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By Deborah Tannen

hy don’t men like to stop and ask directions? This question, which I first
addressed in my 1990 book You Just Don’t Understand: Women and
Men in Conversation, garnered perhaps the most attention of any issue or

insight in that book. It appeared on cocktail napkins (“Real men don’t ask
directions™) and became a staple of stand-up comics as well as jokes that
made the rounds: “Why did Moses wander in the desert for 40 years?” and

The attention surprised me. [ had not
known how widespread this experience
was, but I included the asking-directions
scenario because it crystallized key as-
pects of a phenomenon that, I had dis-
covered, accounts for many of the frus-
trations that women and men experience
in conversation, T have spent more than
three decades collecting and analyzing
thousands of examples of how women
and men interact and have found that
men’s talk tends to focus on hierarchy—
competition for relative power—where-
as women’s tends to focus on connec-
tion—relative closeness or distance. In
other words, a man and woman might
walk away from the same conversation
asking different questions: he might
wonder, “Did that conversation put me
in a one-up or one-down position?”

whereas she might wonder, “Did it bring
us closer or push us farther apart?”

But wait! All conversations, and all
relationships, reflect a combination of
hierarchy and connection—the two are
not mutually exclusive but inextricably
intertwined. All of us aspire to be pow-
erful, and we all want to connect with
others. Since the publication of You Just
Don’t Understand, 1 have continued to
investigate the nuances of women’s and
men’s ways of speaking to clarify how
their conversational styles are different
ways of reaching the same goals. My
newest work explores the context in
which women’s focus on hierarchy and
men’s on connection is most obvious
and most intense: the family. In particu-
lar, sisters provide insight into relation-
ships among women that are deeply

“Why does it take so many sperm to find just one egg?”

influenced by competition as well as
connection,

So what does any of this have to do
with asking for directions? The route to
the answer may not yet be obvious, but
read on and [ promise to get you there.

“Mine’s Higher” vs.
“We're the Same”

My interest in the linguistic differ-
ences between women and men grew
from research I conducted early in my
career on conversations between speak-
ers of different ethnic and regional back-
grounds. These interactions often led to
misunderstandings because members of
each group had contrasting assumptions
about what should be said and the ap-
propriate way to say it. I sensed, and lat-
er showed, a parallel pattern in conver-
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says (apparently referring to
contact lenses), “Did you
know that my babysitter, called Amber,
has already contacts?” The second girl
looks puzzled at first but quickly gathers
herself together and announces, with ap-

Ay R e s,
‘ are different, what these
contrasting conversations
have in common is that they are rituals:
self-evident assumptions about how the
conversations should go and what a rea-
sonable remark or response should look
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closeness or distance.

1 Men's talk tends to focus on hierarchy—competition for relative
"~ power—whereas women's tends to focus on connection—relative

2 .. But all conversations, and all relationships, reflect a combination
"0 of hierarchy and connection. The two are not mutually exclusive but
inextricably intertwined. All of us aspire to be powerful, and we all want to
connect with others. Women's and men’'s conversational styles are simply
different ways of reaching the same goals.

3 .. The context in which women'’s focus on hierarchy and men’s on
" connection is most obvious and most intense: the family. In par-
ticular, sisters provide insight into relationships among women that are
deeply influenced by competition and hierarchy as well as connection.

e e el

second boy said, “When we went to Dis-
neyland, we stayed four days.” Then her
son said, “We’re going to move to Dis-
neyland!” She was troubled to hear him
utter an obvious untruth. Should she in-
struct her son not to tell lies? I assured
her that the boys knew that her family
was not going to move to Disneyland.
But her son won that round.

A father told me abourt a similar con-
fusion upon overhearing a conversation
between his little girl and her friend.
The friend had said, “I have a brother
named Benjamin and a brother named
Jonathan.” His daughter responded, “I
have a brother named Benjamin and a
brother named Jonathan, too.” But she
didn’t. Her father wondered why she
would say such a thing. I explained that
she was simply offering a matching ex-
perience as a sign of goodwill, to rein-
force the friendship.

The contrasting focus on connection
versus hierarchy also sheds light on in-
numerable adult conversations—and
frustrations. Say a woman tells another
about a personal problem and hears in
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