 1, GCOM maintains consideration of the gendered binary but
shifts the majority focus of the conversation from male-female to masculine-feminine. This focus
acknowledges the importance of enacted gender as emergent from social situations, and serves to
legitimize the fundamental gender division present in today’s society (West & Zimmerman,
2003). In so doing, it enables a more elaborate understanding of masculine and feminine styles as
a two-dimensional paradigm, rather than as two ends of a single continuum (Bem, 1974; Wood,
2013).
The purpose of this chapter is to draw on the multifaceted GCOM construct to consider
the important role that communicative interaction within the binary plays in organizational life.
Specifically, the objectives of this chapter are as follows:
1) to introduce the reader to an expanded conceptualization of organizational diversity
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that includes gender as a deep-level, socially-constructed, and communicated
performance,
2) to outline several influences in the organizational environment that shape
expectations for and motivations to engage in gendered communication, and
3) to describe how gendered communication manifests as a social process that
influences interactional effectiveness in organizations.
In order to realize these objectives, we must begin by visualizing gendered communication as a
two-dimensional paradigm.
---------------------------------------------INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE
---------------------------------------------As evidenced in Figure 1, the masculine and feminine dimensions of gendered
communication are orthogonal; that is, they are statistically independent from one another, but
not mutually exclusive (Leaper & Ayres, 2007; Palomares, 2016). Thus, any expressed
communication could be categorized simultaneously along the masculine and feminine
dimensions, such that the placement of any uttered communication onto this two-dimensional
map will depend upon both the degrees to which the communication is characterized as high/low
masculine and high/low feminine. For instance, a statement such as “I need to meet with you
right now,” which expresses largely egocentric and assertive connotations, would fall into the
masculine (high masculine, low feminine) quadrant. On the other hand, the expression “I need to
meet with you as soon as possible to share ideas, if you have time” retains some of the
assertiveness and egocentric nature (referent to the communicator, “I”), while referring to
collaborative idea sharing and inviting the recipient to participate in the decision to meet;
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accordingly, this latter statement could be categorized in the androgynous (high masculine, high
feminine) quadrant in Figure 1. It is important to recognize that, although the terms masculine
and feminine refer to stereotypic attributes of men and women respectively, these gendered
communication categorizations remain independent from one’s biological sex. Further, it is
possible that although individuals may each have a preferred communication style, men and
women both may employ varying gendered communication styles to meet the needs of different
situations and contexts. For these reasons, current research has, for the most part, withdrawn
from asking essentialist questions “regarding women’s versus men’s workplace communication
styles [and] has largely given way to the idea that gendered organizational identities are socially
constructed and that these processes of construction are political, routine, and at the very core of
the dialectics of power and resistance that characterize organizational life” (Mumby, 2006, p.
94).
Current State of Gendered Communication Application and Research
Although gendered communication has a long and rich history within the field of feminist
communicology (c.f., Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004; Ashcraft, 2014), we will focus this section on
the application of gendered communication styles in workplace-specific interactions. It is worth
noting that, despite the recognized distinction between men/masculinity and women/femininity,
the authors have encountered a considerable number of missteps whereby even academics
trained in diversity research neglect to properly distinguish sex from gender. This is complicated
further by the existence of an ongoing stream of inquiry surrounding differences between men
and women in the workplace, and alternative types of diversity research such as gender identity
and sexual orientation. As recently elaborated by President Barack Obama, “gender stereotypes
affect all of us, regardless of our gender, gender identity, or sexual orientation” (2016).
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Throughout the remainder of this chapter, it is important that the reader put aside expectations of
sex-based differences and similarities, and focus on employees’ gendered communication styles
and preferences above and beyond consideration of their biological sex or identification. That is
not to say that sex-based differences are irrelevant; indeed, research suggests that the interaction
of one’s biological sex and enacted gender roles may have important implications for several
organizational outcomes, including career advancement and leadership effectiveness (Johnson,
Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichardt, 2008; Smith, Weinberg, & Treviño, 2014).
While scholarly thinking has increased in complexity and has simultaneously advanced to
represent shifts in individual and societal attitudes over the years, several basic components of
gendered communication theory have remained relatively stable. Specifically, (a) gender is a
socially-constructed and performed/communicated construct separate from one’s biological sex
and ranging along the binary depicted in Figure 1; (b) there exist gendered norms regarding
expectations for behavior and deviations from those norms; (c) gendered communication is
relevant to meaning-making; and (d) the way in which gendered communication is interpreted
and perceived are situationally and culturally-bound.
Early research “sought to expose and challenge biased perceptions that block women
from climbing the hierarchy,” focusing largely on similarities between men and women, and
making the case that training standardization could encourage equal treatment between the sexes
(Ashcraft, 2014, p. 128). The influence of this early focus has been far-reaching: For over four
decades, literature on advancement, gender, and communication has called for training
employees to use a masculine communication style consistent with a think leader, think male
stereotype (Dow & Wood, 2006). These suggestions stem largely from Lakoff’s (1975) study of
women’s language in which she concludes: “If we [women] are aware of what we’re doing, why
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we’re doing it, and the effects our actions have on ourselves and everyone else, we will have the
power to change” (p. 83). Her conclusion “inspired classes and workshops that encouraged
women to learn to be more assertive, strong communicators (i.e. to speak more like men)”
(Wood, 2006, p. 3). Naturally, this type of training and associated expectations prompted the
“endorsement of agentic and task-oriented leadership characteristics for women” (Duehr &
Bono, 2006, p. 815). Such workshops remain commonplace today; in fact, a 2016 Google search
for the term “workshop AND speak AND assertively” yields approximately 1,490,000 results.
The prevalence of this type of training, however, lends to the tacit assumption that assertive
communication styles typically associated with men are superior to those typically expressed by
women (Wood, 2013). Whether this preference for masculine-dominant organizational
communication is an appropriate default has begun to be brought to question.
The controversy regarding universal applicability of gender role theory and
appropriateness of masculine communication at work has been summarized recently by AnneMarie Slaughter, formerly the Director of Policy Planning at the State Department and Dean of
Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs:
“I continually push the young women in my classes to speak more. They must
gain the confidence to value their own insights and questions, and to present them
readily. My husband agrees, but he actually tries to get the young men in his
classes to act more like the women—to speak less and listen more. If women are
ever to achieve real equality as leaders, then we have to stop accepting male
behavior and male choices as the default and the ideal” (Slaughter, 2012, p. 102).
This focus may be described as a different but equal versus a different but superior framing; a
framing that has resulted in myriad studies that began to consider the politicization of gender at
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work, power relations among organizational members, and restoration of the value of things
associated with women and femininity (Ashcraft, 2006; 2014). Indeed, some research has begun
to offer an alternative perspective that femininity may offer advantages in the workplace.
Building on this stream of thought, organizational studies of gender differences have started to
unravel the think manager, think masculine/male mindset, and have postulated that deviance
from the masculine norm could at times be construed as positive. These studies have found that
employees often prefer feminine qualities in their leaders (Elsesser & Lever, 2011), that effective
leadership often incorporates elements of both feminine and masculine communication behaviors
(Eagly & Carli, 2007; Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & van Engen, 2003; Fletcher, 1999), and that
both masculine and feminine communication styles are uniquely related to positive career
outcomes (Weinberg et al., 2015). From this stream of research, it is clear that both styles of
communication are necessary toward effectiveness in organizations and their teams (Wood,
2013).
While gender difference studies focus almost entirely on the individual as the unit of
analysis, research with its basis in systems theory has begun to take a more macro-level,
embedded approach to the discussion of enacted gender at work. Beginning with standpoint
theory, which incorporates consideration of contextual factors, researchers (e.g., Allen, 1996;
Dougherty, 1999) have begun to view organizing as a fundamentally communicative
phenomenon. Such research suggests that “our ways of knowing and communicating are
influenced by our contexts … as our contexts change, so might our ways of thinking,
communicating, and performing … gender” (Wood, 2013, p. 244). Building on this
consideration of context as an influential factor, Smith et al. (2014) recently found considerable
variance in the effectiveness of masculine and feminine communication styles by male and
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female employees when the two styles are used in organizational contexts characterized as either
male- or female-dominated. This follows a mode of thought that organizations produce gender
differences as a product of their formal processes and structures (Acker, 1990; Trethewey, Scott,
& LeGreco, 2006). Therefore, studies that examine gender performance in organizations benefit
from considering not only the individual actor’s characteristics, but also the organizational
context. Communication styles are learned (rather than innate; Wood, 2013), and men and
women have demonstrated the ability to develop new communicative proficiencies to serve
effectively in their jobs (Buzzanell & Lucas, 2006). This suggests the potential for organizational
members to influence the effectiveness of their interactions by performing gender through
managed and locally-situated gendered communication practices (Ashcraft, 2014; West &
Zimmerman, 2003).
Organizational Relevance
Most discussions of gender and communication in organizations take one of three
perspectives: (1) societal expectations frame gendered expectations at work (gender as shaped by
societal influences); (2) organizations as gendered discourse communities (gender at the
organizationally-referent level); or (3) gender identity shapes communication habits (gender at
the intrapersonal level). In this chapter, we acknowledge all of these respective influences on
gendered communication while building the case that GCOM is often influenced by, and
determined (in)effective largely within, group and dyadic interactions. As displayed in Figure 2,
several forces both internal and external to the organization serve to influence expectations for
and motivation to engage in masculine or feminine GCOM styles.
---------------------------------------------INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE
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---------------------------------------------External Influences on Gendered Communication Styles
The outermost layers in Figure 2 (society and industry) represent the more macro-level
influences on GCOM. Whereas societal perceptions inform gender and gendered expectations
(Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004), societal changes serve important pivotal roles in stimulating
changing expectations. For instance, emerging evidence suggests that today’s youngergeneration workers tend to prefer using communication styles that are higher in FCOM and
lower in MCOM than their older colleagues (Weinberg et al., 2015). Further, given that differing
global societies tend to value high and low masculinity to varying degrees (House et al., 2004),
these differences are likely to play an important role in setting expectations for gendered
communication styles in contemporary multinational and virtual teams. Finally, standards and
expectations for GCOM expression may vary by industry, though one study suggests that interindustry variance in GCOM styles may not be as substantial as expected (Weinberg et al., 2015).
Occupational influence refers to an individual’s specific job, and while it is likely that there exist
some level of standardized GCOM preferences within a profession, organizational context may
also play a role in dictating this. Thus, even within one particular occupation, there may be
considerable instances of variation among communicative expectations, given that culture
“conditions attitudes towards communication and communication processes,” including both the
creation of messages and interpretation of those messages (Brown & Starkey, 1994, p. 811).
For instance, whereas feminine styles of communication may be characteristic of
salespeople, who could benefit from building even temporary relationships and rapport with
potential clients (relationship marketing, c.f., Oly Ndubisi, 2004), this would likely be
exacerbated in an organizational culture that encourages cooperation and discourages
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competition among sales force members. In a more competitive climate (for example, one in
which sales commissions are based on relative rank compared to average sales, or when
communication is more oriented toward a one-time payout as opposed to developing a longerterm working relationship), this may set the stage for a tournament-like setting in which
salespeople may be expected to employ more assertive communication strategies with
clients/customers (Verbeke, Bagozzi, & Belschak, 2016). This climate could also inspire
egocentric communication styles among sales force members/competitors when communicating
with one another. Another example draws on the potentially considerable differences in
communicative tasks that may be asked of a professional in one setting as compared to another:
For instance, in the nursing profession, a school nurse, pediatric nurse, or geriatric care nurse
might be expected to communicate in a more compassionate and relational manner in their jobs
due to their continual interactions and ongoing relationships with patients; alternatively, an
operating room nurse who communicates primarily with other medical practitioners in a highrisk setting could be expected to communicate in a more instrumental and necessarily assertive
manner to meet the unique demands of this job, though one study found evidence of a structured
disposition of operating room nurse silence that “may reflect an actualization of structured power
dynamics” among operating room teams (Gardezi et al., 2009, p. 1397). By suggesting that team
dynamics and occupational characteristics could clash, this complication serves as an example of
the potential for cross-level effects among the various embedded levels indicated in Figure 2.
Internal Influences on Gendered Communication Styles
Figure 2 also displays several factors that are likely to influence GCOM expectations that
are internal to the organizational environment, including: (1) organization-level influencers such
as institutionalized meanings, identity, and power relations owing to organizational culture and
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the sex composition of managers; (2) team-level influencers such as team task, the sex
composition of team members, and the amount of time members have spent working together;
(3) interpersonal influencers at the one-on-one (dyadic) level, including power differential, sex
composition of the dyad, time together, and the state of relationships between leaders and each
member (i.e., leader-member exchange, LMX); and (4) intrapersonal influencers such as sexbased attributions, authenticity to oneself, the communicator’s personal motivation to engage in
communication, and the communicator’s formal and informal organizational positioning. In
keeping with this volume’s focus on leader-employee relationships, we will focus the remainder
of this chapter largely on interpersonal communication in team and dyadic relationships.
Relevance to the contemporary and future workplace. Several aspects of today’s
changing workplace lend value to the proposition that consideration of GCOM styles is
becoming increasingly important. For instance, as there are more women entering the workforce
than ever before, this implies that while these new female employees are working their way into
more senior positions there will likely exist several opportunities for opposite-sex leaderfollower and mentor-protégé relationships (Weinberg & Lankau, 2011). Further, the popularity
of team-based and flatter organizational structures has permeated contemporary thought on
workplace organizing. Together, these organizational changes may be contributing to a
preference among U.S. workers for more feminized leadership that may be described as a desire
to work for a strong, sensitive leader (Elsesser & Lever, 2011; Johnson et al., 2008). Given that
people select and enact gendered communication styles in response to the contexts in which they
are situated (Wood, 2013), two common forms of organizational context are worth elaborating
with regard to the impact that they could have on GCOM utilization in the workplace – dyads
and teams. Thus, as gendered communication is an interactional and interpersonal phenomenon
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(West & Zimmerman, 2003), GCOM styles play a particularly important role at the team and
dyadic levels – those contexts in which employees communicate throughout their daily work
interactions.
Dyadic influences on gendered communication. Dyads are clusters consisting of two
members interacting with one another – these could include a leader and a follower, a mentor
and a protégé, two coworkers, or any combination of two individuals. Dyadic relationships create
the backbone for patterns of communication throughout an organization, and accordingly are the
unit of analysis at which studies of entire social networks are analyzed. Several characteristics of
a dyad could influence the manner in which gendered communication is enacted within each
two-person relationship. First, aligning with the notion of gender as an externalized performance
(e.g., Butler, 2004), people are often driven to communicate in a way that they believe the other
member would expect them to perform (for a review of how this may play out with regard to
expectations for gendered communication at work, see Smith et al., 2014). The purpose of the
relationship will also play an important role: In mentoring relationships, for instance, the
relationship serves two general purposes: career development and sponsorship. While feminine
components of relational and compassionate communication styles could be effective toward
these purposes (i.e., in expressing empathy and enabling others to feel safe, or to display
openness to personal development), masculine, instrumental communication could also serve an
important instructional function. Even in a developmental dyadic relationship, each member
could be motivated to communicate in egocentric, assertive manners at times in order to
emphasize their authority over a specific subject matter. Mentors or leaders, for instance, could
apply this communicative tactic early on in the relationship to gain leadership status in the eyes
of the follower who would attribute subject matter expertise to the leader (Chiu, Balkundi, &
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Weinberg, 2016). Alternatively, a dyad could involve two members who are in competition with
one another, in which case the relationship would likely foster enactment of low feminine and
high masculine communication, particularly with regard to the egocentric facet.
Sex differential within a dyad is also likely to affect communication among the members,
especially as the relationship develops in its earliest stages (Weinberg & Lankau, 2011).
Stereotype activation is defined as “the increased accessibility of the constellation of attributes
that are believed to characterize members of a given social category” (Wheeler, S. C., & Petty,
2001, p. 797), and sex serves to affect stereotype activation (Correll & Ridgeway, 2006). This
bias is particularly salient in instances where male members are the observers (Koenig, Eagly,
Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011). Further, women (men), when interacting with other women (men)
may choose to communicate in a manner that is congruent with their biological sex in order to
avoid negative reactions stemming from a presumed lack of femininity (masculinity). This could
result from a desire to encourage perceptions of similarity in the dyad. Further, in instances
where one member has greater authority than the other, a high extent of power differential
between the two parties could encourage these members to enact gender strategically as a
political act (Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004). For instance, one might be inclined to use masculine
forms of communication such as dominating the conversation or interrupting the other member,
as these methods are associated with improved status and influence (Farley, 2008); hence,
members could attempt to influence decisions in the dyad by emulating the masculine stereotype
in this manner.
Team influences on gendered communication. Likewise, team characteristics are likely
to influence the styles of gendered communication enacted by team members. In the early stages
of team development, the relationship-building, collegial, and affiliative characteristics
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associated with feminine communication could relay one’s availability and willingness to work
as a team player, and could consequently serve to help the team members form an understanding
of how they will work together. Here, clear communication of concrete reasoning (also
associated with feminine communication) will help to cultivate personal connections (Wood,
2013). Beyond the foundational stages of team development, however, as with any work-related
environment, teams tend to develop certain norms as members begin working together
functionally (Allen, 1995); norms inherent to the group will serve as tacit guidelines for
behavior, including the style of communication that is generally fostered and accepted. In this
sense, teams may act as speech communities, in which shared communicative norms result from
a system of shared symbolisms, meanings, and experiences (Labov, 1972; Wood, 2013).
Similarly, other cultural features of the team environment could influence the ways in which
members communicate with one another, for instance whether there exists a team culture of
support, competitiveness, or indifference toward other members. Group norms and perceptions
of those norms are also likely to be linked to the sex composition within the team, such that
acting in a manner that is stereotypically linked to the dominant sex group is a tactic that
members may choose to employ to gain favor (Tharenou, 1997).
Further, the purpose of the team will play a role in influencing members’ communication
styles. For instance, if the team faces shared goals for which all members expect to be
collectively rewarded, members are more likely to employ feminine, egalitarian communication
which relinquishes control, empowers others, and encourages productive discourse toward
navigating dilemmas more so than in instances where the team goal is not entirely shared
(Ashcraft, 2000). Also, if the team’s purpose is to follow specified rules to accomplish a set task,
masculine communication could be called for; if, however, the team’s purpose centers on
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collaborative problem-solving or creative outcomes, or presents an opportunity to create rules,
feminine communication would be welcomed and considered useful. In a similar vein, team
leadership style would play an important role in determining which communication styles are
welcomed; for instance, even when a team leader chooses to employ a style in which each
member has the opportunity to build on other members’ opinions and suggestions (i.e.,
egalitarian, feminine communication), this process could be conducted with varying degrees of
group interaction, and could potentially result in advice-giving behaviors and/or competition for
the leader’s or other members’ attention (i.e., egocentric masculine communication). Finally,
team structuring itself is often associated with a flattened organizational hierarchy (Ahuja &
Carley, 1998), in which case feminine communication, which is associated with non-hierarchical
career success (Weinberg et al., 2015), may be a preferred mode of communication.
Again, when discussing team-level influence on GCOM, it is worth noting potential
complexities associated with potential cross-level effects referent to the levels of influence
outlined in Figure 2. Specifically, various configurations of dyadic relationships within the team,
and the development of sub-groups within the team could affect the degree to which overall
team-level characteristics influence the emergence of members’ GCOM styles. For instance,
members undergo strong psychological pressure to agree with others who they consider to be
close personal friends, and “this pressure becomes [more] powerful as soon as a dyadic
interaction (between two people) expands to include three people” (Balkundi & Kilduff, 2006, p.
429). Under such coalition-like conditions, two possible GCOM-related outcomes could come
about: On one hand, it is possible that a member who a clique of teammate-colluders for support
may be more likely to assert the coalition’s shared ideas by using a bold MCOM style, but on the
other hand, if this individual is simultaneously embedded within several sets of mutually

GENDERED COMMUNICATION

18

discrepant cliques, as happens in complex organizational environments (Balkundi & Kilduff,
2006), she might feel pressure to remain impartial by employing a more egalitarian FCOM style.
Toward Dyadic and Team Effectiveness
It goes without saying that gender and communication diversity can have an enormous
effect on dyadic and team functioning (c.f., Mulac, Wiemann, Widenmann, & Gibson, 1988;
Savicki, Kelley, & Lingenfelter, 1997). However, research to date has barely scratched the
surface of possibilities with regard to the ways in which the gendered communication binary may
be drawn on in organizational discourse to enact a variety of goals. Specifically, by restricting
research questions to only the two binary dimensions of masculine and feminine communication,
extant studies have limited our capacity to imagine the possibilities of multiplex communication
patterns among employees. The purpose of this section is to take a deeper look at underlying
facets of MCOM and FCOM styles to provide a more nuanced examination of the ways in which
various overlapping forms of communicative gender performance (i.e., GCOM) can be utilized
to influence the interactive functioning of organizational teams and dyadic relationships.
Communicative Orientations Emerging From Gendered Communication
Building on several key facets of the gendered communication construct presented by
Weinberg et al, 2015, we have developed a number of communicative orientations through
which GCOM is viewed as a social process. These communicative orientations are displayed
through a series of taxonomic classifications in Figures 3a-3c.
---------------------------------------------INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE
---------------------------------------------Relationship-building and instrumentality. As displayed in Figure 3a, the intersection
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of instrumental and relationship-building communication styles produce diverse communicative
orientations dependent on the relative strengths of each style. Task orientation, represented in the
upper-left quadrant, characterizes a highly instrumental and low relationship-building style. Long
touted as a positive approach to conflict in teams (Amason, 1996), meta-analytic evidence
suggests that this may not always be the case (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). Task-oriented
communication is clarity-focused, concentrating on such issues as policies, requirements,
interpretation of the assigned task, and other aspects related to how members should approach
getting the job done. Accordingly, it has a reduced focus on interactional rules and interpersonal
relationships (i.e., issues of power dynamics, trust, and emotional states among members). A
socializing orientation, on the other hand, involves friendly chatting without serving any
instrumental purpose. In so doing, socializing-oriented communication promotes a sense of
togetherness within a group and can encourage psychosocial bonding among members.
Quiescence refers to a state of inactivity or dormancy. Accordingly, quiescent-oriented
communication, characterized as neither highly instrumental nor relationship-building, involves
a passive style that maintains the status quo without complicating issues; this passive
communication style can be useful at times, especially when tensions in the group may be
running high or if members have recently entered a state of agreement. Unlike quiescent-oriented
communication’s dormant characteristics, a dynamics-oriented communication style tends to be
more action-driven. This type of communication helps to produce processes (i.e., norms, roles,
and action plans) that simultaneously represent the group’s common goal(s) and the individual
characteristics and preferences of each member. Thus, dynamics-oriented communication, high
on both instrumental and relationship-building focus, can help to set the stage for a state of
functional interdependence among members. Finally, a networking orientation, characterized as
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somewhat instrumental-oriented and somewhat relationship-building-oriented, helps to build
relationships that serve a purpose. Networking-oriented communication can at once be both selfserving (for instance, positioning oneself in a more central position of an important social group)
and helpful toward group efficiency, as it encourages an exchange of information that could
produce improved intra-group transactive memory systems and a denser advice network (Cross,
Borgatti, & Parker, 2001) – that is, networking orientation within group communication can
enable members to have a better idea of who knows what and be more prepared to acquire
relevant information from the appropriate members when needed.
Egalitarian and egocentric/ego-protective. Figure 3b considers the intersection of
highly egocentric/ego-protective communication style (characterized as self-oriented individuals)
with highly egalitarian (other-oriented) communication style. Self-orientation can be helpful in
both dyadic and team settings for several reasons. For instance, such an orientation is necessary
when negotiating one’s position, focusing attention to one’s strengths, or in circumstances where
a member is highly confident that her approach to a task is the most effective or otherwise
appropriate solution. Similarly, an other-oriented standpoint can be equally useful toward dyadic
or team effectiveness, as it can serve to provide support for another’s ideas, provide opportunities
for others to be heard, and can contribute to expeditious decision-making. While a noncommittal
orientation (characterized by low egocentric and low egalitarian communication styles) may on
the surface sound like an unproductive or impractical approach, this, too, can serve team
functioning: By not communicating the merit of each member’s submitted ideas, nor believing
that one’s own initial thoughts about an idea are necessarily correct or even defendable,
noncommittally-oriented members may enable a critical dialogue to unfold naturally within a
dyadic or team setting.
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Opposite the noncommittal orientation resides an optimization orientation, characteristic
of an individual who both favors equality while heartily proposing and defending his or her own
viewpoints. Although this may initially appear somewhat oxymoronic, this combination depicts a
member who at once elicits and enforces equal consideration of each member’s proffered ideas,
but upon judging the merits of one idea to be superior, will aggressively encourage others to
agree to this selected idea’s veracity. This orientation is optimization-driven in that it inspires
swift, efficient decision-making while encouraging full team participation, but could be
considered off-putting to a less egocentric communicator who favors either a different idea or the
opportunity to continue developing new alternatives. Finally, a cohesion orientation refers to
communication that falls in the middle of the egocentric/ego-protective and egalitarian model. A
member who enacts cohesion-oriented communication may avoid the pitfalls of sharing too little
(noncommittal orientation), administering too much (self-orientation), heavily weighting other
members’ viewpoints (other-orientation) or putting one’s own weight behind a single idea
(optimization orientation), and could accordingly serve the purpose of discursively shaping the
team into a united whole.
Concrete/relational and abstract. Although it is generally agreed that gendered
communication has two unique dimensions (i.e., masculine and feminine) rather than existing
along a single continuum, the one set of facets which may be considered potentially the most
opposite from one another are those related to concrete versus abstract communication. Concrete
communication refers to disclosure of details and concrete reasoning, which aids in cultivating a
close and personal connection (Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004; Hall & Langellier, 1988), and sharing
oneself via disclosure of personal details in a conversation (Johnson, 1996; Weinberg &
Locander, 2014). Therefore, concrete communication is highly related to relational discourse, in
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which one communicates with the purpose of creating and maintaining relationships (Wood,
2013). Communicatively, this style emerges as having an anecdotal orientation, characterized by
storytelling involving oneself and one’s own experiences, and in so doing, enables a more
tangible connection between communicator and recipient(s). Abstract communication, on the
other hand, involves the use of impersonal, general terms that serve to distance the
communication from personal experiences and feelings (Newman, Groom, Handelman, &
Pennebaker, 2008). The theoretical orientation associated with highly abstract (and low
concrete) communication can come across as somewhat detached from reality; while this type of
communication may encourage innovative thinking by leaving open a range of possible
interpretations, the intangible nature of heavily abstract communication could make it difficult
for some members to digest.
Yet, despite the surface opposition between abstract and concrete styles, we view these
styles as having a potentially very useful role in organizational communication when applied
jointly in conjunction with one another. Referred to in Figure 3c as relating to an applied theory
orientation, this hybrid style of communicative positioning serves to bridge theory and reality,
and accordingly serves the important purpose of translating abstract ideas into practical lessons
digestible to a wide audience of members whose backgrounds and perceptions may vary. The
potential importance of this translating role cannot be overstated; in the words of Werner
Heisenberg, theoretical physicist and pioneer of quantum mechanics, “Even for the physicist the
description in plain language will be a criterion of the degree of understanding that has been
reached” (Heisenberg, 1958, p. 168). Opposite to an applied theory orientation is an evidence
orientation, characterized by low abstract and low concrete/relational communication. A member
with an evidence-oriented communication style would likely default to inputs involving best-
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available known alternatives and draw on the advice of experts when contributing to the
conversation. Finally, a critical orientation is characterized as falling within the mid-point of the
abstract-concrete/relational model without prescribing to either ideological approach. A critical
approach is pragmatically integrative, and as a result, someone who leans toward a critical
orientation would likely view communication as an opportunity to at once express the merits and
potential faults associated with a line of reasoning, and could be well-suited to serve as devil’s
advocate in a decision-making process. By harmoniously integrating personal case-study
examples with more removed theoretical considerations, a member with this orientation could
serve as a communicative bridge between analytically-minded teammates and those more
inclined toward less systematic or more emotional or artfully-constructed decision processes.
Communicative orientations – key points and emerging issues.
The discussion of communicative orientations serves several purposes: First, it enables us
to effectively draw on the two-dimensional gendered communication binary to create unique
communicative patterns that serve varying purposes in workplace interactions. In so doing, it
illuminates how the use of different GCOM styles along the binary can work together to produce
a series of communicative purposes. Further, it depicts no one style or combination of styles as
necessarily superior to another; rather, we can draw on this set of communicative orientations to
achieve effectiveness based on characteristics of the communicator, the intended audience, the
situation in which the communicator and audience are embedded, and the outcomes of interest.
The communication orientations presented in Figure 3 represent merely a sampling of
taxonomical configurations that could result through the compounding of various facets of
masculine and feminine communication. Other potentially notable configurations could include
within-gender taxonomies which consider, for instance, the degree to which one communicates
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in both an egocentric and assertive masculine manner as compared to communication that
focuses on only one of these MCOM facets. The study of such nuances within masculine and
feminine communication styles could promote a greater understanding of which components of
MCOM and FCOM could be serviceably applied to meet different desired outcomes. Future
work is needed to flesh out the potential effects that contextual variables such as communicator
sex and the sex composition of the communicator’s workplace could have on the effectiveness of
each of these GCOM orientations.
Implications for Leaders and Organizations
This final section covers some ways that organizational leaders may incorporate
knowledge of gendered communication styles to ensure that their organizations and teams
benefit while simultaneously ensuring that individuals succeed. These will be discussed as a
process that considers both challenges and opportunities for leader-member relations, and
considers both the leaders’ and members’ perspectives. Briefly, this process involves assessment
and education, followed by facilitation.
Assessment
Understanding deep-level and performed gender differences can help organizational
members relate to each other. And this begins with assessment. Assessment is a co-created
process that incorporates a mutuality perspective (Dobrow, Chandler, Murphy, & Kram, 2012;
Weinberg & Locander, 2014). That is, leaders must inspire members to assess their own styles
and those of their coworkers and their leader, while the leader herself concurrently engages in
self-assessment. Thus, before a leader may begin to make inferences regarding the
appropriateness or effectiveness of different communicative orientations for a given situation,
she must initially find out what kinds of GCOM styles the members have and understand her

GENDERED COMMUNICATION

25

own styles as well.
To lead members through assessment requires a leader to listen to the employees,
encouraging them to reflect upon and describe their own communicative preferences. In order to
ensure that the assessment focuses on deep-level diversity and performance so that it can
ultimately be viewed through a GCOM lens, the leader could ask members to consider
organizational communication from the perspective of roles they enact on the job and their
perceived expectations of various stakeholders and more generally of society. Further,
assessment involves both the leader and members considering the various multilevel contexts in
which these communicative roles are played out (see Figure 2) and the influences that each of
these embedded contexts may have on their own GCOM styles and effectiveness. This involves
analyzing the structural elements of the organization and its external environment and the
communicative arrangement of coworkers and supervisors.
Assessment must precede facilitation, and we suggest that it precede education, as well.
First, members are likely to be more receptive to feedback and to new ways of knowing once
they have become aware of their own communicative styles and attributions. Further, following
assessment, subsequent conversations are more likely to proceed in a way that is centered on
interactive communication styles, rather than on the people, their ideas, or their own personal
needs – that is, the members would be oriented toward deep-level communicative (as opposed to
surface-level) diversity.
Education
Once employees have had the opportunity to assess organizational communication
through a masculine- and feminine-typed lens, the leader’s next step is to ensure that members
are sufficiently introduced to principles of gendered communication so that they may begin to
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organize these assessments around the GCOM binary. Importantly, this education should include
a discussion of the historical context of gender and sex-typed attributions and expectations so
that employees can begin to recognize the deeply sociological nature of gender performance. The
concept of gender as a socially-learned and performed construct can be one that remains difficult
for many individuals to conceptualize and accordingly this must be clarified and given
appropriate focus.
Education enables members to know the various styles of communication arranged along
the gender binary and to begin to recognize some of the more nuanced communicative
orientations that stem from this binary. Mapping their own communication assessments onto the
GCOM taxonomical map would allow members to become aware of how they communicate and
to teach them about different ways that they and others around them could communicate. Being
aware of such distinctions is important toward creating change. To this end, it is equally
important to recognize that communication styles are dynamic and can change (Buzzanell &
Lucas, 2006). Learning about how referent others communicate and how you yourself
communicate could help to prompt not only a greater mutual understanding, but also change
when necessary.
Facilitation
Leading facilitation. The purpose of GCOM facilitation is to provide tools to better
understand how to approach and solve interpersonal dilemmas in a way that draws on performed
gender diversity to create a more cohesive work environment. It is worth noting that we refer to
this stage as facilitation, as opposed to training. Whereas training involves content matter
expert(s) presenting predetermined known lessons to an audience, facilitation does not
necessitate that the leader is a gendered communication expert, and, moreover, does not require
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there to exist a known desired outcome; rather, facilitation involves assisting an engaged group
through a process by which the members themselvfes leverage their own perceptions and
expertise to communicatively discover previously unknown knowledge and understanding.
Before the member-centric facilitation process begins, the leader could encourage
members to focus the discussion by asking questions such as, “What are our goals?,” “Which
styles of communication could help us to achieve them?,” “Where are we now with our preferred
communication styles?,” “What types of communicative gaps might be creating challenges for
us, and how could we overcome these challenges?” After opening with a topic-andcommunication-centric introduction, the leader could then facilitate a member-centric discovery
process. For facilitation to be effective, both listening and clear communication are key.
Consider, for instance, a scenario where members have not been meeting productivity goals: The
session could involve discussion of how the various member-assessed communication elements
might be hindering productivity; in this way, the understanding that had arisen at the assessment
and education stages can be applied such that connections between communication styles and
productivity are better understood. In this scenario, the leader could facilitate this by asking
employees, “Why don’t you feel that we are achieving our goals?,” and, when necessary,
(re)focus the conversation on the communicative differences/difficulties that come up.
Leader-member relations during facilitation and beyond. Leaders may draw on
different GCOM styles to improve communication between oneself and members, as well as
communication among members. For instance, understanding members’ unique communication
styles can help guide a leader to determine the best way to approach each subordinate when
introducing a topic. Also, assigning tasks that are best suited to members’ communication styles
could work with each member’s strengths and abilities, ultimately helping to improve efficiency
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and strengthen communication among members. Thus, it is important that the leader attempt to
develop strong exchange relationships with each member in order to better understand the
members’ communicative styles and preferences. With that said, it is worth recognizing the
aforementioned contemporary trend whereby employees, on average, have begun to express
preference for a more feminized style of leadership. Thus, understanding not only subordinates’
personal communication preferences, but also the type of communication each member expects
from and respects in a leader could go a long way toward influencing whether an individual is
viewed as a leader by her subordinates.
Further, the arrangement of power within a relationship could also dictate the degree to
which MCOM and FCOM could be differentially effective. Formality designates hierarchy, and
therefore masculine forms of communication may be more accepted of leaders in formal
relationships. In cases of informal leadership, however, asserting one’s individuality, and
communicating egotistically without considering others’ ideas may be less accepted, as
individuals tend to dislike being told what to do by those to whom they do not officially report.
Paradoxically, it is just this type of communication style that may help to bolster an individual to
gain informal leadership status; again, it is a matter of individual differences which could be
remedied by knowing who the members are in terms of their individual GCOM preferences.
From the non-leader member’s perspective, gendered communication could be leveraged to
influence the relationship between this individual and the leader. For instance, asserting one’s
support for a leader’s initiatives could serve to gain favor with the leader; alternatively, a
follower who communicates concrete details could be viewed as humble, a characteristic that
could also serve to gain the leader’s favor (Castiglioni, 1976).
Lastly, several team-referent factors could influence the effectiveness and desirability of
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different GCOM styles between leaders and members. In early stages of team formation, a
leader’s balance of egocentric and egalitarian communication (identified taxonomically as either
having a cohesion or optimization orientation) could enable team members to more clearly
understand their respective roles and responsibilities while opening the opportunity for
teammates to get to know one another and begin working together. Strong masculine
communication from a team leader could prove particularly helpful when there exists a deep
divide among group members, as it would serve to avoid the situation typically associated with
having too many cooks in the kitchen; this could also be useful if time-urgent decisiveness and
quick decision-making are a factor. On the other hand, strong feminine communication by the
leader could prove most helpful when encouraging members to share ideas. The comfortable and
open communicative environment produced by egalitarian and compassionate (feminine) leader
communication could potentially enable members to feel safe to speak their minds without fear
of negative repercussion (a concept referred to as psychological safety).
Leading Through the Unknown
It goes without saying that there is still very much presently left unknown about the
effects of GCOM in various organizational circumstances, particularly toward more macro
organizationally-relevant outcomes. As we suggested earlier, uncovering the broader effects of
GCOM styles in organizations will entail consideration of members’ communicative orientations
across various organizational and relational contexts. Further, there currently exists little to no
guidance with regard to how masculine and feminine communication can respectively be
leveraged by executives to improve organizational performance and drive change. We suspect
that, as with leader-member and team relations, the relationship between GCOM and
organizational outcomes could be complex: Factors such as conflicting stakeholder demands and
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expectations, executive managers’ social power among those various sets of stakeholders, and
contingencies such as the firm’s current position on the organizational life cycle and
competitiveness of the organization’s market could all play a part in determining which styles
could be effectively employed by top organizational leaders.
Finally, it is worth noting two important boundary conditions that currently limit the
extent to which we can predict the effectiveness of gendered communication in the global
contemporary workplace. The first is that the overwhelming majority of theory and empirical
evidence connecting GCOM to organizationally-relevant consequences is U.S.-centric; hence,
the degree to which suggestions presented in this chapter would generalize outside the United
States or in multicultural teams is largely unknown. Second, although studies have begun to
establish a predictable pattern of relationships between GCOM and workplace outcomes, it is not
yet entirely understood whether the effectiveness of this relationship weans if it is used
politically as a type of influence tactic as opposed to applied in a more authentic manner. This
topic has been tangentially touched upon by President Obama in a recent op-ed:
“It’s easy to absorb all kinds of messages from society about masculinity and
come to believe that there’s a right way and a wrong way to be a man. But as I got
older, I realized that my ideas about being a tough guy or cool guy just weren’t
me. They were a manifestation of my youth and insecurity. Life became a lot
easier when I simply started being myself” (Obama, 2016).
Adding to this, limited empirical evidence appears to suggest that those individuals who retain a
single, identifiable GCOM style may benefit from stronger personal outcomes (Weinberg et al.,
2015). With this in mind, until the relationship between authenticity and GCOM are better
established, we caution practitioners to continually assess their potentially shifting GCOM
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preferences and consider how to best employ their preferred style to meet situational
expectations and demands.
A Caveat
It is important to recognize that, by drawing attention to how communication may be
dichotomized based on gendered styles (following the way in which extant theory draws on
language referent to stereotypical expectations of males and females, e.g., Dow & Wood, 2006;
Wood, 2013), this work and enactment based on it “also renders the social arrangements based
on sex category accountable as normal and natural, that is, legitimate ways of organizing social
life” (West & Zimmerman, 2003, p. 71). That is, by referring to communication as having
masculine- and feminine-typed facets, we are training ourselves to execute aspects of
assertiveness, egalitarianness, and other sex-category-attributed performances, and as a result are
contributing to the reification of a gendered differential, thereby rendering sex-typed distinctions
as legitimate. In so doing, the binary model “risks essentializing both men and women, thus
largely preserving extant relations of institutional power” (Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004, p. 41).
Conclusion
When the authors first began working to expand gendered communication research into
the field of quantitative organizational science, we were asked by a prominent organizational
psychologist why we chose to use what sounded to him as somewhat archaic terminology in
describing the communication styles as masculine and feminine. Our answer was twofold: (1)
that so doing serves to build conceptually on currently existing diversity theory that draws on
this binary classification, and (2) that a failure to do so would prejudicially ignore the important
role that changing sex stereotypes and expectations and sex-typed organizing and biases continue
to play in today’s global society. It is our sincere hope that continued work in this area will serve

GENDERED COMMUNICATION
to illuminate further ways in which organizations, their teams, and members may benefit from
the potent opportunities associated with deep-level gender diversity.
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Figure 1: Gendered communication style as a two-dimensional paradigm
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Figure 2: Multilevel influences on gendered communication styles at work
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Figure 3a
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Figure 3b

Figures 3a-c: Two-dimensional taxonomies of
gendered communication as a social process
Figure 3c

