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Women and the Vision Thing

The Idea in Brief

The Idea in Practice

Women are still a minority in the top ranks
of business. The reason? Their perceived
lack of vision, according to Ibarra and Obodaru. In 360-degree feedback, women
score relatively low on key elements of visioning—including ability to sense opportunities and threats, to set strategic direction, and to inspire constituents.

W HAT “BEING VISIONARY” MEANS

Skill

How to exercise it

Sensing opportunities
and threats in the
environment

• Simplify complex situations by identifying broad-stroke patterns
• Foresee events that will aﬀect your organization
• Conduct a vigorous exchange with an array of people inside and outside
the organization

The authors’ research suggests three explanations for women’s low visioning scores:

Setting strategic
direction

• Encourage new business
• Generate ideas for new strategies
• Make decisions with an eye toward the big picture

• Some women don’t buy into the value of
being visionary.

Inspiring constituents

•
•
•
•

• Some women lack the confidence to go
out on a limb with an untested vision.
• Some women who develop a vision in
collaboration with their teams don’t get
credit for having created one.
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Being visionary is a matter of exercising three skills well:

Regardless of the cause, women seeking
more senior roles must be perceived as visionary leaders. They can start by understanding what “being visionary” means in
practical terms—and then honing their visioning skills.

Frame current practices as inadequate
Be open to new ways of doing things
Encourage others to look beyond limitations
Communicate new and better possibilities in clear, compelling ways

HOW TO STRENGTHEN YOUR VISIONING SKILLS
• Appreciate the importance of visioning.
Recognize vision as a matter of not just
style but substance. It’s not about meaningless vision statements but about strategic
acumen and positioning your know-how.
• Leverage (or build) your network. Formulating a vision demands a solid grasp of
what’s happening outside your group and
organization. A good external network is
the first line of defense against the insular
thinking that can hurt your visioning ability.
• Learn the craft. Much of visioning can be
learned the old-fashioned way: at the
elbow of a master. Find role models and
study how they develop and communicate strategic ideas. Then work with a
coach to identify training and tools to
build your capabilities.

• Let go of old roles. When you’re very good
at a needed task, the whole organization
will conspire to keep you at it. For instance,
even if delivering on the details has always
been your ticket to advancement, it won’t
help you with visioning. Resist the urge to
stay in the weeds.
• Constantly communicate. As you develop
a vision, find opportunities to articulate it.
Don’t wait until it’s perfect. Try out draft versions along the way, even after the vision has
come into sharp focus. You won’t be seen as
a visionary unless you get the word out.
• Step up to the plate. A vision comes not
only from the outside but also from
greater self-confidence. Believe in your
ability, and assume responsibility for creating a new and better future for others in
your organization.
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by Herminia Ibarra and Otilia Obodaru

Many believe that bias against women lingers
in the business world, particularly when it
comes to evaluating their leadership ability.
Recently, we had a chance to see whether that
assumption was true. In a study of thousands
of 360-degree assessments collected by Insead’s executive education program over the
past ﬁve years, we looked at whether women
actually received lower ratings than men. To
our surprise, we found the opposite: As a
group, women outshone men in most of the
leadership dimensions measured. There was
one exception, however, and it was a big one:
Women scored lower on “envisioning”—the
ability to recognize new opportunities and
trends in the environment and develop a new
strategic direction for an enterprise.
But was this weakness a perception or a reality? How much did it matter to women’s
ability to lead? And how could someone not
perceived as visionary acquire the right capabilities? As we explored these issues with successful female executives, we arrived at another question: Was a reputation for vision

even something many of them wanted to
achieve?

A Brilliant Career
A leading services company CEO we’ll call
Anne Dumas typiﬁed in many ways the
women we spoke with. The pillar of her leadership style was a principle taught to her 20
years ago by her ﬁrst boss: Always stay close
to the details. As she explained it: “I think
strategy comes naturally from knowing your
business and the forces that inﬂuence your
market, clients, and suppliers—not at a high
level but at a detailed level. Intermediaries
kill your insight. You obviously can’t monitor
everything, but nothing should keep you
from knowing in detail the processes on
which your company runs—not supervising
everything but understanding at a detailed
level what is going on. Otherwise, you are
hostage to people who will play politics. At
best you don’t have full information; at worst
you’re vulnerable to hidden agendas. My job
is to go to the relevant detail level.”
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In her four years as CEO, Dumas had
achieved some impressive results. She had doubled revenues and operating margins, given
the company a new strategic direction, and undertaken a fundamental reorganization of the
company’s core processes and structures. More
recently, she had turned her attention to developing her leadership team.
Yet Dumas knew she should somehow improve her communication effectiveness, particularly in her role as an executive member of
her parent company’s board. One challenge
was her stylistic mismatch with her chairman,
a broad-brush, big-picture thinker who often
balked at what he perceived as excessive attention to detail. She found herself reluctant to
favor “form over substance.” She told us, “I always wonder what people mean when they
say, ‘He’s not much of a manager but is a good
leader.’ Leader of what? You have to do things
to be a leader.” She went on to imply that socalled visionary behaviors might even be
harmful. “We are in danger today of being
mesmerized by people who play with our reptilian brain. For me, it is manipulation. I can do
the storytelling too, but I refuse to play on people’s emotions. If the string pulling is too obvious, I can’t make myself do it.”
Dumas’s reluctance is not unusual. One of
the biggest developmental hurdles that aspiring leaders, male and female alike, must clear
is learning to sell their ideas—their vision of
the future—to numerous stakeholders. Presenting an inspiring story about the future is
very different from generating a brilliant strategic analysis or crafting a logical implementation plan, competencies on which managers
like Dumas have built their careers.
Indeed, a whole generation of women now
entering the C-suite owe their success to a
strong command of the technical elements of
their jobs and a nose-to-the-grindstone focus
on accomplishing quantiﬁable objectives. But
as they step into bigger leadership roles—or
are assessed on their potential to do so—the
rules of the game change, and a different set of
skills comes to the fore.

Vision Impaired
Our research drew on 360-degree evaluations
of 2,816 executives from 149 countries enrolled
in executive education courses at Insead. As
with most 360-degree exercises, these managers ﬁlled out self-assessments and invited sub-

ordinates, peers, supervisors, and other people
they dealt with in a professional context, such
as suppliers and customers, to evaluate them
on a set of leadership dimensions. In total
22,244 observers participated. (See the sidebar
“Critical Components of Leadership” for a description of the Global Executive Leadership
Inventory, or GELI.)
As we looked for patterns within this data
set, we focused on differences between the
male and female leaders, both in terms of how
they saw themselves and in terms of how the
observers evaluated them. Certainly, there
were plenty of data to work with, since 20% of
the executives assessed and 27% of the evaluating observers were women. When analyzing
the data, we controlled for the effects of the executives’ age and level.
The ﬁrst surprise for us, given prior published
research, was that we found no evidence of a female “modesty effect.” Quite the opposite:
Women rated themselves signiﬁcantly higher
than men rated themselves on four of the 10
GELI dimensions we analyzed. And on the remaining dimensions, the women and men gave
themselves ratings that were about the same.
Our analyses of how leaders were rated by
their male and female associates—bosses,
peers, and subordinates—also challenged the
common wisdom. Again based on prior research, we’d expected gender stereotypes to
lower the ratings of female leaders, particularly those given by men. That was not the
case. If there was a gender bias, it favored female leaders: Male observers scored female
leaders signiﬁcantly higher than they scored
male leaders on seven dimensions, and female
observers scored them signiﬁcantly higher on
eight. (See the exhibit “Comparing the Ratings
of Male and Female Leaders.”)
Ratings on one dimension, however, deﬁed this pattern. Female leaders were rated
lower by their male observers (but not by
women) on their capabilities in “envisioning.” That deﬁcit casts a large shadow over
what would otherwise be an extremely favorable picture of female executives. The GELI
instrument does not claim that the different
dimensions of leadership are equal in importance, and as other research has shown,
some do matter more than others to people’s
idea of what makes a leader. In particular,
the envisioning dimension is, for most observers, a must-have capability.
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Intrigued by this one apparent weakness, we
looked more closely at the observers’ ratings.
Was a particular group responsible for bringing the envisioning scores down? Indeed one
was. As shown in the exhibit “Who Says
Women Aren’t Visionary?” the male peers
(who represented the majority of peers in our
sample) rated women lower on envisioning. Interestingly, female peers did not downgrade
women, contrary to the frequently heard claim
that women compete rather than cooperate
with one another. Our data suggest it’s the
men who might feel most competitive toward
their female peers. Male superiors and subordinates rated male and female leaders about the
same.

What It Means to Be Visionary
George H.W. Bush famously responded to the
suggestion that he look up from the shortterm goals of his campaign and start focusing

on the longer term by saying, “Oh—the vision
thing.” His answer underlines vision’s ambiguity. Just what do we mean when we say a person is visionary?
The distinction between management and
leadership has long been recognized. Most
agree that managing for continuous improvement to the status quo is different from being a
force for change that compels a group to innovate and depart from routine. And if leadership is essentially about realizing change, then
crafting and articulating a vision of a better future is a leadership prerequisite. No vision, no
leadership.
But just as leadership is a question of what
one does rather than what one is, so too is vision. It encompasses the abilities to frame the
current practices as inadequate, to generate
ideas for new strategies, and to communicate
possibilities in inspiring ways to others. Being
visionary, therefore, is not the same as being

Critical Components of Leadership
The Global Executive Leadership Inventory
(GELI) is a 360-degree feedback instrument
developed at Insead’s Global Leadership Center by Manfred Kets de Vries, Pierre Vrignaud, and Elizabeth Florent-Treacy. To identify signiﬁcant dimensions of exemplary
leadership, they interviewed more than 300
senior executives over the course of three
years. The emerging questionnaire was then
validated on an international sample of more
than 300 senior executives and MBA students. The result, GELI, measures degrees of
competency in these dimensions of global
leadership, which it deﬁnes as follows1:

Envisioning

Outside orientation

Articulating a compelling vision, mission,
and strategy that incorporate a multicultural
and diverse perspective and connect employees, shareholders, suppliers, and customers
on a global scale.

Making employees aware of outside constituencies, such as customers, suppliers,
shareholders, and other interest groups, including local communities affected by the
organization.

Empowering

Global mind-set

Empowering followers at all levels of the organization by delegating and sharing information.

Energizing

Inculcating a global mentality, instilling
values that act as a glue between the regional or national cultures represented in
the organization.

Energizing and motivating employees to
achieve the organization’s goals.

Tenacity

Designing and aligning
Creating world-class organizational design
and control systems and using them to align
the behavior of employees with the organization’s values and goals.

Rewarding and feedback
Setting up the appropriate reward structures
and giving constructive feedback.

Team building
Creating team players and focusing on team
effectiveness by instilling a cooperative atmosphere, promoting collaboration, and encouraging constructive conﬂict.

Encouraging tenacity and courage in employees by setting a personal example in taking
reasonable risks.

Emotional intelligence
Fostering trust in the organization by creating—primarily by setting an example—an
emotionally intelligent workforce whose
members are self-aware and treat others with
respect and understanding.
1. GELI contains two additional dimensions, life balance
and resilience to stress, which we did not analyze in our
study, since many observers were unable to provide
evaluations on them.
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charismatic. It entails “naming” broad-stroke
patterns and setting strategy based on those
patterns. (See the sidebar “What Does It Mean
to Have Vision?”)
Visionary leaders don’t answer the question
“Where are we going?” simply for themselves;
they make sure that those around them understand the direction as well. As they search for

Comparing the Ratings of Male
and Female Leaders
In the 360-degree assessments of participants in Insead’s executive education program, female leaders received higher ratings than male leaders in most dimensions of
leadership. But in one dimension—envisioning—women were rated lower than men.
Which
leaders
rated
themselves
higher?

Which
leaders
did male
observers
rate higher?

Which
leaders
did female
observers
rate higher?

Envisioning

Neither

Men

Women

Empowering

Neither

Neither

Energizing

Women

Women

Women

Designing and
aligning

Women

Women

Women

Rewarding
and feedback

Neither

Women

Women

Team building

Neither

Women

Women

Outside
orientation

Women

Women

Women

Global
mind-set

Neither

Neither

Neither

Tenacity

Neither

Women

Women

Emotional
intelligence

Women

Women

Women

Neither

new paths, they conduct a vigorous exchange
with an array of people inside and outside
their organizations, knowing that great visions
rarely emerge from solitary analysis. As “practical futurists,” leaders also test new ideas pragmatically against current resources (money,
people, organizational capabilities) and work
with others to ﬁgure out how to realize the desired future. True strategists offer much more
than the generic vision statements that companies hang on their walls; they articulate a clear
point of view about what will transpire and position their organizations to respond to it. All
of this adds up to a tall order for anyone in a
leadership role. It’s not obvious, however, why
it should be a particular challenge for women.

Perception or Reality?
As we sought to understand why women fail
to impress with their vision, research ﬁndings
from prior studies were not much help. To
begin with, most attempts to compare men’s
and women’s styles have focused on how leaders are rated by subordinates. Yet, as we all
know, leaders play a key role in managing
stakeholders above, across, and outside their
units. Moreover, the vast majority of studies
ask participants either to rate hypothetical
male and female leaders or to evaluate “the
majority” of male or female leaders they
know, rather than the actual, speciﬁc leaders
they know well. Empirical studies of gender
differences in leadership styles have often
used populations of students, members of diverse associations, and nonmanagers, rather
than the midlevel to senior business managers
we are actually trying to understand.
We turned therefore to the experts who
were living this reality every day: the women
participating in our executive education programs. When we asked how they would interpret our data, we heard three explanations.
First, several women noted that they tended to
set strategy via processes that differed from
those used by their male counterparts. This
suggests that what may in fact be visionary
leadership is not perceived that way because it
takes a different path. Second, we heard that
women often ﬁnd it risky to stray away from
concrete facts, analyses, and details. And third,
many women betrayed negative attitudes toward visionary leadership. Because they
thought of themselves as grounded, concrete,
and no-nonsense, and had seen many so-called
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visionary ideas founder in execution, they
tended to eye envisioning behaviors with some
suspicion. Each of these interpretations invited
serious consideration.
Theory 1: Women are equally visionary but
in a different way. Several of the women who
had taken the GELI survey argued that it is not
that women lack vision but that they come to
their visions in a less directive way than men
do. One executive put it like this: “Many
women tend to be quite collaborative in forming their vision. They take into account the
input of many and then describe the result as
the group’s vision rather than their own.” Another said, “I don’t see myself as particularly
visionary in the creative sense. I see myself as
pulling and putting together abstract pieces of
information or observations that lead to possible strategies and future opportunities.”
Vivienne Cox, CEO of BP Alternative Energy, is known for having an “organic” leadership style. She led a team that crafted a strat-

Who Says Women Aren’t Visionary?
In 360-degree assessments, women scored relatively low on vision, primarily because of scores given by their male peers.
How men and women were rated on vision*
45.5

scores given to women
scores given to men

45.0

44.5

Male peers gave
female leaders
significantly
lower scores

44.0

43.5

43.0

42.5

42.0

41.5

from men from women

from men from women

Superiors

Peers

from men from women
Subordinates

*Out of a total possible score of 56. Observers ranked
the leader on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 7 (highest) for
eight key behaviors.

egy for moving BP into alternative energy in a
more uniﬁed and substantial way, by combining a set of peripheral businesses such as solar,
wind, and hydrogen-ﬁred power plants into
one new low-carbon-powered unit that BP
would invest billions in. Ask those involved
how the new strategy came about, and the answer always involves multiple players working
collaboratively. One of her key lieutenants described Cox’s approach like this: “She thinks
about how to create incentives or objectives so
that the organization will naturally ﬁnd its
own solutions and structures. It encourages
people to be thoughtful, innovative, and selfregulating.” Cox herself claims that her role is
to be a “catalyst.” She consistently articulates a
management philosophy in which the leader
does not drive change but, rather, allows potential to emerge.
Interestingly, the processes these women describe do not hinge just on a collaborative style.
They also rely on diverse and external inputs
and alliances. At BP Alternative Energy, Cox
spent much of her time talking to key people
outside her business group and the company in
order to develop a strategic perspective on opportunities and sell the idea of low-carbon
power to her CEO and peers. Her ideas were informed by a wide network that included
thought leaders in a range of sectors. She
brought in outsiders who could transcend a parochial view to ﬁll key roles and invited potential adversaries into the process early on to
make sure her team was also informed by those
who had a different view of the world. Our results hint at an interesting hypothesis: By involving their male peers in the process of creating a vision, female leaders may get less credit
for the result.
Theory 2: Women hesitate to go out on a
limb. Some women responded to our ﬁndings
by noting that they need to base their marching orders on concrete facts and irrefutable
analysis, not unprovable assertions about how
the future will take shape. Here, two Democratic candidates for the 2008 U.S. presidential
race offer an interesting parallel. Barack
Obama was viewed as a visionary, a charismatic communicator offering a more hopeful
if undetailed future. Hillary Clinton was
viewed as a competent executor with an impressive if uninspiring grasp of policy detail.
According to a recent New Yorker article by
George Packer, Clinton as much as admitted
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that she does not inspire through rhetoric and
emotion. She said: “A President, no matter
how rhetorically inspiring, still has to show
strength and effectiveness in the day-to-day
handling of the job, because people are counting on that. So, yes, words are critically important, but they’re not enough. You have to act.
In my own experience, sometimes it’s putting
one foot in front of the other day after day.”
Might women feel they have to choose between being seen as competent and in control
or being visionary? Recall Anne Dumas, our
services executive, and her pride in having a
vast, detailed knowledge of what is happening
in her ﬁrm. Often, she told us, she’d called on
that reservoir of data to defend her position
against challenges. The same attitude comes
through in the observation of a management
consultant who told us, “Men speak more conﬁdently and boldly on an issue, with very little
data to back it up. Women want to have a lot
of data and feel conﬁdent that they can back
up what they are saying.”
A common obstacle for female leaders is
that they often lack the presumption of competence accorded to their male peers. As a result, women are less likely to go out on a limb,
extrapolating from facts and ﬁgures to interpretations that are more easily challenged.
When a situation is rife with threat—when
people, male or female, expect that they are
“guilty until proven innocent”—they adopt a

What Does It Mean to Have Vision?
Across studies and research traditions,
vision has been found to be the central
component in charismatic leadership
and the essence of the oft-noted distinction between management and leadership. But what does it look like in action? As detailed by the Global Executive
Leadership Inventory, behaving in a visionary way is a matter of doing three
things well:

Sensing opportunities and
threats in the environment
• simplifying complex situations
• foreseeing events that will affect
the organization

Setting strategic direction
• encouraging new business
• deﬁning new strategies
• making decisions with an eye
toward the big picture

Inspiring constituents
• challenging the status quo
• being open to new ways of doing
things
• inspiring others to look beyond
limitations

defensive, often rigid, posture, relying less on
their imagination and creativity and sticking to
safe choices.
The presumption-of-competence effect is
compounded by gender stereotypes that lead
us to expect emotional, collaborative women
and rational, directive men. When men communicate from the heart or manage participatively, it’s taken as evidence of range, an
added plus. Women’s emotional communication or inclusive process, by contrast, is implicitly viewed as proof of an incapacity or unwillingness to do otherwise, even if the
situation calls for it.
Theory 3: Women don’t put much stock in
vision. Do men and women really have different leadership styles? Certainly a lot of ink has
been spilled on the question, but the answer
provided by hundreds of studies, subjected to
meta-analysis, is no. When other factors (such
as title, role, and salary) are held constant, similarities in style vastly outweigh the differences.
The occasional ﬁnding that women are slightly
more people oriented and participative tends
not to hold up in settings where there are few
women—that is, in line positions and upper
management. But put aside the science and ask
individuals for their opinion on whether men
and women have different leadership styles,
and most women (and men) answer yes.
This can only complicate the solution to the vision deﬁcit. It’s one thing for a woman who suspects she is wrongly perceived to resolve to change
certain behaviors in order to convey the competence and substance she has to offer. It’s quite another thing when her own self-conception has become colored by the same biases.
Our interviews with female executives highlighted one potential difference in attitude between the genders that could explain women’s
lower ratings on envisioning. We suspect
women may not value envisioning as a critical
leadership competency to the same extent that
men do or may have a more skeptical view of
envisioning’s part in achieving results. Over
and over again in our discussions with women,
we heard them take pride in their concrete, nononsense attitude and practical orientation toward everyday work problems. We were reminded of a comment made by Margaret
Thatcher: “If you want anything said, ask a
man; if you want anything done, ask a woman.”
Many of the women we interviewed similarly
expressed the opinion that women were more
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thorough, had a better command of detail, and
were less prone to self-promotion than men.
Like Anne Dumas, they valued substance over
form as a means of gaining credibility with key
stakeholders. A pharmaceutical executive elaborated further: “I see women as more practical.
Although the women in my organization are
very strategic, they are also often the ones who
ground the organization in what is possible,
what can or cannot be done from the human
dimension.”

Making the Leadership Transition
Women may dismiss the importance of vision—and they may be reassured by the many
claims made over the years about their superior emotional intelligence—but the fact remains that women are a minority in the top
ranks of business organizations. Our ﬁndings
suggest to us that the shortfall is in no small
part due to women’s perceived lack of vision.
The ﬁndings of a 2008 study by Catalyst researchers Jeanine Prime and Nancy Carter and
IMD professors Karsten Jonsen and Martha
Maznevski concur. In it, more than 1,000 executives from nine countries (all alumni of executive education programs) were asked for their
impressions of men and women in general as
leaders. Both men and women tended to believe that the two genders have distinct leadership strengths, with women outscoring men on
some behaviors, and men outscoring women
on others. But here’s the catch: When people
were asked to rate the behaviors’ relative importance to overall leadership effectiveness,
the “male” behaviors had the edge. Across
countries, “inspiring others”—a component of
our envisioning dimension—landed at the top
of the rankings as most important to overall
leadership effectiveness. And what of the areas
of leadership where men agreed that women
were stronger? Let’s take women’s standout advantage: their much greater skill at “supporting others.” That one ranked at the bottom of
the list. As a component of overall leadership
effectiveness, it was clearly not critical but
merely nice to have.
We’ve seen how these priorities play out at
close hand, in the personal stories of women
we study. Particularly at midcareer, when senior management sizes up the leadership potential of competent managers, they take their
toll. A manager we’ll call Susan offers a cautionary tale. A strong performer, Susan rose

through the functional ranks in logistics and
distribution, thanks to her superior technical
and people skills and belief in running a tight
ship. As a manager she prided herself on her
efﬁcient planning and organizing and her success in building a loyal, high-performing team.
But her boss saw her capabilities differently. By
this point in her career, he expected her to
sense emerging trends or unexploited opportunities in the business environment, to craft
strategy based on a view of the business as opposed to a view of her function, and to actively
work to identify and bring on board stakeholders. Eventually a proposal came from outside
her division calling for a radical reorganization
of it. Still focused on making continuous improvement to the existing operation, Susan
lacked the networks that would have helped
her spot shifting priorities in the wider market
and was blindsided by the idea.
It’s often observed that the very talents that
bring managers success in midlevel roles can
be obstacles to their taking on bigger leadership roles. That was Susan’s situation, and it’s
possible that it is a common trap for women.
Having had the message drummed into their
heads that they must be rational, nonemotional, and hyperefﬁcient, they might actually
place a higher value than men on knowing the
details cold and getting the job done. That, in
turn, makes their leadership transition more
difﬁcult, because they stick with what they
know longer. Another woman we interviewed,
this one an investment banker, captured the
scale of the challenge. “It’s like my whole basis
for existence is taken away from me,” she told
us, “if I can’t rely on the facts.” Her words reminded us that an executive’s accustomed approach and style deﬁne who she is as a leader.
To walk away from them is to be left without a
clear sense of identity.
The challenge facing women, then, is to stop
dismissing the vision thing and make vision
one of the things they are known for. In a senior leadership role, it’s the best use of their
time and attention. It’s a set of competencies
that can be developed. And of all the leadership dimensions we measured, it’s the only
thing holding women back.
Reprint R0901E
To order, see the next page
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Further Reading
ARTICLES
Building Your Company’s Vision
by James C. Collins and Jerry I. Porras
Harvard Business Review
February 2000
Product no. 410X
Companies that enjoy enduring success have
a core purpose and core values that remain
fixed while their strategies and practices endlessly adapt to a changing world. The rare ability to balance continuity and change—requiring a consciously practiced discipline—is
closely linked to the ability to develop a vision.
Vision provides guidance about what to preserve and what to change. A new prescriptive
framework adds clarity and rigor to the vague
and fuzzy vision concepts at large today. Managers who master a discovery process to identify core ideology can link their vision statements to the fundamental dynamic that
motivates truly visionary companies—that is,
the dynamic of preserving the core and stimulating progress.

Power of Talk: Who Gets Heard and Why
by Deborah Tannen
Harvard Business Review
September 1995
Product no. 95510
Most managerial work happens through
talk—discussions, meetings, presentations,
negotiations. And it is through talk that managers evaluate others and are themselves
judged. Using research carried out in a variety
of workplace settings, linguist Deborah Tannen demonstrates how conversational style
often overrides what we say, affecting who
gets heard, who gets credit, and what gets
done. Tannen’s linguistic perspective provides
managers with insight into why there is so
much poor communication. Gender plays an
important role. Tannen traces the ways in
which women’s styles can undermine them in
the workplace, making them seem less competent, confident, and self-assured than they
are. She analyzes the underlying social dynamic created through talk in common workplace interactions. She argues that a better
understanding of linguistic style will make
managers better listeners and more effective
communicators, allowing them to develop
more flexible approaches to a full range of
managerial activities.
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