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" l . J o  ~ m e n  and  w o m e n  n e g o t i a t e  
differently?" 

This is surely one  of  the most  fre- 
quent ly  asked - -  and most  frustrat- 
ing - -  questions for anyone working 
in the field of  negotiation today. It is 
f r u s t r a t i n g  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  are  so 
many opinions, and yet  so few con- 
clusive answers .  The  field is filled 
wi th  cont rad ic tory  research results, 
a spec t rum of  biological and behav- 
ioral theories, and a deeply-felt sense 
tha t  t h e r e  are  - -  o r  s h o u l d  be  - -  
answers to questions like this. Being 
asked to generalize about  gender  is 
also frustrating because it is bo th  dif- 
f i cu l t  a n d  d a n g e r o u s .  I n d i v i d u a l  
b e h a v i o r  a lways dev ia tes  in s o m e  
way from the descr ibed group norm, 
and genera l iza t ions  o f t en  p r o d u c e  
suspicion and defensiveness on  the 
part  o f  the  generalized. 

T h e  q u e s t i o n  p e r s i s t s  p e r h a p s  
because  there  is a part  of  each of  us 

that wants  easy answers to difficult 
questions, such as "When she started 
crying in that negotiation, was that 
because she is a woman?" or  "Could 
I have done  bet ter  in this negotiation 
if I were  a man?" or  "Are w e  having 
this a rgument  because  w e  are mis- 
c o m m u n i c a t i n g  a c r o s s  g e n d e r  
boundaries?" 

Quest ions like these  instinctively 
arise w h e n  w e  feel  "s tuck"  o r  are 
searching for satisfying diagnoses for 
w h y  a negotiation or  conversat ion is 
go ing  w r o n g .  De f in i t i ve  a n s w e r s  
would  give us valuable informat ion 
about  ourselves and others,  provide 
a c o n v e n i e n t  e x c u s e  fo r  a fa i l ed  
negotiation, and relieve us of  respon- 
sibility for  t rying to act differently. 
Conclusions like "He's a man; he  just 
doesn ' t  get it" or  "Women  are like 
t h a t "  s u g g e s t  t h a t  y o u  a n d  y o u r  
behavior  had nothing to do wi th  the 
p rob lem,  and that  t rying to have a 

Sheila Heen  is a Lecturer on Law at Harvard Law School and an Associate with the Harvard Negotia- 
tion Project, 522 Pound Hall, Harvard Law School, Cambridge, Mass. 02138. She is also a consultant 
with Conflict Management Group of Cambridge, Mass. 

0748-4526/96/0100-0009509.50/0 © 1996 Plenum Publishing Corporation Negottal~lonJournal January 1996 9 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/ngtn/article-pdf/12/1/9/2386813/j.1571-9979.1996.tb00075.x.pdf by guest on 16 May 2025



conversat ion about  the p rob lem or 
change  the  s i tuat ion is p robab ly  a 
waste of  time. 

Douglas  S tone '  and  I h o p e d  to  
highlight the underlying complexi ty  
o f  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  w h e n  w e  sat 
d o w n  to d e v e l o p  a syl labus  for  a 
new course  called Advanced Negoti- 
a t ion:  App l i ca t ions  to Gender  
Dynamics. The  five-day w o r k s h o p  
was of fe red  dur ing  the  June  1995 
Program of  Ins t ruct ion for Lawyers 
at Harvard Law School.-" One of  our  
goals was to give part icipants skills 
and c o n c e p t s  that  enab le  t hem to 
raise and discuss difficult issues like 
gender  candidly and effectively. And 
yet, we  knew we first needed  to get 
pa s t  t h e  in i t i a l  q u e s t  f o r  e a s y  
answers, and to convey some of  the 
c o m p l e x i t y  o f  t h e  q u e s t i o n s .  In 
order  to do  so, we  designed an exer- 
cise for  the first day of  the  course  
w h i c h  s u r f a c e d  s o m e  f a sc ina t i ng  
data, and suggests  some ques t ions  
for research and thought.  

A S h o r t  H i s t o r y  

The  idea for  this exe rc i se  evo lved  
from a workshop on negotiation and 
g e n d e r  dy nam ics  that  Doug  and I 
t augh t  in Canada  in D e c e m b e r  o f  
1994. T h e r e  we  had  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
w a t c h  a film cal led A Jury of  Her 
Peers, ~ which explores differences in 
perceptions among the characters in 
the story, and often provokes similarly 
d ivergent  pe r cep t i ons  among  audi- 
ence  members .  After the film, class 
members  were  asked to comple te  a 
questionnaire about their perceptions 
of the events in the film. Our experi- 
ence  wi th  the Jury questionnaire has 
shown that the  substantive answers 
given by  individuals vary, and that  

these differences are sometimes cor- 
related with gender. 

To f u r t h e r  e x p l o r e  this  cor re la-  
t ion, w e  divided the class into two 
"juries:' One jury was all female, the 
other  all male. Each single-sex group 
was then asked to come to agreement 
on collective answers to the question- 
naire.  We w o n d e r e d  w h e t h e r  the  
a n s w e r s  e a c h  j u r y  a g r e e d  u p o n  
would be correspondingly different. 
Wha t  w e  d i s c o v e re d  was  that  t he  
m o s t  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  
exercise  was not  the quest ionnaire  
answers, which were  somewhat  dis- 
parate,  but  the stark di f ferences  in 
process used by the two groups. 

The men's group engaged in a rig- 
o rous  discussion abou t  the  task at 
hand, and each advocated  for their  
o w n  answers. They  spoke  in short ,  
declarat ive sen tences ,  and focused  
their attention on reconciling differ- 
ent  posi t ions as expressed  by indi- 
v idual  g r o u p  m e m b e r s .  Few m e n  
expressed confusion or  ambivalence 
about  their positions, although all of  
them later said that they felt ambiva- 
lent about  their views. No questions 
were  asked in the session. The  me n  
used a majori ty voting s t ruc ture  to 
decide on  their final answers. 

In the  w o m e n ' s  g roup ,  a vot ing  
s t r u c t u r e  was  also a d o p t e d ;  h o w -  
ever, it was used not  to decide, but  
to  iden t i fy  t hose  w h o  w e r e  unde-  
cided or  felt ambivalent. Those  iden- 
tiffed then  took the f loor  to explain 
w h y  they  felt "torn," using personal  
e x a m p l e s  as s u p p o r t i n g  data.  Th e  
w o m e n ' s  g r o u p  d e c i d e d  on  t h e i r  
final answers by reaching consensus,  
and checking that everyone  felt com- 
fortable with the position the group 
ultimately took. 
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O u r  Purposes 
The  Canad ian  e x p e r i e n c e  ra ised a 
n u m b e r  o f  p r o v o c a t i v e  ques t ions ,  
ques t ions  w e  w a n t e d  to push  a bit 
f u r t h e r  in the  Harva rd  course .  We 
d e c i d e d  to  a d o p t  t h e  s i n g l e - s e x  
g r o u p  s t ruc tu re ,  and  to give e a c h  
group  a task to perform. More than 
the  c o n t e n t  o f  t h e i r  a n s w e r s ,  w e  
w e r e  n o w  i n t e r e s t e d  in h o w  e a c h  
g roup  w e n t  abou t  organizing them- 
se lves  and  p e r f o r m i n g  the  task at 
hand. H o w  did they  negot ia te  wi th  
each o ther  in the group? What  sorts 
of  communica t ion  did they use? Did 
t h e y  ask  q u e s t i o n s ?  Qua l i f y  t h e i r  
a n s w e r s ?  A r g u e ?  A s s u m e  t h e y  
needed  a g roup  consensus  or  a col- 
l e c t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  v i e w s ?  And  
finally, wha t  sorts of  data or  reason- 
ing did they cite, and was that data 
o r  r e a s o n i n g  m a d e  e x p l i c i t ?  We 
h o p e d  that  the r ev iew of  the  exer-  
cise would  consis t  mainly of  think- 
ing about  similarities and differences 
in h o w  the g roup s  negot ia ted ,  and  
w h e t h e r  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r  m a t c h e d  
their  o w n  descript ions of  h o w  men  
and w o m e n  negotiate. 

We also w a n t e d  to  g ive  par t ic i -  
pants  a chance  to think about  some 
of  the questions asked by  researchers 
before they became  acquainted with 
the answers - -  or lack thereof  - -  pro- 
d u c e d  by  s tudies  in the  f ie ld?  We 
d r e w  t w o  q u e s t i o n s  f r o m  t h e  
r e s e a r c h  fo r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  - -  
w h e t h e r  m e n  and w o m e n  negotiate  
differently, and  w h e t h e r  t hey  v iew 
conflict differently. 

Doug and I wan ted  part icipants  to 
j u m p  in and  m u c k  a r o u n d  in t h e  
c o m p l e x i t y ,  s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  a n d  
n u a n c e s  invo lved  in a t t e m p t i n g  to  

identify group  tendencies.  Our  expe- 
r ience wi th  present ing research find- 
ings had been  that part icipants agree 
or  disagree wi th  the  findings based 
on w h e t h e r  they themselves  or  oth- 
ers they k n o w  act consistently wi th  
the research subjects? 

"My secretary doesn ' t  act that way  
at all," or  "The w o m e n  in m y  f i rm 
can ' t  afford to negotiate like that," or  
" T h a t ' s  n o t  t r ue .  I d o n ' t  ac t  t h a t  
way," are  c o m m o n  and  ins t inc t ive  
r eac t ions  as s tudy  c o n c l u s i o n s  are 
tested against personal  data and self- 
pe rcep t ions .  Asking par t ic ipants  to 
generalize first, based  on  their  o w n  
e x p e r i e n c e  or  the i r  p e r c e p t i o n s  of  
m e n  and  w o m e n ,  w o u l d  highl ight  
this individual  and  col lec t ive  com-  
plexity. It wou ld  also give us some  
p e r s o n a l l y - g e n e r a t e d  f r e s h  d a t a  
about  h o w  m e n  and w o m e n  negoti- 
ated in single-sex groups  in this par- 
ticular instance,  data that  would  be  
hard for the  part icipants  to dismiss. 

S e t t i n g  U p  t h e  E x e r c i s e  

We b e g a n  b y  d iv id ing  the  g r o u p  6 
along gender  lines, put t ing the m e n  
in o n e  r o o m  a n d  t h e  w o m e n  in 
a n o t h e r ,  a l m o s t  i d e n t i c a l  r o o m .  
D o u g  and I w e n t  to  o u r  a p p r o p r i -  
ately gendered  rooms  and each gave 
the following instructionT: 

You have  th i r ty  m inu t e s  to 
comple te  the following task. 
You must  answer  two ques- 
tions. First, w h a t  does  "con- 

f l i c t '  m e a n  to y o u ?  And 
second ,  do y o u  t h i n k  t h a t  
m e n  a n d  w o m e n  n e g o t i a t e  
differently? I f  so, bow? At the 
end of the thirty minutes, you 
will be asked to present your 
answers  to the o ther  group. 
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We've provided fl ipcharts to 
use in that presentation if you 
would like them. 

We p l a c e d  f l i p c h a r t s  w i t h  t h e  
headings: "Conflict" (in quotes)  and 
"Do m e n  and w o m e n  negot ia te  dif- 
ferently? If  so, how?" at the  front  o f  
the room, then  moved  to the back  to 
observe.  

W h a t  H a p p e n e d  

In the  w o m e n ' s  group,  I had scarcely 
finished the instructions w h e n  some- 
one  called out, "Well. If  we ' r e  going 
to do this, w e  have to be  able to talk 
to  e a c h  o t h e r ! "  Each  o f  t h e  t e n  
w o m e n  j u m p e d  up  and b e g a n  the  
rather  daunting task of  conver t ing a 
lecture hall into a fo rum for  discus- 
sion. T h e y  dragged chairs f rom the 
back  of  the  room, some  sat on steps 
or  on  the floor. Within sixty seconds  
t h e y  h a d  c r e a t e d  a c i r c l e  w h i c h  
included everyone  in the  group. 

T h e y  t h e n  t u r n e d  to  the  task o f  
c r e a t i n g  an a g e n d a  and  a l loca t ing  
time. Someone  volunteered to keep  
t ime and a n o t h e r  to take no tes  on  
the  discussion.  It was  dec ided  that  
ten minutes  would  be  spent  on  the 
first question, then  they  would  c o m e  
to  c o n s e n s u s  a n d  w r i t e  u p  t h e i r  
a n s w e r s  in t he  n e x t  f ive minu te s .  
They  would  then  repeat  this process  
for the  second  quest ion,  filling the  
allocated thirty minutes.  

Discussion of  quest ion one  began.  
"What  does  conf l ic t  m e a n  to you?" 
they  ponde red  out  loud and paused  
f o r  a m o m e n t  in t h o u g h t .  T h e n  
a n s w e r s  c a m e  t u m b l i n g  o u t  in 
s t r e a m - o f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o r  w o r d  
association style. "Fight" offered one  
w o m a n .  "Growth , '  of fered  another .  
"Perhaps  an o p p o r t u n i t y  to make  a 

cho ice  to grow;'  said a third woman ,  
building on  the p reced ing  idea. The  
group  cont inued,  naming emot ional  
reac t ions ,  c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n s ,  and  
e labora t ing  wi th  the i r  o w n  exper i -  
ences.  

At several points  in the  conversa- 
t ion w o m e n  asked each other, "What 
d id  y o u  m e a n  b y  that?"  or  "Wha t  
m a k e s  y o u  say  t h a t ? "  a n d  t h e  
answers  came  in the form of  stories 
o r  e x p e r i e n c e s  f r o m  t h e i r  p a s t .  
W h e n  a d i s a g r e e m e n t  a rose  in the  
group,  w o m e n  again tu rned  to their  
p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e s  to  e x p l a i n  
their  perspect ive .  

"Conf l i c t  m e a n s  tha t  s o m e b o d y  
wins  and somebody  loses, '  said one  
participant. 

"Not in family conflict , '  co r rec ted  
another. 

"Well, that 's the way it was  in m y  
family," expla ined  the  first, "In fact, 
that 's  the way it still  is in my family" 

After ten minutes  had elapsed, the  
t i m e k e e p e r  r e m i n d e d  the  w o m e n  
tha t  t h e y  n e e d e d  to  m o v e  t o w a r d  
c o n s e n s u s  on  t h e i r  a n s w e r s .  T h e  
w o m a n  w h o  had taken notes  on  the 
discussion said she wan ted  to make  
sure she had represen ted  everyone ' s  
c o m m e n t s  accurately,  and  read  he r  
notes  aloud. The  g roup  agreed, and 
she and a colleague began recording 
the  list on  the  f l ipchar t ,  whi le  the  
g roup  tu rned  to discuss the  second  
question. 

A c r o s s  t h e  ha l l  in t h e  m e n ' s  
g r o u p ,  D o u g  f in i shed  the  ins t ruc-  
tions and took  a seat in the back  of  
t h e  r o o m .  No  o n e  said  a n y t h i n g .  
Instead, each of  the m e n  p icked  up  
their  pens  and began  wri t ing d o w n  
their  answers  individually. The  r o o m  
was  filled wi th  silent scribbling and 
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thoughtful  stares for eight minutes.  
Finally, one  of  the men  put  down  his 
pen  and said, "Well, we  should prob- 
ably get these things up if we  need  
to  r e p o r t  b a c k  to  t he  group ."  He  
wen t  to the  f ront  o f  the  room and 
b e g a n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  c o l l e c t i n g  
answers, recording them on the allo- 
cated flipchart. 

"Confl ic t  is a p rob lem requir ing 
resolutions,' one  man began. "When 
people  perceive their  goals as irrec- 
oncilable,"  o f f e r ed  a second .  "Dis- 
agreement ,"  "oppos ing  views," and 
"different interests without  misunder- 
standing" continued the nature of the 
responses - -  thoughtfully articulated, 
definitional answers from each man's 
notes. The scribe recorded each defi- 
n i t ion  in tu rn .  "Di f fe ren t  p e r c e p -  
tions," "Rela t ionship  breaks  d o w n  
because  of  m i scommunica t i on  and 
percept ions  of  conflicting interests." 
The recorder  hurried to get it all. 

Throughout  this process,  no  ques- 
t i o n s  w e r e  a s k e d .  No  e x c h a n g e  
be tween  any of  the eight men  facing 
f o r w a r d  at the i r  l e c tu re  hall seats 
occur red .  No exper iences ,  data, or  
reasoning was given for any of  the 
r e s p o n s e s .  Each  o f  t h e  a n s w e r s  
a t t e m p t e d  to  def ine,  p rec ise ly  and 
rigorously, the nature of  conflict  as a 
concept .  

Back in the w o m e n ' s  group,  sev- 
eral references  were  being made to 
"what  the guys are up  to"  "wha t  do 
y o u  t h i n k  t h e y ' r e  s ay ing?"  o n e  
w o m a n  asked dur ing  the  first  five 
minu tes  o f  the  session. "I 'm really 
curious," r em arked  another .  W h e n  
s o m e o n e  r e l a t e d  w h a t  c o n f l i c t  
m e a n t  w i th  h e r  husband ,  a n o t h e r  
asked, "Do you  think they ' re  telling 

s t o r i e s  l ike th is  n e x t  doo r?"  T h e  
w o m e n  laughed. 

Next door, no  reference was being 
made  to wha t  was going on  in the  
women ' s  room. The first explicit  ref- 
e rence  to the parallel process  came 
w h e n  the men  turned to the second 
question. "What did you  guys have 
for this second question?" asked the 
facilitator, moving to  the flip char t  
marked "Do men  and w o m e n  negoti- 
ate differently?" 

As t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  m e n ' s  
g r o u p  b e g a n  r e p o r t i n g  t h e i r  
answer s ,  t he  a n x i e t y  level  in the  
room seemed  to rise. "Any way we  
go here, we're  going to be ridiculed" 
said one  man. Sevet~ others  agreed. 
T h e y  p r o c e e d e d  a f t e r  s o m e o n e  
added,  "Yeah, so let 's just  answer.  
What else can we  do?" 

And so, the me n  answered a hesi- 
tant  "yes," bu t  issued a n u m b e r  o f  
caveats. They  emphas ized  that this 
was a hypothesis, and that they  were  
referring only to intergender negotia- 
tions, ra ther  than to behavior  in all 
situations. Th e y  t h e n  began listing 
pa i r s  o f  b e h a v i o r a l  p e r c e p t i o n s ,  
including: "Men are more  tangible, 
r e s u l t - o r i e n t e d ,  q u i c k  a n d  d i rec t ;  
w o m e n  are more  interested in rela- 
tionships and feelings" "Women are 
m o r e  i n t e r e s t e d  in c o n c i l i a t i o n s  
(wives were  specifically and laugh- 
ingly excluded from this statement); 
m e n  m o r e  i n t e r e s t e d  in v ic tory ."  
"Men are more  interested in and sen- 
sitive to p o w e r  issues in negotiation; 
w o m e n  less i n t e r e s t ed  in " p o w e r '  
and less willing to discuss it" 

At this point ,  several of  the me n  
focused  on  w h e t h e r  w o m e n  "over- 
compensa te"  for their  perceived lack 
of  power,  and then  on  the quest ion 
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o f  w h e t h e r  c r e a t i n g  c o n t r a s t i n g  
male- female  "pair ings"  of  b e h a v i o r  
was appropr ia te  or  useful. The  fear 
w a s  a g a i n  e x p r e s s e d  t h a t  t h e s e  
answer s  w o u l d  s imply  sub jec t  the  
g r o u p  to c r i t i c i sm by  the  w o m e n ,  
desp i te  the  fact that  m a n y  of  the i r  
generalizations s e em ed  favorable to 
women•  After some  discussion, the  
group  proceeded ,  adding one  obser- 
v a t i o n  a n d  o n e  q u e s t i o n  - -  t h a t  
w o m e n  " tend  to ident i fy  wi th  the  
c l i e n t  ( m o r e  t h a n  m e n  do) ,"  a n d  
w o n d e r i n g  w h e t h e r  w o m e n  w h o  
" o v e r - i m i t a t e "  m e n  d o  b e t t e r  o r  
worse  in a negotiation. 

Interestingly, conversa t ion  in the  
w o m e n ' s  r o o m  w a s  p r o c e e d i n g  
along similar lines on quest ion two. 
T h e  g r o u p  d e c i d e d  tha t  m e n  and  
w o m e n  do  n e g o t i a t e  d i f f e r en t l y ,  
a l though a n u m b e r  of  the w o m e n  at 
the beginning,  and later in the  dis- 
cussion, qualified their  answers  wi th  
the  asse r t ion  that  t hey  t h e m s e l v e s  

did n o t  fit this s te reo type  of  female 
negotiators.  

T h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  l i s t e d  b y  t h e  
w o m e n  were  not dissimilar to those  
p e r c e i v e d  b y  t h e  m e n .  T h e y  
included: "Women are more  process- 
or iented;  m e n  are results-oriented." 
"Men do  no t  a l low for  or  feel  the  
need  for express ion  of  emot ion"  or  
"Men are not  acculturated to express  
emot ion . "  " W o m e n  va lue  the  rela- 
t i onsh ip  e l e m e n t  m o r e  t han  m e n "  
a n d  " W o m e n  s e c o n d - g u e s s  t h e m -  
selves and  the  o t h e r  party." Finally, 
t h e  g r o u p  a d d e d ,  " W o m e n  th ink ,  
'What  do they  or  will they  think of  
me?"  a quest ion wh ich  had, in fact, 
c o n c e r n e d  b o t h  g r o u p s  dur ing  the  
course  of  the exercise.  

Reviewing the Exercise 
When the two  groups  came  together  
and  p r e s e n t e d  t h e i r  a n s w e r s ,  t he  
s imilar i t ies  and d i f f e rences  a m o n g  
t h e i r  r e s p o n s e s  w a s  d i s c u s s e d  
briefly. Doug and I then  shared our  
o b s e r v a t i o n s  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  in 
each room. 

T h e  w o m e n  q u i c k l y  i d e n t i f i e d  
their  o w n  process  as the correct ,  or  
" s u p e r i o r "  o n e ,  a n d  o n e  w o m a n  
d e c l a r e d  w i t h  de l ight ,  "We w o n ! "  
Some of  the m e n  felt they  had been  
s o m e h o w  tr icked,  o r  set  up  to  fail 
against the female, or  "politically cor- 
rect" standard of  behavior. W h e n  w e  
t a l k e d  a b o u t  t h i s  f e e l i n g ,  a f e w  
w o m e n  remarked that it was  a rever- 
sal o f  w h a t  t h e y  o f t en  felt - -  that  
t h e y  are m e a s u r e d  aga ins t  a ma le  
no rm of  correc t  behavior. 

We spent  much  of  the rest of  the 
day reassur ing the  m e n  that  it was  
not our  intention to set them up  to 
be  ridiculed or  to fail, as well  as dis- 
cuss ing s o m e  of  the  ques t ions  sug- 
gested by  our  collective experience•  
The  men  and w o m e n  in the  exercise 
a lmost  universal ly  d e s c r i b e d  them-  
se lves  as e x c e p t i o n s  to the i r  o w n  
d e s c r i b e d  s t e r e o t y p e s •  " M a n y  
w o m e n  [or men] negotiate like this 
• . . bu t  n o t  me ,"  w a s  a c o m m o n  
caveat in bo th  rooms.  Yet the groups  
s imultaneously engaged in behav ior  
w h i c h  d e m o n s t r a t e d  m a n y  o f  t he  
s a m e  g e n d e r  s t e r e o t y p e s  t h e y  
claimed did not  fit individually. 

Questions Raised 
The  tempta t ion  to draw conclusions  
a b o u t  ma le  and  f ema le  t e n d e n c i e s  
f rom this expe r i ence  is all bu t  over- 
w h e l m i n g •  Yet w e  d e v e l o p e d  t h e  

14 Sheaa Heen Gender Differences 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/ngtn/article-pdf/12/1/9/2386813/j.1571-9979.1996.tb00075.x.pdf by guest on 16 May 2025



exerc ise  in an effor t  to m o v e  away 
f rom conclus ions  and grapple  w i th  
the  complex i t y  of  the data and the  
difficulties involved in general izing 
a b o u t  g e n d e r  a n d  i n d i v i d u a l  and  
g roup  negot ia t ing  behavior.  I w a n t  
to be  cons i s ten t  wi th  this p u r p o s e  
and sidestep the tempta t ion  to con- 
s t ruct  a pat  conclus ion  for this col- 
umn.  Instead, I will focus on  some  of  
the  ques t ions  raised by  ou r  exper i -  
e n c e ,  in t h e  h o p e  t h a t  t h e y  wi l l  
p r o m p t  d i s c u s s i o n  a n d  f u r t h e r  
exploration.  

For instance, wha t  created the dis- 
sonance  b e t w e e n  an individual's self- 
p e r c e p t i o n s  and the  same  p e r s o n ' s  
behavior  in the group? Is this simply 
a result of  skewed  self-perceptions? 
O r  d o e s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in a g r o u p  
p r o m p t  di f ferent ,  p e r h a p s  gender -  
correlated, behavior  than is the case 
w h e n  one  negotiates on one 's  own? 
Or  p e r h a p s  the  compos i t i on  of  the  
g r o u p  has an i m p a c t  on  individual  
behav ior?  Do individuals  in single- 
sex  g r o u p s  b e h a v e  differently than  
they do  in mixed-sex groups? 

Building on these  quest ions,  sev- 
e ra l  p a r t i c i p a n t s  w o n d e r e d  w h a t  
would happen  in a group of men with 
one  w o m a n ,  or  a g roup  of  w o m e n  
w i t h  o n e  man .  W o u l d  the  g r o u p  
a d o p t  the  ma jo r i t y  style? Is t h e r e  
really an identifiable male or female 
style? I f  so, w o u l d  o n e  (o r  m o r e )  
oppos i te -gender  m e m b e r s  t ransform 
either group to use of  a third, mixed- 
g roup  dynamic? And finally, pull ing 
t o g e t h e r  the  i n t e r s ec t i on  of  g r o u p  
dynamics and individual behavior, we  
wondered  what  would happen  if we  
p laced  two  m e m b e r s  of  one  gender  
into a group of  the opposi te  gender? 
Would those two individuals feel any 

affinity toward each other? Might they 
act differently toward each other than 
they do toward the rest of  the group? 

An u n d e r l y i n g  q u e s t i o n  a l so  
haunts the results of  this exper ience  
for Doug and for me. Put most  sim- 
ply, o u r  i n t e n t i o n  in c r e a t i n g  the  
exercise was to see wha t  happened  
and to talk about  it. Yet we re  we,  as 
observers ,  skewing the data by look- 
ing for part icular  kinds of  behavior? 
By focus ing  on  w h e t h e r  m e n  and  
w o m e n  a s k e d  q u e s t i o n s ,  s h a r e d  
ambivalence ,  or  used  persona l  data 
or  explicit reasoning, w e  necessarily 
suggest that these are significant ref- 
e rence  points  for analyzing commu-  
nication patterns.  Perhaps there are 
more  interesting or impor tan t  ques- 
tions to ask or data to pay attention 
to. The  defensiveness  expressed  by  
s o m e  m e n  in the  g r o u p  may  have  
b e e n  g e n e r a t e d ,  in p a r t ,  b y  t h e  
observat ions  w e  chose  to highlight. 

Our  choice  of  observat ions reveals 
a d e e p e r  question: What  is our  pur- 
p o s e  in e x p l o r i n g  poss ib le  g e n d e r  
t endenc ies  in negotiation? Is it sim- 
p l y  to  e n h a n c e  o u r  a b i l i t y  to  
d e s c r i b e  h o w  n e g o t i a t o r s  - -  m e n  
and w o m e n  - -  tend  to behave?  Or 
do some of  us c o m e  to the field wi th  
o ther  motivations in mind: hoping  to 
e x p l a i n  w h a t  w e n t  w r o n g  in o u r  
o w n  n e g o t i a t i o n s ,  w a n t i n g  s h o r t  
cuts to being more  personal ly com- 
p e t e n t  - -  o r  less i n c o m p e t e n t  - -  
w i th  those  of  the  o p p o s i t e  gender,  
seeking awareness  of  systematic mis- 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  g e n d e r s  
for use in a mediat ion or  o the r  pro- 
fessional context ,  or  s imply for vali- 
dation that  our  o w n  negotiat ion style 
is an effective or  acceptable  one? 
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For those  of  us engaged in teach- 
ing o thers  to be  more  effective nego- 
t i a t o r s  - -  o r  s e e k i n g  g r e a t e r  
skillfulness ourselves - -  wha t  is the  
re la t ionship  b e t w e e n  this research-  
or iented,  descr ip t ive  quest  and ou r  
p re sc r ip t ive  lens? Assuming  it was  
pos s ib l e  to  re l iab ly  d e s c r i b e  m a l e  
and female  tendencies ,  h o w  wou ld  
t h e s e  l o n g  s o u g h t - a f t e r  a n s w e r s  
affect the advice w e  might  give on  
h o w  o n e  s h o u l d  n e g o t i a t e  in any  
given situation? 

Finally, the exercise demonst ra ted  
at least one  challenge to product ive  
dialogue abou t  gender  differences - -  
o r  o t h e r  d i f f e rences  - -  in negot ia-  
tion: H o w  to create  dialogue w h e r e  
a wide  range of  observat ions,  experi-  
ences,  and react ions are heard  a n d  
to so so wi thou t  silencing individuals 
w h o  m a y  t h e n  f e e l  a t t a c k e d  o r  
ignored? The  m e n  in the room were  
poised  to be  rejected, to have their  
ideas and beliefs ridiculed. The  vari- 
ety of  pu rposes  wi th  wh ich  peop l e  
c o m e  to the  conversa t ion ,  and  the  
ambiguous  relat ionship b e t w e e n  the  
descr ip t ive  and  p resc r ip t ive  rea lms  
in the  field, may  be  cont r ibu t ing  to 

this defensiveness.  If  one  is coming  
to the  d ia logue  for  val idat ion,  it is 
e a s y  to  h e a r  a j u d g m e n t  a b o u t  
w h e t h e r  o n e  g e n d e r ' s  a p p r o a c h  is 
v iewed  as a more  effective or  appro-  
priate one. H o w  do  w e  address this 
defensiveness and create  a space  for 
those w h o  feel criticized or  rejected 
to reflect  about  their  o w n  purposes  
and practice? 

The quest ions raised by this expe-  
r i e n c e  c o u l d  f o r m  t h e  bas i s  o f  a 
r e s e a r c h  a g e n d a  on  g e n d e r  differ-  
ences  in negotiation, or  could spark 
d i s c u s s i o n  a b o u t  t he  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
b e t w e e n  the  d e s c r i p t i v e  and  pre -  
scriptive arenas in the  field. Or  they  
m i g h t  s e r v e  as a r e m i n d e r  to  t he  
p r a c t i t i o n e r  t h a t  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  
about  gender  and negotiat ion behav- 
ior - -  your  o w n  or  o thers '  - -  is a dif- 
ficult endeavor.  

Finally, the  exercise suggests to all 
of  us in the field that  struggling wi th  
our  o w n  assumpt ions  about  gender, 
examining  our  pe rsona l  and profes- 
sional purposes ,  and grappling wi th  
c o m p l e x  and cont radic tory  data, are 
all par t  o f  the  process .  
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N O T E  

This article and the workshop on which it is based evolved from the author's work with Douglas 
Stone and Bruce Patton on how to have difficult conversations around issues such as gender, race, 
relationships, and emotions. The author, Stone, and Patton are currently working on a book on the 
subject entitled, Discussing the Undiscussable: How to Have Difficult Conversations. 

1. Douglas Stone is a Lecturer on Law at Harvard Law School, an Associate Director of  the 
Harvard Negotiation Project, and a consultant with Conflict Management Group. 

2. The Program of Instruction for Lawyers (PIL) at Harvard Law School offers a variety of law- 
related, continuing education courses. These short courses, offered each June and November, are 
attended by business people, educators, government officials, and other interested parties, as well 
as by lawyers. 

3. A Jury o f  Her Peers, by Sally Heckel. Copyright © 1980 by Texture Films, Inc. Distributed 
by Public Media Education, a division of Public Media, Inc., 8124 North Central Park, Skokie, Ill. 
60076. 

4. For a sampling of studies examining behavioral correlations to gender, see Brock-Ume 
(1989) - -  women 's  poor performance in lab studies due to "context-stripped" nature of games; 
Gerhart and Rynes (1991) - -  women negotiators received lower salary outcomes than their male 
counterparts; Gwartney-Gibbs and Lach (1991) - -  differences in formal and informal systems of 
workplace dispute resolution; Lewicki and Litterer (1994) - -  a summary of research on how 
women  conceptualize conflict differently and are treated differently in negotiation; Rubin and 
Brown (1975) - -  differences in style and effectiveness due to individual interpersonal orientation 
rather than to gender; Tannen (1986) - -  showing differences in conversational styles; Watson 
(1994) - -  differences due to role and power  of negotiator rather than to gender. 

5. See Argyris, Putnam, and McLain Smith (1985). 
6. Our nineteen participants came from seven countries and included nine men and ten 

women.  They were, as a whole, a highly educated and motivated lot, and included lawyers, media- 
tors, psychologists, business professionals, teachers, and art historians. We had a fair range of cul- 
tural and ethnic diversity, but did not have a significant racial mix. 

7. The observations, quotes, and data from this exercise come from written notes taken by 
Doug Stone and myself while observing the exercise, and from the written record of the session 
- -  the flipcharted answers created by the participants. These materials are, unfortunately, more 
prone to error and observational subjectivity than a video or audiotaped data collection would be. 
My suggestion to myself and others would be to videotape the exercise, if this can be done with- 
out being intrusive for participants or impacting their behavior. 
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