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Gender Communication

Chapter Objectives:

After reading this chapter you should be able to:

• Understand the difference between sex and gender.

• Identify the multiplicity of feminisms.

• Discuss prominent theories used in the study of gender and communication.

• Identify the major theorists in gender and communication research.

• Identify the various methods used to study gender communication.

• Understand how one’s gender culture influences verbal and nonverbal communication.

• Describe masculine and feminine speaking styles.

• Recognize the impact of gender on nonverbal communication.

• Know the problems with and the future directions of this area of communication studies.

A
ccording to a 13 year-old Thai girl, “To be a good girl you must have manners, speak politely and help with the
housework.” And when Pannipa Chaiyated isn’t helping around the house you can find her slugging it out in the
boxing ring! A surprise hit, female boxing has become quite popular in Thailand for preteen and teenage girls. It’s a
surprise because Thai culture places great value on a view of femininity that encourages domesticity and
discreetness—not attributes associated with boxing. The girls say they fight to increase skills in self-defense, enjoy
the sport and the discipline it brings, and fight their way out of poverty (Fuller, 2007, p. 9). This example highlights
one of the key characteristics of gender—that it is fluid. Gender roles of a given culture are always changing.
Gender and communication is a relatively new specialization of the Communication field that focuses on the ways
females and males of the human species communicate in different contexts. For example, research in this area could
reveal the differences and similarities between the ways a female talk show host like Ellen Degeneres and a male talk
show host like Wayne Brady interact with their guests. In this chapter, we want to make a distinction between sex
and gender before providing an overview of this specialization’s areas of research, main theories and theorists, and
highlights from research findings about feminine and masculine communication styles. While we’re taking a
communication lens to the study of gender, we need to acknowledge the contributions made by other academic
disciplines such as women’s studies, linguistics, and psychology (Stephen, 2000).
As with other specializations in communication, definitions of gender abound (Gamble & Gamble, 2003; Gilbert, 
1993; Howard & Hollander, 1997; Lorber, 1994; Vannoy, 2001). For our purposes, we will use Ivy and Backlund 
(2000) definition of gender communication which is, '“communication about and between men and women”' 
(4). Central to this definition are the terms about and between, and men and women. About addresses the attention 
this specialization pays to how the sexes are “discussed, referred to, or depicted, both verbally and nonverbally.” 
Between addresses how members of each sex communicate interpersonally with others of the same, as well as the 
opposite, sex (Ivy & Backlund, p. 4). In our society, we use the gendered terms women and men instead of male and 
female. What’s the difference between these two sets of terms? One pair refers to the biological categories of male
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and female. The other pair, men and women, refers to what are now generally regarded as socially constructed
concepts that convey the cultural ideals or values of masculinity and femininity.
This basic difference is important, but it’s most important that you know something else about these two sets of
terms. One set has fixed meaning and the other set maintains fluid or dynamic meaning. Because they refer to
biological distinctions, the terms male and female are essentially fixed. That is, their meanings are generally
unchanging (as concepts if not in reality, since we do live in an age when it’s medically possible to change sexes).
Conversely, because they are social constructions, the meanings of the gendered terms masculine and feminine are
dynamic or fluid. Why? Because their meanings are open to interpretation: Different people give them different
meanings. Sometimes, even the same person might interpret these terms differently over time. For example, as a
teenager a girl may portray her femininity by wearing make-up. Eventually, she may decide to forego this traditional
display of femininity because her sense of herself as a woman may no longer need the validation that a socially
prescribed behavior, such as wearing make-up, provides.

The Interplay of Sex and Gender
A quick review of some biological basics will lay a good foundation for a more detailed discussion of the interplay
between sex and gender in communication studies.

Sex
As you may recall from a biology or health class, a fetus’s sex is determined at conception by the chromosomal
composition of the fertilized egg. The most common chromosome patterns are XX (female) and XY (male). After
about seven weeks of gestation, a fetus begins to receive the hormones that cause sex organs to develop. Fetuses with
a Y chromosome receive androgens that produce male sex organs (prostate) and external genitalia (penis and testes).
Fetuses without androgens develop female sex organs (ovaries and uterus) and external genitalia (clitoris and
vagina). In cases where hormones are not produced along the two most common patterns, a fetus may develop
biological characteristics of each sex. These people are considered intersexuals.

Case In Point

According to the Intersex Society of North America
“Intersex” is a general term used for a variety of conditions in which a person is born with a reproductive or sexual anatomy that doesn’t
seem to fit the typical definitions of female or male. For example, a person might be born appearing to be female on the outside, but

having mostly male-typical anatomy on the inside. Or a person may be born with genitals that seem to be in-between the usual male and

female types—for example, a girl may be born with a noticeably large clitoris, or lacking a vaginal opening, or a boy may be born with a

notably small penis, or with a scrotum that is divided so that it has formed more like labia. Or a person may be born with mosaic genetics,

so that some of her cells have XX chromosomes and some of them have XY.

Though we speak of intersex as an inborn condition, intersex anatomy doesn’t always show up at birth. Sometimes a person isn’t found to

have intersex anatomy until she or he reaches the age of puberty, or finds himself an infertile adult, or dies of old age and is autopsied.

Some people live and die with intersex anatomy without anyone (including themselves) ever knowing.

Which variations of sexual anatomy count as intersex? In practice, different people have different answers to that question. That’s not

surprising, because intersex isn’t a discreet or natural category.

What does this mean? Intersex is a socially constructed category that reflects real biological variation. To better explain this, we can liken

the sex spectrum to the color spectrum. There’s no question that in nature there are different wavelengths that translate into colors most of

us see as red, blue, orange, yellow. But the decision to distinguish, say, between orange and red-orange is made only when we need

it—like when we’re asking for a particular paint color. Sometimes social necessity leads us to make color distinctions that otherwise

would seem incorrect or irrational, as, for instance, when we call certain people “black” or “white” when they’re not especially black or

white as we would otherwise use the terms.
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In the same way, nature presents us with sex anatomy spectrums. Breasts, penises, clitorises, scrotums, labia, gonads—all of these vary in

size and shape and morphology. So-called “sex” chromosomes can vary quite a bit, too. But in human cultures, sex categories get

simplified into male, female, and sometimes intersex, in order to simplify social interactions, express what we know and feel, and

maintain order.

So nature doesn’t decide where the category of “male” ends and the category of “intersex” begins, or where the category of “intersex” ends

and the category of “female” begins. Humans decide. Humans (today, typically doctors) decide how small a penis has to be, or how

unusual a combination of parts has to be, before it counts as intersex. Humans decide whether a person with XXY chromosomes or XY

chromosomes and androgen insensitivity will count as intersex.

In our work, we find that doctors’ opinions about what should count as “intersex” vary substantially. Some think you have to have

“ambiguous genitalia” to count as intersex, even if your inside is mostly of one sex and your outside is mostly of another. Some think your

brain has to be exposed to an unusual mix of hormones prenatally to count as intersex—so that even if you’re born with atypical genitalia,

you’re not intersex unless your brain experienced atypical development. And some think you have to have both ovarian and testicular

tissue to count as intersex.

Rather than trying to play a semantic game that never ends, we at ISNA take a pragmatic approach to the question of who counts as

intersex. We work to build a world free of shame, secrecy, and unwanted genital surgeries for anyone born with what someone believes to

be non-standard sexual anatomy. By the way, because some forms of intersex signal underlying metabolic concerns, a person who thinks

she or he might be intersex should seek a diagnosis and find out if she or he needs professional healthcare.

As you know, hormones continue to affect us after birth—throughout our entire lives, in fact. For example,
hormones control when and how much women menstruate, how much body and facial hair we grow, and the amount
of muscle mass we are capable of developing. Although the influence of hormones on our development and
existence is very real, there is no strong, conclusive evidence that they alone determine gender behavior. The degree
to which personality is influenced by the interplay of biological, cultural, and social factors is one of the primary
focal points of gender studies.

Gender
Compared with sex, which biology establishes, gender doesn’t have such a clear source or cause. Gender is socially
constructed because it refers to what it means to be a woman (feminine) or a man (masculine). Because it is open to
interpretation, gender exists on a continuum, an imaginary line with each concept anchoring an end, and degrees of
each concept progressing toward the midpoint (Figure 11.1). The midpoint of this continuum is where we locate
androgyny, the term we use to identify gendered behavior that is neither distinctly feminine nor masculine—the
look of indeterminate gender. Gender exists on a continuum because feminine males and masculine females are not
only possible but common, and the varying degrees of masculinity and femininity we see (and embody ourselves)
are often separate from sexual orientation or preference.

The Social Construction of Gender

G
ender is dynamic, not just because it exists on a continuum, but because its meanings change over time within
different cultural contexts. For example, in 1907, women in the United States did not have the legal right to vote, let
alone the option of holding public office, while a few worked outside the home. Women were expected to marry and
raise children. A woman who worked, did not marry, and had no children was considered unusual, if not an outright
failure. Now, of course, women have the right to vote and are considered an important voting block. Many women,
though not representative of the fact that they constitute 51 percent of the population, are members of not just local
and state governing bodies, but also of the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives. Similarly, society prescribed
marriage and the role of wage earner for men one hundred years ago. Men were discouraged from being too involved
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in the raising of children, let alone being stay-at-home dads. Increasingly, men are accepted as suitable child-care
providers and have the option to stay home and raise children.
As a social construct, gender is learned, symbolic, and dynamic. We say that gender is learned because we are not
born knowing how to act masculine or feminine, as a man or a woman, or even as a boy or a girl. Just as we rely on
others to teach us basic social conventions, we also rely on others to teach us how to look and act like our gender.
Whether that process of learning begins with our being dressed in clothes traditionally associated with our sex (blue
for males and pink for females), or being discouraged from playing with a toy not associated with our sex (dolls for
boys, guns for girls), the learning of our genders begins at some point. Once it’s begun (usually within our families),
society reinforces the gender behaviors we learn. Despite some parents’ best efforts to not impose gender
expectations on their children, we all know what’s expected of our individual gender. Gender is symbolic and is
learned and expressed through language. Because language is central to the way we learn about gender and enact it
through communicative acts, it is itself said to be social and symbolic. Remember that language is symbolic in that
the word “man” isn’t a real man. It is a symbol that identifies the physical entity that is a human male. So, when a
mother says to her children, “Be a good girl and help me bake cookies,” or “Boys don’t cry” they learn through
symbols (words) how to “be” their gender. The toys we are given, the colors our rooms are painted, and the
after-school activities we are encouraged to participate in are all symbolic ways we internalize, and ultimately act
out, our gender identity. Finally, gender communication is cultural. Meanings for masculinity and femininity, and
ways of communicating those identities, are largely determined by culture. A culture is made up of belief systems,
values, and behaviors that support a particular ideology or social system. How we communicate our gender is
influenced by the values and beliefs of our particular culture. What is considered appropriate gender behavior in one
culture may be looked down upon in another. In America women often wear shorts and tank tops to keep cool in the
summer. Think back to summer vacations to popular American tourist destinations where casual dress is the norm. If
you were to travel to Rome, Italy to visit the Vatican, this style of dress is not allowed. There, women are expected
to dress in more formal attire, to reveal less skin, and to cover their hair as a display of respect. Not only does culture
influence how we communicate gender identities, it also influences the interpretation, understanding, or judgment of
the gender displays of others (Kyratzis & Guo, 2001; Ramsey, 2004).

Feminism versus Feminisms

I
f you have a gender and communication course on your campus you may have heard students refer to it as a 
“women’s class,” or even more misinformed, a course in “male bashing.” When one of your authors teaches this 
course and hears such remarks, she is both saddened and frustrated: sad because those descriptors define the course 
as an unsafe place for male students, and frustrated because there is often a common misconception that only females 
are gendered. Courses in gender and communication serve as powerful places for both female and male students to 
learn about their own gender construction and its influence on their communication with others. Perhaps one of the 
reasons for the popular misconception that gender is exclusively female is that it has somehow been linked with the 
other f-word—feminism. What sorts of images or thoughts come to mind when you hear or read the word feminism? 
Are they positive or negative? Where did you learn them? Is this a label you would use to define yourself? Why or 
why not? Just as gender is not synonymous with biological sex, it is also not synonymous with feminism. As we 
stated earlier, gender refers to the socially constructed meanings of what it means to be female or male in a given 
culture. Feminism is a socio-political and philosophical position about the relationships between men, women and 
power. As a result, there is not one kind of feminism (Lotz, 2003; Bing 2004), thus this section is entitled feminisms. 
Just as members of republican, democratic, green, and independent political parties disagree and agree about values, 
causes of social conditions, and policy, so do feminists. Below we provide brief descriptions of twelve types of 
feminism. These are not all the feminisms that exist but some of the most common in which you may have already
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come into contact.
• Liberal Feminism. Liberal Feminism is one of the most common types of feminism and is institutionalized in the

organization, the National Organization of Women (NOW). Basic beliefs of this position are that women and men
are alike in important ways and should receive equal treatment. Accordingly, supporters work for causes such as
“equal pay for equal work,” gender equity in political representation, as well as equality in other social,
professional, and civic causes. This is movement is often referred to as second wave feminism.

• Radical Feminism. Growing out of a discontentment with their treatment in New Left political movements of the
1960’s, many women began addressing issues of oppression on a systematic level. They argued that oppression of
women is a platform on which all other forms (race, class, sexual orientation) of oppression are based.
Communication strategies such as “consciousness raising” and “rap groups,” and positions such as the “personal is
political” grew out of this movement.

• Ecofeminism. Coming into consciousness in 1974, Ecofeminism unites feminist philosophy with environmental
and ecological ideas and ethics. Ecofeminists see the oppression of women as one example of an overall
oppressive ideology. Thus, supporters of this position are not just concerned with ending oppression of women
but changing the value structure that supports oppression of the earth (i.e. deforestation), oppression of children
(i.e. physical and sexual abuse), and oppression of animals (i.e. eating meat.).

• Marxist Feminism. Stemming from the work of Karl Marx, Marxist feminism focuses on the economic forces
that work to oppress women. Specifically, Marxist feminists question how a capitalist system supports a division
of labor that privileges men and devalues women. If you thought that women were catching up to men
economically, think again. The U.S. census found that the salary gap between men and women is actually
widening, not narrowing. In fact, in 2003 women earned 75.5 cents for every dollar men made. This is a classic
example of economic oppression of women in our society.

• Socialist Feminism. Extending Marxist feminist thought, Socialist Feminists believe that women’s unpaid labor
in the home is one of the fundamental causes of sexism and oppression of women. Moreover, patriarchy, the
system of sex oppression is connected with other forms of oppression, such as race and class.

• Womanist. One criticism of liberal and radical feminism is that these two movements have been largely a
movement for and about white women. These movements have often failed to address issues such as the
interlocking nature of race, class, and sex oppression. Womanists, then, connect issues of race and sex when
working against oppression.

• Lesbian Feminism. This type of feminism is connected with one’s sexual orientation. Important issues for this
feminist perspective include fighting for marriage and adoption rights, fair and safe treatment in the workplace,
and women’s health issues for gay and lesbian couples.

• Separatist Feminism. Instead of fighting against the patriarchal system, this position maintains that patriarchal
systems of oppression cannot be changed. Thus, the best way to deal with patriarchy is to leave it. Separatists
work toward the formation of women-centered communities that are largely removed from the larger society.

• Power Feminism. Power Feminism emerged in the 1990’s and urges women not to be victims. Power is derived
not by changing a patriarchal structure but by gaining success and approval from traditionally male dominated
activities. Although it labels itself feminist, this position is actually contradictory to some very basic feminist
tenants. Instead of recognizing the interplay of cultural institutions and sexual oppression, Power Feminism takes
a “blame the victim” position and asserts that if women are denied opportunity then it is their fault.

• Revalorist Feminism. Those who are Revalorist Feminists are dedicated to uncovering women’s history through
writings, art, and traditional activities such as sewing. Once uncovered, they can be incorporated into educational
curriculum, used as a basis for reevaluating existing theoretical and methodological perspectives, and receive a
more positive or accepted place in society. Their approach is to move women’s positions, ideas, and contributions
from the margin to the center.

• Structural Feminism. Unlike Liberal Feminists who contend that women and men are alike in important ways, 
Structural Feminism holds that men and women are not alike due to different cultural experiences and
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expectations. These different experiences produce dissimilar characteristics. Because women can bear children,
for example, they are more nurturing and caring.

• Third Wave Feminism. Third Wave Feminism believes the best way to change patriarchy is to not replicate the
strategies of second wave feminism, although it is vital to acknowledge their contributions. Instead, a feminist
agenda should focus more on practice than theory, foster positive connections and relationships between women
and men, and be inclusive of diversity issues and diverse people.

Just as there are many women’s movements, did you know that there are men’s movements too? Men’s movements
also vary in their goals and philosophies. Some men’s movements are strong supporters of feminist positions while
others resist feminist movements and seek to return to a time where sex roles were clearly defined and distinct. Just
as women can consider themselves feminists, did you know that men can be feminists too!
• Pro-Feminist Men. Pro-feminist men are the most closely aligned with the Liberal Feminist position. They share

the belief that women and men are alike in important ways, thus, should have access to equal opportunities in
work, politics, and the home. They do not stop at challenging the traditional roles for women. They also work for
expanding the roles and opportunities of men. The ability to express emotions, to seek nurturing relationships, and
to fight against cultural sexism are all concerns of Pro-Feminist Men. The organization NOMAS (National
Organization for Men Against Sexism) represents this group of men.

• Free Men. Compared to Pro-Feminist men, Free Men – represented by organizations such as NOM (National
Organization of Men), the National Coalition for Free Men, and MR, Inc. (Men’s Rights, Incorporated) – seek to
restore the macho and independent image of men in culture. While they may acknowledge that women do suffer
gender and sex oppression, the oppression leveled at men is far greater. Arguing that feminism has emasculated
men, Free Men want women to return to roles of subordination and dependence.

• Mythopoetic. Founded by poet, Robert Bly, this group of men is a combination of the previous two perspectives.
Although they believe that the man’s role is limiting and damaging to both men and women, they argue that there
was a time when this was not the case. Masculinity, they claim, was originally tied to connection with the earth
and it was the advent of technology, resulting in modernization and industrialization, and feminism that ripped
men from their roots.

• Promise Keepers. Strongly aligned with a Christian belief system, Promise Keepers urge men to dedicate
themselves to God and their families. They ask men to take a servant leadership role in their families, being
involved in their homes as well as in work contexts.

• Million Man March. Like the Womanists who believe that a majority of feminisms do not adequately address
issues of race and class oppression, many African-American males do not feel represented in the majority of
men’s movements. Thus, on October 18, 1995, the leader of the nation of Islam, Minister Louis Farrakhan,
organized the Million Man March to bring African American men together in Washington, D.C. Like, the
Promise Keepers, this group asked men to dedicate themselves spiritually with the belief that this will help
strengthen families.

With the different groups or philosophical positions all communicating aspects of gender, the next section examines
how gender is related to communication. Specifically we discuss what we study, gender development theories,
prominent scholars in this specialization, and research methods used to study gender and communication.
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Theories of Gender Development

W
e said earlier that gender is socially learned, but we did not say specifically just what that process looks like.
Socialization occurs through our interactions, but that is not as simple as it may seem. Below we describe five
different theories of gender development.
• Psychodynamic. Psychodynamic theory has its roots in the work of Viennese Psychoanalyst, Sigmund Freud.

This theory sees the role of the family, the mother in particular, as crucial in shaping one’s gender identity. Boys
and girls shape their identity in relation to that of their mother. Because girls are like their mothers biologically
they see themselves as connected to her. Because boy are biologically different or separate from their mother,
they construct their gender identity in contrast to their mother. When asked about his gender identity
development, one of our male students explained, “I remember learning that I was a boy while showering with my
mom one day. I noticed that I had something that she didn’t.” This student’s experience exemplifies the use of
psychodynamic theory in understanding gender development.

• Symbolic Interactionism. Symbolic Interactionism (George Herbert Mead) is based specifically on
communication. Although not developed specifically for use in understanding gender development, it has
particular applicability here. Because gender is learned through communication in cultural contexts,
communication is vital for the transformation of such messages. When young girls are told to “sit up straight like
a lady” or boys are told “gentlemen open doors for others,” girls and boys learn how to be gendered (as masculine
and feminine) through the words (symbols) told to them by others (interaction).

• Social Learning. Social Learning theory is based on outward motivational factors that argue that if a child
receives positive reinforcement he/she is motivated to continue a particular behavior. If he/she receive
punishment or other indicators of disapproval he/she is more motivated to stop that behavior. In terms of gender
development, children receive praise if they engage in culturally appropriate gender displays and punishment if
they do not. When aggressiveness in boys is met with acceptance, or a “boys will be boys” attitude, but a girl’s
aggressiveness earns them little attention, the two children learn different meanings for aggressiveness as it relates
to their gender development. Thus, boys may continue being aggressive while girls may drop it out of their
repertoire.

• Cognitive Learning. Unlike Social Learning theory that is based on external rewards and punishments, Cognitive
Learning theory states that children develop gender at their own levels. The model, formulated by Kohlberg,
asserts that children recognize their gender identity around age three but do not see it as relatively fixed until the
ages of five to seven. This identity marker provides children with a schema in which to organize much of their
behavior and that of others. Thus, they look for role models to emulate maleness or femaleness as they grow
older.

• Standpoint. Earlier we wrote about the important role of culture in understanding gender. Standpoint theory 
places culture at the nexus for understanding gender development. Theorists such as Collins and Harding 
recognize identity markers such as race and class as important to gender in the process of identity construction. 
Probably obvious to you is the fact that our culture, and many others, are organized hierarchically—some groups 
of people have more social capital or cultural privilege than others. In the dominate U.S. culture, a well-educated, 
upper-middle class Caucasian male has certain sociopolitical advantages that a working-class African American 
female may not. Because of the different opportunities available to people based on their identity markers (or 
standpoints), humans grow to see themselves in particular ways. An expectation common to upper middle-class 
families, for example, is that children will grow up and attend college. As a result of hearing, “Where are you 
going to college”? as opposed to “Are you going to college”? these children may grow up thinking that college 
attendance is the norm. From their class standing, or standpoint, going to college is presented as the norm. 
Contrast this to children of the economically elite who may frame their college attendance around the question of
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“Which Ivy League school should I attend?” Or, the first generation college student who may never have thought
they would be in the privileged position of sitting in a university classroom. In all of these cases, the children
begin to frame their identity and role in the society based on the values and opportunities offered by a particular
standpoint.

What Do We Study When We Study Gender Communication?

L
et’s take a moment to describe in more detail many of the specific areas of gender and communication study
discussed in this chapter. You know by now that the field of Communication is divided up into specializations such
as interpersonal, organizational, mass media, etc. Within these particular contexts gender is an important variable,
thus, much of the gender research can also be integrated into most of these specializations.

Gender and Interpersonal Communication
There are many kinds of personal relationships central to our lives wherein gender plays an important role. The most
obvious one is romantic relationships. Whether it takes place in the context of gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, or heterosexual
relationships, the gender of the couple will have an impact on communication in the relationship as well as relational
expectations placed on them from the culture at large. After a man and woman marry, for example, a common
question for family and friends to ask is, “So, when are you having a baby?” The assumption is when not if. Since
gay and lesbian couples are not allowed to legally marry in the U.S. and must go outside their relationship for the
biological maternal or paternal role, they may be less likely to be asked such a question.
Other interpersonal relationships occur in families and friendships where gender is a consistent component. You may
have noticed growing up that the boys and girls in your household received different treatment such as chores or
curfews. You may also notice that the nature of your female and male friendships, while both valuable, manifest
themselves differently. These are just a couple of examples that gender communication scholars study regarding how
gender impacts interpersonal relationships.

Gender and Organizational Communication
While Liberal Feminist organizations such as NOW have made great strides for women in the workplace, gender
continues to influence the organizational lives of both men and women. Issues such as equal pay for equal work,
maternity and paternity leave, sexual harassment, and on-site family care facilities all have gender at their core.
Those who study gender in these contexts are interested in the ways gender influences the policies and roles people
play in organizational contexts. See Box 11.2 for information on the current wage-gap in organizations.

Case In Point

The Wage-Gap Widens

According to the U.S. General Accounting Office (a nonpartisan group), the wage gap between the sexes is widening, In 2002 women
earned 77 cents to every dollar earned by her male counterparts; in 2003 that fell to 76 cents. The disparity is even greater when kids are
involved, citing the GAO’s research, Strasburg explains, “Men with kids earn 2.1 percent more, on average, than men without kids. Women
with kids earn 2.5 percent less than women without kids” (14). The cause of the disparity is a complex one—involving economics, education,
science, public relations, and social gender roles. If women, for example, are expected to take on a more passive role in the public sphere,
they may feel less inclined to negotiate for a higher salary or ask for a raise.
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Gender and Mass Communication
A particular focal point of gender and communication focuses on ways in which males and females are represented
in culture by mass media. The majority of this representation in the 21st century occurs through channels of mass
media—television, radio, films, magazines, music videos, video games, and the internet. From the verbal and
nonverbal images sold to us as media consumers, we learn the “proper” roles and styles of being male and female in
American culture. During World War II, for example, there was a shortage of workers in factories because many of
the workers (men) were being sent overseas to fight. Needing to replace them to keep the factories in business, the
media launched a campaign to convince women that the best way they could support the war effort was to go out and
get a job. Thus, we saw a large influx of women in the workplace. All was fine until the war ended and the men
returned home. When they wanted their jobs back they discovered that they were already filled—by women! The
media once again launched a campaign to convince women that their proper place was now back in the home raising
children. Thus, many women left paid employment and returned to a more traditional role. (This phenomenon is
depicted in the film, Rosie the Riveter.) As media and technology increase in sophistication and use in our lives, they
become new sites of gender display and performance (Krolokke, 2003).

Are There Really Differences in Gender Communication Styles?

M
any of us have had conversations with others about how different the “other” gender communicates. Countless books
have been written claiming they have the answer for understanding the opposite gender. But what have we really
learned about gendered ways of communicating? This section talks about Language, the Purpose of Communication,
Patterns of Talk, and Nonverbal Communication in relation to our gender.

Language
We have already discussed that one way language obscures women’s contributions to academic scholarship is by
erasing the name from the ideas generated. Below we will discuss three other ways in which the English language
demonstrates a positive bias toward the masculine and a negative bias toward the feminine.
• Generic “He”
It is likely that you have been told when you write or speak to use what is referred to as gender-neutral language.
This is an attempt to get away from the generic “he” and move toward inclusive pronouns. For example, using “he”
when we mean “he or she.” Using gender-neutral language tells us to select the latter option. Another popular way
this issue presents itself is with the use of titles that contain gender markers. Words such as “policeman,” “fireman,”
“mailman,” and “chairman” all suggest that the people who hold these positions are male. Over time it has become
more common to replace the above titles with gender neutral ones such as “police officer,” “firefighter,” “mail
carrier,” and “chairperson.” The linguistic change has two main implications: 1) We don’t know the gender of the
person being discussed, and 2) Both males and females can perform these jobs. Since we know that language
influences perception and constructs our reality, it is important to use language responsibly to reflect nonsexist
attitudes (Beal, 1994; McConnell and Fazio, 1996; O Barr, 2001; Stringer & Hopper, 1998).
•• Defining Men and Women

A second way in which language is biased against the feminine is the way it is used to define women. One such way
is to use descriptions based on accomplishments or action to define males, while defining females in terms of
physical features or their relationships to men. As First Lady, Hillary Rodham Clinton received a lot of press
coverage about her changing hairstyle and criticism that she was too influential on the President. Her personal
accomplishments as a lawyer and political figure were either downplayed or used against her as evidence that she
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was not properly filling the role of First Lady. In her run for President, many commentators focused on her hairstyle
and dress rather than the positions she advocated.
Another way language is used to define men and women is through the slang terms commonly used to refer to one
sex or another. What are some common ones you hear on your campus and within your circle of friends? Are women
“chicks?” Are men “dudes?” What about explicit sexual references to women as a “piece of ass” or men as “dicks?”
These are just some ways in which sexual terms are used to define us. Numerous studies have shown that there are
many more sexual terms used for women than men. Stanley (1977) found that there were 220 terms for sexually
promiscuous women and 22 similar terms for men. See table 11.3 for an example on an international effort to
challenge gendered language.

Case In Point

Vagina Isn't a Dirty Word

While driving in the car with one of your author’s two young girls, his four year old asked, “If boys have a penis, then what do girls have”?
We were taken aback by the question since they were able to name the correct body part for male genitalia but not their own. We told them
that girls and women have a vagina. They smiled and then started screaming, “Vagina, Vagina, I have a vagina!” over and over again. We
both laughed, saying Eve Ensler would be so proud.

Eve Ensler is the playwright of The Vagina Monologues, a collection of over 200 interviews of women of diverse sexual orientations, racial,
class, age, religious, and professional backgrounds. Her play has become an international hit and is performed every year on college
campuses and local theatres. It has spawned the V-Day movement which seeks to end sexual violence against women and girls.

One of the key themes in the play is communication, specifically how we communicate about vaginas. In one monologue the woman
explains, “Let’s just start with the word “vagina.” It sounds like an infection at best, maybe a medical instrument: “Hurry nurse, bring me the
vagina.” “Vagina.” “Vagina.” Doesn’t matter how many times you say it, it never sounds like a word you want to say. It’s a totally ridiculous,
completely unsexy word. If you use it during sex, trying to be politically correct—“Darling, could you stroke my vagina?”—you kill the act
right there.”
By reclaiming the word “vagina” through challenging the connotation that it is a dirty, unsexy, or clinical term, Ensler attempts to create a
positive way of thinking about “vaginas”: an accurate and loving way to refer to girls and women. Her efforts and success demonstrate the
power of language to name and create reality.

• Naming Reality'
The final way language influences the ways we understand gender is in the reality it creates for us. In the same way
that the term “fireman” suggests that only males can do this job, creating terms to name experiences (or not having
such terms) defines what we can or cannot experience. Undoubtedly, you are familiar with the term “sexual
harassment” and may be familiar with your campus policy for reducing its occurrence. Did you know that this term
did not come into existence until the last 20-30 years? Did sexual harassment occur prior to 30 years ago? Of course
it did! The point is that until there was a term for such behavior there was no way for women (as they are the most
common victims/survivors of this behavior) to either talk about what was happening to them or to fight against it.
Imagine the difficulty inherent in trying to create a policy or law to prohibit behavior when there is no term for such
behavior! With the advent of the term and the publicity about this issue generated by the bravery of Anita Hill when
she testified against current Supreme Court Justice Clearance Thomas, most organizations have policies to protect
employees from sexual harassment. Without the language, this would have been impossible to accomplish: “the
development of a vocabulary with which to accurately describe one’s experiences is an important process during
which one needs to reflect on the political implications of that experience” (DeFrancisco & Palczewski, 2007, p.
119).
The use of a generic or universal he, the use of nonparallel descriptors for different genders, and the lack of
vocabulary are just some of the ways language influences our experiences as one gender or another. See if you can
think of other examples.
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Purpose of Communication
Starting in childhood, girls and boys are generally socialized to belong to distinct cultures and thus, speak in ways
particular to their own gender’s rules and norms (Johnson, 2000; Tannen 1986, 1990, 1995.) This pattern of gendered
socialization continues throughout our lives. As a result, men and women often interpret the same conversation
differently. Culturally diverse ways of speaking can cause miscommunication between members of each culture or
speech community. These cultural differences are seen in the simple purpose of communication. For those socialized
in a feminine community, the purpose of communication is to create and foster relational connections with other
people (Johnson, 2000; Wood, 2005). On the other hand, the goal for men’s communication is to establish
individuality. This is done in a number of ways such as indicating independence, showing control, and entertaining
or performing for others. To understand these differences, we must think about the role of culture and social
expectations on the purpose of communication for gender (Mortenson, 2002). Although our previous discussion of
feminist movements for women and men indicates that gender roles are changing, traditional roles still influence our
communication behaviors. Because men have traditionally been expected to work outside the home to provide
financial support for the family, they need to demonstrate their individual competence as this is often the criterion for
raises and promotions. Conversely, because women have been expected to work inside the home to provide
childcare, household duties, and other social functions the need to create interpersonal bonds is crucial. Thus, it is
important to understand the cultural reasons and pressures for the differences in communication, rather than judge
one against the other devoid of context.

Patterns of Talk
One way to think of gender communication is in terms of co-cultures or speech communities. A speech community
is a “community sharing rules for the conduct and interpretation of speech” (Hymes, 1972, p. 54). Muted group
theory (Kramerae, 1981) explains the societal differentiation of gender and its corresponding language development.
This develops on two levels:

1.1. Women (and members of other subordinate groups) are not as free or as able as men are to say what they wish,
when and where they wish, because the words and the norms for their use have been formulated by the
dominant group, men.

2. Women’s perceptions differ from those of men because women’s subordination means they experience life
differently. However, the words and norms for speaking are not generated from or fitted to women’s
experiences (p.1).

Thus, when discussing patterns of talk we conceptualize them as occurring in different speech communities or
co-cultures based on historical, cultural and economic expectations of a given co-culture. For the different genders,
we develop different patterns of talk based on expectations placed on us.
•• Feminine Speech Community

When cultures have different goals for their communication this results in unique communication strategies and
behaviors. When the goal is connection, members of a feminine speech community are likely to engage in the
following six strategies—equity, support, conversational “maintenance work,” responsiveness, a personal style, and
tentativeness.
Displaying equity in conversation means showing that you are similar to others. To do this one might say, “That 
happened to me too,” or “I was in a similar situation.” Showing support conversationally involves the expression of 
sympathy, understanding, and emotions when listening or responding to others. Sotirin (1990), suggests “women use 
bitching to cope with troubles by reaffirming rapport; men address troubles as problems of status asymmetry and 
respond with solutions. The characterization minimizes the political import of women’s bitching; it’s not political but 
interpersonal; not transformative but cathartic” (p. 20). Examining the role of swearing in women’s friendships, 
Stapleton (2003) explains that swearing for women can function as a marker of trust between friends, a marker for 
the in-group versus the out-group, or as a means of negotiating and actively constructing that friendship identity.
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Have you ever felt as if you were the one in the conversation who had to keep the conversation moving? This is
conversational maintenance at work. This work is performed by asking questions and trying to elicit responses from
others. A typical family dinner conversation might begin with one of the parents asking her/his child, “What
happened in school today?” The purpose is to initiate dialogue and learn about others to fulfill the purpose of
communication—to maintain connection with others. When listening to others we often respond in various ways to
show that we are attentive and that we care about what the other person is saying. Responsiveness includes asking
probing questions such as, “How did you feel when that happened?” or, “Wow, that’s interesting, I’ve never thought
of that before.” Displaying a personal style refers to all the small details, personal references, or narratives that a
person uses to explain her/his ideas. A professor explaining the stages of friendship development might supplement
the model with how a particular friendship developed in his/her life. The final quality, tentativeness, involves a
number of strategies and has invoked a multiplicity of interpretations. A student might say, “This is probably a stupid
question, but…” as a way of qualifying her/his question. Turning statements into questions is another way of
showing tentativeness. This is done with tag questions or intonation. Tag questions are phrases tacked onto the end
of a sentence. In the statement, “I liked the film, didn’t you?” the “didn’t you?” is the tag. If you have studied French,
this is similar to the use of “n’est pas.” When we use our voice to make a statement into a question (intonation) we
make the last syllable raise. For example, if your roommate asks you, “what do you want for dinner?” you could say
“pizza” to make it a question (“pizza?”) or a statement (“pizza.”) Another way to show tentativeness is through verbal
hedges such as, “I sort of think I was too sensitive.” As you read the types of tentativeness, what were your reactions?
How do you feel when someone (including yourself) communicates this way? How do you interpret the remarks?
Generally, scholars have offered four explanations for tentativeness. First, is that this style represents a lack of
power, self-confidence, or assuredness on the part of the speaker. Lakoff (1975) theorized that the powerlessness in
speech mirrored women’s powerlessness in the culture. Wood theorized that tentativeness is a strategy to maintain
communication and connection. A final interpretation is that to understand tentativeness we must examine the
context in which such speech occurs. The relative power between two speakers may cause the one with less power to
communicate tentatively to the other. Do you use markers of tentativeness when speaking with those in power such
as your boss, teachers, or parents?
•• Masculine Speech Community

When the goal is independence, members of this speech community are likely to communicate in ways that exhibit
knowledge, refrain from personal disclosure, are abstract, are focused on instrumentality, demonstrate conversational
command, are direct and assertive, and are less responsive. Showing knowledge in conversation gives speakers the
opportunity to present themselves as competent and capable. If someone has a problem at work one might respond,
“You should do this …” or “The best way to deal with that is …” This strategy is sometimes referred to as a
“communication tool box.” While some may interpret this as bossy, responding in a manner that tries to fix a
problem for someone you care about makes a lot of sense.
The next two features—minimal personal disclosure and abstractness—are related. When we refrain from personal 
disclosure we reveal minimal or no personal information. While giving a lecture on communication anxiety in a 
public speaking class, a professor may use examples from famous people rather than revealing her/his own 
experiences. Likewise, when we speak in less personal terms our conversation tends to become more abstract. Think 
back to the traditional roles for men and women for a moment. Since men typically have been more involved in the 
public rather than the private sphere, it makes sense that their communication would be more abstract and less 
personal. A masculine communication style tends to be focused on instrumental tasks. This is particularly true in the 
case of same sex friendships. Like the “tool box” or a problem solving approach to communication, when talk is 
instrumental it has a specific goal or task. It is used to accomplish something. Take baseball or football, for example. 
The talk that is used in these activities is strategic. In the case of male friendships it is more likely that men will get 
together to do something. Whether the activity is rock climbing, going to lunch, or helping someone move, the 
conversation is instigated by a particular activity. While female friends also like to engage in activities together, they 
are much more likely to get together “just to talk.” Conversational command refers to the ability to control or manage
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conversation. This can be done by controlling which topics are discussed, interrupting, or being the one to control the
turn taking in conversation. A popular stereotype is that women talk a lot, but most research shows that men talk
more than women. More talk time is another way to demonstrate conversational command. Directness is another
feature of masculine communication. This refers to the use of more authoritative language and minimal use of
tentativeness. Finally, men generally perform “minimal response cues” (Parlee, 1979). Response cues include saying,
“mmm” or “go on” while nodding when listening to others. Fewer verbal indicators of sympathy, empathy, or
understanding are likely to characterize this style of talk. While members of this speech community may be less
likely to verbally express sympathy or other similar emotions, this is not the same as saying the members of the
community do not feel such emotions. Both men and women feel and care for others in a variety of ways. The
difference is how they are communicated, not if they are communicated. As you were reading about the feminine
and masculine speech communities you were probably thinking to yourself, “Hey, I am a woman but I have a lot of
masculine communication traits,” or “I know some men who speak in a more feminine style.” As you think reflect
more on these ideas you will realize that all of us are capable of speaking, and do speak, the language of multiple
gender cultures. Again, this is one of the reasons it is important to make a distinction between gender and sex. Our
gender construction and the contexts in which we speak play a large role in the ways we communicate and express
our gender identity. Both men and women may make conscious choices to speak more directly and abstractly at
work, but more personal at home. Such strategic choices indicate that we can use our knowledge about various
communication styles or options to make us successful in many different contexts.

Nonverbal Communication
Because you know how important nonverbal communication is to the production of meaning you may have
wondered about the gendered nature of nonverbal communication. Below we discuss six areas of nonverbal
communication and the role of gender in each.
•• Artifacts

Earlier in the chapter we mentioned the pink and blue blankets used to wrap girl and boy babies after birth. These are
examples of artifacts that communicate gender. Simply speaking, personal artifacts are objects that humans use to
communicate self-identity. The jewelry we choose to wear (or not wear) communicates something about our
personal tastes and social roles. Our clothes indicate a preference for certain designers or fashions, or may be used to
subvert dominant fashion trends and expectations. An American male who wears a skirt or sarong may be trying to
challenge the cultural norm that says pants and shorts are the only appropriate clothes for men.
Artifacts that are an early influence on gender construction are the toys we are given as children. What are typical
girl and boy toys and what kind of play do they inspire? You are probably thinking of dolls for girls and cars and
trucks for boys. Just walk through the aisles of your local toy store and you will have no difficulty discovering the
“girl” aisle (it’s pink) and the boy aisle (it’s darker colors). Typically toys for boys are more action-oriented and
encourage competition. Girls’ toys, on the other hand, encourage talk (Barbies talk to each other and role play) and
preparation for traditional female roles (playing house). If you think products (toys) are only gendered at a young
age, pay close attention when you watch television commercials and look through magazines. What kinds of
products do women typically sell? What do men sell? How are gender-neutral products (cigarettes for example) sold
to both women and men?
•• Personal Space and Proxemics

As you recall, the study of space and our use of it (proxemics) has two important dimensions. First, we understand 
space as our personal space, or the bubble in which we feel comfortable. When someone stands or sits too close to 
you, you may react by pulling away and describe the interaction as “they invaded my space.” Second, space can be 
thought of in terms of the kinds of physical spaces we have access to. Were some rooms in the family home off 
limits to you as a child? Relative to both kinds of space is power. People with more power in society are able to 
invade the space of those with less power with few repercussions. Those with more power also have access to more
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and better spaces. For example, the upper-class often own multiple homes in desirable locations such as the beach or
high-priced urban areas. What does all of this have to do with gender? Go back to the construct of power and ask
yourself, “Which gender in American society holds the most power?” While there are exceptions, most of the time
the masculine gender holds the most powerful positions in our culture. Thus, males typically have access to greater
space. In the parental homes of both of your authors, the father had a den and a garage that was for his use only. The
mother was limited to shared space such as the kitchen and living areas. Not only did she lack her own private space,
but also the tasks associated with each (cooking in the kitchen) were work as opposed to the hobbies that took place
in the garage (rebuilding cars). What are some ways that space was gendered in your family?
•• Haptics

Both men and women in our culture use touch to communicate with others. However, there are differences in both
the types of touch used and in the messages conveyed (Lee & Guerrero, 2001). Women are more likely to use touch
to express support or caring, such as touching someone on the shoulder or giving them a hug. Men are more likely to
use touch to direct actions of another. The relative power of men to women, coupled with a greater level of social
power that can manifest itself in unwanted closeness or touching, have been linked with the problems of sexual
harassment and domestic violence (Wood, 1993; 1993; 199; May, 1998). However, men do not use touch only to
show control. Men use touch to display affection and desire to romantic partners, to communicate caring and
closeness to children, and to show support to friends. Since men are culturally sanctioned for showing caring through
touch, especially to other men, a choice to do so is a conscious choice to challenge gender stereotypes for men.
Another strategy for touch between men is to create contexts in which it is acceptable such as wrestling, play
punching or fighting, or football.
•• Kinesics

Like haptics, men and women use body language differently and to convey different meanings. Coinciding with
cultural messages, men use their bodies to signal strength and control while women use theirs to communicate
approachability and friendliness. Women, for example, smile more often than men and Caucasian women do this
more than African-American women (Halberstadt & Saitta, 1987). Whether the cause is social or biological, men
tend to take up more space and encroach on others’ space more often than females.
•• Paralanguage

Consistent with a communication goal of maintaining and fostering relationships with others, women tend to use
more listening noises or back-channeling. Such noises are “mmm,” “ah,” and “oh” and are often accompanied by
nodding the head. Often they mean, “I am listening and following what you are saying. Keep going.” While men also
make listening noises, they do so less frequently and often the meaning is “I agree.” Hopefully, you can see how this
could cause some miscommunication between the sexes. Likewise, being aware of this difference can reduce
miscommunication. When two of your authors (Laura and Scott) talk, Scott will often ask Laura, “are you saying
‘mm hmm” because you agree, or are you just listening?” trying to determine which gendered approach to listening
paralanguage Laura is employing.
•• Physical Attributes

A final area of nonverbal communication that has gendered implications is physical attributes—the most common
one for gender being body size and shape. If you were socialized in America you probably know how men and
women are “supposed” to look. Men should be larger and physically strong while women should be smaller—very
thin. These cultural pressures cause both men and women to engage in dangerous behaviors in an attempt to achieve
an ideal physical body. Women are more likely to engage in dieting to become thin and men are more likely to
weight-lift to excess, or take steroids, to increase muscle mass. The cultural messages for both sexes are physically
and emotionally dangerous. Too severe dieting or steroid use can permanently damage the physical body and too
much attention to appearance can harm one’s self esteem and take time away from pursuing other activities such as
school, career, hobbies, and personal relationships.
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Summary

I
n this chapter you have been exposed to the specialization of gender and communication. You learned that gender
communication is “communication about and between men and women” (Ivy & Backlund, 200, p. 4). It is important
to remember as we discuss gender and communication that there is a difference between sex and gender. Sex refers
to the biological distinctions that make us male or female. Gender is the socially constructed enactment of what it
means to be a man or a woman. We are generally born as either male or female, but taught how to be men and
women. Both men and women are gendered and experience their genders in a variety of ways. As a result of how
gender is manifested, many feminist and men’s groups have formed for the purpose of banding together with others
who understand gender in similar ways. We discussed 12 types of feminism and five different men’s groups that
focus on various approaches for understanding and enacting gender. There are variety of theories that seeks to
explain how we form gender. Remember that theories are simply our best representations of something. Thus
theories of gender development such as Psychodynamic theory, Social Interactionism, Social Learning theory,
Cognitive Learning theory, and Standpoint theory are all attempts to explain the various ways we come to
understand and enact our genders. Like with many other specializations in the field of Communication, gender
communication applies to a variety of other specializations. Interpersonal communication, organizational
communication, and mass communication are specializations that are particularly ripe for exploring the impact of
gender and communication. Gender communication research continues to explore gender in these contexts, thus
helping redefine how gender is understood and behaved. We explored differences in gender communication styles by
looking at language, the purpose of communication, patterns of talk, and nonverbal communication. While
impossible to come to a definitive conclusion, gender and communication studies generally promotes the idea that
the differences in gender communication are socially learned and are thus fluid and dynamic. Realistically, males
and females can learn to communicate in both masculine and feminine ways.

Discussion Questions
1.1. What are some ways that your gender was communicated or taught to you by your parents? Other family

members? Your school? Friends? Church?
2.2. Analyze a popular television show or film in terms of gender communication. In what ways are masculine and

feminine speaking styles illustrated? Who uses them? What artifacts are used to signal gender?
3.3. What are the pros and cons of the six theories of gender development? What are the social and/or political

implications of each?
4.4. Take some time to investigate the types of feminisms we mentioned in more detail. What specific contributions

have they made in furthering equality of gender?

Key Terms
•• androgyny
•• cognitive learning
•• culture
•• ecofeminism
•• feminine speech community
•• feminism
•• free men
•• gender
•• gender communicated
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•• gendered
•• lesbian feminism
•• liberal feminism
•• marxist feminism
•• masculine speech community
•• million man march
•• muted group theory
•• mythopoetic
•• power feminism
•• pro-feminist men
•• promise keepers
•• psychodynamic
•• psychological theories
•• radical feminism
•• revalorist feminism
•• separatist feminism
•• sex
•• socialist feminism
•• social learning
•• speech community
•• standpoint theory
•• structural feminism
•• symbolic interactionism
•• third-wave feminism
•• womanist
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