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The head of a large division of a multinational corporation was running a meeting devoted 

to performance assessment. Each senior manager stood up, reviewed the individuals in 

his group, and evaluated them for promotion. Although there were women in every group, 

not one of them made the cut. One after another, each manager declared, in effect, that 

every woman in his group didn’t have the self-confidence needed to be promoted. The 

division head began to doubt his ears. How could it be that all the talented women in the 

division suffered from a lack of self-confidence? 

In all likelihood, they didn’t. Consider the many women who have left large corporations 

to start their own businesses, obviously exhibiting enough confidence to succeed on their 

own. Judgments about confidence can be inferred only from the way people present 

themselves, and much of that presentation is in the form of talk. 

The CEO of a major corporation told me that he often has to make decisions in five minutes 

about matters on which others may have worked five months. He said he uses this rule: If 

the person making the proposal seems confident, the CEO approves it. If not, he says no. 

This might seem like a reasonable approach. But my field of research, socio-linguistics, 

suggests otherwise. The CEO obviously thinks he knows what a confident person sounds 

like. But his judgment, which may be dead right for some people, may be dead wrong for 

others. 

Communication isn’t as simple as saying what you mean. How you say what you mean is 

crucial, and differs from one person to the next, because using language is learned social 

behavior: How we talk and listen are deeply influenced by cultural experience. Although 

we might think that our ways of saying what we mean are natural, we can run into trouble 
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if we interpret and evaluate others as if they necessarily felt the same way we’d feel if we 

spoke the way they did. 

Since 1974, I have been researching the influence of linguistic style on conversations and 

human relationships. In the past four years, I have extended that research to the 

workplace, where I have observed how ways of speaking learned in childhood affect 

judgments of competence and confidence, as well as who gets heard, who gets credit, 

and what gets done. 

The division head who was dumbfounded to hear that all the talented women in his 

organization lacked confidence was probably right to be skeptical. The senior managers 

were judging the women in their groups by their own linguistic norms, but women—like 

people who have grown up in a different culture—have often learned different styles of 

speaking than men, which can make them seem less competent and self-assured than 

they are. 

 

What Is Linguistic Style? 

Everything that is said must be said in a certain way—in a certain tone of voice, at a certain 

rate of speed, and with a certain degree of loudness. Whereas often we consciously 

consider what to say before speaking, we rarely think about how to say it, unless the 

situation is obviously loaded—for example, a job interview or a tricky performance review. 

Linguistic style refers to a person’s characteristic speaking pattern. It includes such 

features as directness or indirectness, pacing and pausing, word choice, and the use of 

such elements as jokes, figures of speech, stories, questions, and apologies. In other 

words, linguistic style is a set of culturally learned signals by which we not only 

communicate what we mean but also interpret others’ meaning and evaluate one another 

as people. […] 

Every utterance functions on two levels. We’re all familiar with the first one: Language 

communicates ideas. The second level is mostly invisible to us, but it plays a powerful role 

in communication. As a form of social behavior, language also negotiates relationships. 

Through ways of speaking, we signal—and create—the relative status of speakers and 

their level of rapport. If you say, “Sit down!” you are signaling that you have higher status 

than the person you are addressing, that you are so close to each other that you can drop 



 

 
 

all pleasantries, or that you are angry. If you say, “I would be honored if you would sit 

down,” you are signaling great respect—or great sarcasm, depending on your tone of 

voice, the situation, and what you both know about how close you really are. If you say, 

“You must be so tired—why don’t you sit down,” you are communicating either closeness 

and concern or condescension. Each of these ways of saying “the same thing”—telling 

someone to sit down—can have a vastly different meaning. 

In every community known to linguists, the patterns that constitute linguistic style are 

relatively different for men and women. What’s “natural” for most men speaking a given 

language is, in some cases, different from what’s “natural” for most women. That is 

because we learn ways of speaking as children growing up, especially from peers, and 

children tend to play with other children of the same sex. The research of sociologists, 

anthropologists, and psychologists observing American children at play has shown that, 

although both girls and boys find ways of creating rapport and negotiating status, girls tend 

to learn conversational rituals that focus on the rapport dimension of relationships whereas 

boys tend to learn rituals that focus on the status dimension. […] This is not to say that all 

boys and girls grow up this way or feel comfortable in these groups or are equally 

successful at negotiating within these norms. But, for the most part, these childhood play 

groups are where boys and girls learn their conversational styles. In this sense, they grow 

up in different worlds. The result is that women and men tend to have different habitual 

ways of saying what they mean, and conversations between them can be like cross-

cultural communication: You can’t assume that the other person means what you would 

mean if you said the same thing in the same way. 

My research in companies across the United States shows that the lessons learned in 

childhood carry over into the workplace. Consider the following example: A focus group 

was organized at a major multinational company to evaluate a recently implemented 

flextime policy. The participants sat in a circle and discussed the new system. The group 

concluded that it was excellent, but they also agreed on ways to improve it. The meeting 

went well and was deemed a success by all, according to my own observations and 

everyone’s comments to me. But the next day, I was in for a surprise. 

I had left the meeting with the impression that Phil had been responsible for most of the 

suggestions adopted by the group. But as I typed up my notes, I noticed that Cheryl had 

made almost all those suggestions. I had thought that the key ideas came from Phil 



 

 
 

because he had picked up Cheryl’s points and supported them, speaking at greater length 

in doing so than she had in raising them. 

It would be easy to regard Phil as having stolen Cheryl’s ideas—and her thunder. But that 

would be inaccurate. Phil never claimed Cheryl’s ideas as his own. Cheryl herself told me 

later that she left the meeting confident she had contributed significantly, and that 

appreciated Phil’s support. She volunteered, with a laugh, “It was not one of those times 

when a woman says something and it’s ignored, then a man says it and it’s picked up.” In 

other words, Cheryl and Phil worked well as a team, the group fulfilled its charge, and the 

company got what needed. So what was the problem?  

I went back and asked all the participants they thought had been the most influential group 

member, the one most responsible for the ideas that had been adopted. The pattern of 

answers was revealing. The two other women in the group named Cheryl. Two of the three 

men named Phil. Of the men, only Phil named Cheryl. In other words, in this instance, the 

women evaluated the contribution of another woman more accurately than the men did. 

Meetings like this take place daily in companies around the country. Unless managers are 

unusually good at listening closely to how people say what they mean, the talents of 

someone like Cheryl may well be undervalued and underutilized. 

[…] 

 

What to Do? 

I am often asked, What is the best way to give criticism? or What is the best way to give 

orders?—in other words, What is the best way to communicate? The answer is that there 

is no one best way. The results of a given way of speaking will vary depending on the 

situation, the culture of the company, the relative rank of speakers, their linguistic styles, 

and how those styles interact with one another. Because of all those influences, any way 

of speaking could be perfect for communicating with one person in one situation and 

disastrous with someone else in another. The critical skill for managers is to become aware 



 

 
 

of the workings and power of linguistic style, to make sure that people with something 

valuable to contribute get heard. 

It may seem, for example, that running a meeting in an unstructured way gives equal 

opportunity to all. But awareness of the differences in conversational style makes it easy 

to see the potential for unequal access. Those who are comfortable speaking up in groups, 

who need little or no silence before raising their hands, or who speak out easily without 

waiting to be recognized are far more likely to get heard at meetings. Those who refrain 

from talking until it’s clear that the previous speaker is finished, who wait to be recognized, 

and who are inclined to link their comments to those of others will do fine at a meeting 

where everyone else is following the same rules but will have a hard time getting heard in 

a meeting with people whose styles are more like the first pattern. Given the socialization 

typical of boys and girls, men are more likely to have learned the first style and women 

the second, making meetings more congenial for men than for women. It’s common to 

observe women who participate actively in one-on-one discussions or in all-female groups 

but who are seldom heard in meetings with a large proportion of men. On the other hand, 

there are women who share the style more common among men, and they run a different 

risk—of being seen as too aggressive. 

A manager aware of those dynamics might devise any number of ways of ensuring that 

everyone’s ideas are heard and credited. Although no single solution will fit all contexts, 

managers who understand the dynamics of linguistic style can develop more adaptive and 

flexible approaches to running or participating in meetings, mentoring or advancing the 

careers of others, evaluating performance, and so on. Talk is the lifeblood of managerial 

work, and understanding that different people have different ways of saying what they 

mean will make it possible to take advantage of the talents of people with a broad range 

of linguistic styles. As the workplace becomes more culturally diverse and business 

becomes more global, managers will need to become even better at reading interactions 

and more flexible in adjusting their own styles to the people with whom they interact. 

 

 


