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Article—‘Mediating Mars and Venus’  
Gender matters in mediation`  
Tony Whatling 

As the two female co-mediators prepared to start on their second meeting with a couple, the 
male partner produced a pen, notepad and some index cards. One of the mediators asked him 
about the purpose of these items.  
The man responded with something along the lines of - ‘Well last time we were here, most of 
the time I didn’t have a clue what you three were going on about, and afterwards I realised that 
because I had got so confused, there were several things I had wanted to talk about that we 
never got on to, so I want to be able to write some notes this time. The notes on these cards 
are reminders of what I want to bring up, so that I can make sure they don’t get lost again’. 
  
The mediators skilfully acknowledged his concerns and went on to negotiate a compromise 
along the lines that, in return for his not taking detailed notes, they would take more care to flip-
chart key issues, check with him about understanding through regular summarising, and agree 
the detail of the outcome summary be-fore ending the session. It was also suggested that if he 
did still want to take any notes, they would be photocopied at the end, so that everyone had a 
copy, and also that he should feel free to check his ‘cue-cards’ regularly to en-sure that his key 
issues did not get lost. 
  
There are obviously many issues worthy of debate here and yet, as the professional practice 
consultant to the service, I observed the rest of the session, the extent of this mans struggle to 
stay on the same wavelength as the three females in the room was very apparent, both verbally 
and non-verbally, from his frequent facial expressions of confusion and incomprehension. In 
fact the scene was one that could be associated with observing four people converse where 
one spoke a different first language to the other three, and was constantly struggling to interpret 
meaning and nuance. 
  
The most noticeable difference in communication patterns between the couple in this instance 
can be described as – for the female partner, one of thinking and talking in interconnected ‘big 
pictures’ or gestalts. The male partner on the other hand, clearly demonstrated a preference for 
logic and a linear thinking style and for dealing with one issue at a time. 
  
This article will attempt to address what might in some way account for this language and 
communication problem. What was clear from my observation, and indeed was referred to by 
the father himself, was that he was less well educated than his partner and the mediators, yet 
he appeared to be intelligent and what could be described as ‘streetwise’, so this did not really 
adequately explain the problem. 
  
For my part I had been interested for some time in Gender communication issues in mediation 
and had run several workshops on the topic. My primary influences on this topic came from 
writers such as Deborah Tannen (1991) - and before that the work of Deborah Borisoff and 
David Victor (1989). Most people are also familiar with the more lightweight pop-psychology text 
- `Men are from Mars and Women from Venus, by John Gray, from which I paraphrase the title 
for this article.  
 
It was seeing and experiencing these issues acted out in the mediation room that took me back 

to the writings of these and others in the field of linguistics, communication theory and social 



sciences, in an effort to develop greater awareness, understanding and questions about the 

possible implications for practice 

In this article I shall attempt to focus on some key questions, namely:  
1. To what extent do women and men think and communicate differently?  

2. What can we learn from the nature versus nurture debate - are such differences genetically 
or socially constructed?  

3. What scientific evidence is there of possible biological and physiological differences?  
 
4. If indeed there are differences, then why might they matter in mediation and what could 

mediators do to manage them? 

As a backcloth to addressing such questions it will help to recognise the value of using 
generalisations, so as to avoid the negative consequences of stereotyping, without which it be-
comes very difficult to develop debate and analysis of such often very highly contentious 
issues.  
Developing generalisations has been helpfully described by Brooks Peterson as`  
‘….quite different from stereotypes (and more reliable). With generalisations, we look at a large 
number of people and we draw certain conclusions from what we see……There are exceptions 
to every rule but generalisations that come from research and from insights of informed 
international experts and professionals allow us to paint a fairly accurate picture of how people 
in a given country are likely (but  
never guaranteed) to behave’. Peterson (2004 P27). 
  
The same writer describes a stereotype as ‘…usually a negative statement about a group of 
people…. Stereotypes emerge when we apply one perception to an entire group.. Peterson 
(2004 P26).  
Essentially the key difference between generalisations and stereotypes, is that the former are 
open to change in the light of contradictory evidence and experience, whereas the latter tend to 
be rigidly adhered to regardless of new learning.  

 

Try asking a mixed gender audience the question – ‘Will all those who, from their everyday 
experience, believe that women and men think differently and therefore communicate 
differently, put their hands up now’. You will almost certainly find that the majority of women will 
have their hands in the air in a split second. Men on the other hand will commonly be slower to 
react - often raising hands to about shoulder level, as if unsure quite how to respond. Looking 
very perplexed they tend to say things like ‘well it all depends on the circumstances’ or `well we 
need to look at this from a more theoretical perspective’.  
 
I have wanted to write this article for a few years now but have tended to opt for other more 
straightforward and less contentious topics. Yet why is it that this should be so, in regard to a 
subject that to most of us is so easily recognised as one of our daily lived experiences, and yet 
at an-other level is so hard to pin down to theoretical explanations?  
 
Electrical circuits and wiring diagrams – the `Nature` story.  
If we start from a position of recognising that there are differences, we can move on to 
speculate about the extent to which they are the result of nature, - genetic and or physiological - 
or nurture - socially derived as a result of sex-role stereotyping - or indeed some complex 
combination of the two.  
 
Moving on to the third of my original questions – ‘What scientific evidence is there of possible 
biological and physiological differences?’ What follows is a sample of some of the evidence 
from the literature.  



In their book ‘Why men don’t listen and women can’t read maps’ – How we’re different and what 
to do about it`, Allan and Barbara Pease write: ‘In this book you will see how science confirms 
that men and women are profoundly different both physically and mentally – they are not the 
same. We have investigated the research of leading palaeontologists, ethnologists, 
psychologists, biologists and neuroscientists. The brain differences between women and men 
are now clear, beyond all speculation, prejudice and reasonable doubt.’  
 
The authors go on to acknowledge and give examples of how, for much of the 20th century 
psychology and sociology proposed that our behaviour and preferences were the result of 
social conditioning. They also describe chromosomal differences – in a section entitled 
‘Programming the Foetus’ they point out that ‘Almost all of us are made up of 46 chromosomes 
which are like genetic building blocks or a blueprint. Twenty three come from our mother and 23 
from our father. If our mother’s 23rd chromosome is an X chromosome, (its shaped like an X), 
and the fathers 23rd is also an X the result is called an XX baby, which is a girl. If the fathers 23rd 

chromosome is a Y chromosome we’ll get an XY baby which will be a boy. The basic template 
for the human body and brain is female – we all start out as girls – and this is why men have 
female features such as nipples and mammary glands. At the 6-8 week point after conception, 
the foetus is more or less sexless and has the potential to develop both male or female 
genitalia.’ (Pease 1998 p61).  
 
The writers go on to explain this, in far more detail than can be reproduced here, with an 
account of how genitals and brain are configured by doses or ‘units’ of either male hormones, 
particularly testosterone, or in the case of the girl foetus, an absence of this male hormone will 
form female genitalia. They also go into complex details of how variations in dosages of these 
hormones can result in variations in brain configurations for male and female in a way which 
effectively blurs the distinctions i.e. a male brain configuration may emerge as 2/3 male and 1/3 
female and similar for a female brain configuration.  
 
The writers point out that It is estimated that about 85% - 90% of males have mainly male-wired 
brains and about 10% - 15% are feminised to a greater or lesser extent. Such variations also 
apply to women where some 15% develop brains wired for masculine abilities. The terms 
‘masculinised’ and ‘feminised’ brain wiring are deliberately chosen in an effort to differentiate 
the consequences from such behaviour traits as masculinity or femininity.  
Whilst the writers acknowledge that our under-standing of brain functioning is still very basic, it 
is now clear that the right hemisphere of the brain is the creative side and controls the left side 
of the body. The left hemisphere controls logic reason, speech and the right side of the body. 
Much of the understanding of these differences came from studies of brain damaged patients, 
‘……men who suffered injury to the left side of the brain frequently lost much or all of their 
speech and vocabulary skills, whereas women who were similarly brain-damaged did not suffer 
speech loss to the same extent, indicating that women have more than one centre for speech. 
  
Subsequent developments in the use of MRI brain-scanning equipment has led to far greater 
evidence in differences between man and women. For example the location in the brain of 
centres controlling not only speech but emotion, and in particular how the bundle of nerves 
connecting the right and left hemi-spheres of the brain, the Corpus Callosum is significantly 
thicker with up to 30% more connections in women than men, (Roger Gorski, Neurologist – in 
Pease 1998 p56). Gorsky went on to prove that men and women use different parts of the brain 
when working on the same task.  
 
‘Research also reveals that the female hor-mone oestrogen prompts more nerve cells to grow 
more connections within the brain and between the two hemispheres’ (Pease 1998 p57). 
  
This appears to offer a possible explanation of a greater capacity for what has become known 
as ‘multi tasking’, commonly associated with women, - arguably also linked to a greater 



capacity to assess people and situations intuitively. Men on the other hand incline more to-
wards the ‘one job at a time’ default position.  
Ben Greenstein gives a very similar explanation on chromosomal differences and concludes 
‘Whether one likes to hear it or not, there is no doubt that the brains of most, if not all mammals, 
are sexually differentiated in structure. That is to say, the wiring is different in males and 
females, (Greenstein 1993 p49).  
 
Born or made? The ‘Nurture’ - social conditioning story.  
Writing about 'Sex-trait stereotypes' Borisoff and Victor cite the work of Psychologists Williams 
& Best who refer to `…psychological characteristics or behavioural traits that are believed to 
characterise men with much greater (or lesser) frequency than they characterise women. As 
part of their extensive pan-cultural study of sex-stereotyping In 29 countries, these 
psychologists found that In all participating nations, the adjectives "adventurous," "dominant," 
"forceful," "independent," "masculine," "and "strong-willed," were applied 
to men, while the terms "emotional," "sentimental," "submissive," "and "superstitious" were used 
consistently to de-scribe women.` (Borisoff & Victor 1989 p86). 
  
Borisoff and Victor also make the point that if we understand the nature and potential effects of 
such stereotypes we can consider (a) the extent to which they apply to us as individuals and (b) 
the effect they may have on interpersonal communication and sex-role expectations (S.R.E's). 
Whilst their focus of application is on conflict in the workplace, we can equally apply these ideas 
to communication and S.R.E's in our work as mediators. For example we could usefully reflect 
on how our own personal sex-role behaviour differs across our range of personal relationships - 
social relationships and relationships in the workplace - in terms of both the fundamental 
principles of mediation and the S.R.E's of our clients as a couple. 
  
A frequently asked question is that of how do we acquire these gender differences in ways of 
thinking and behaving? How do cultures convey these differences? Is it 'nature' or 'nurture'? 
What is it that happens to children to perpetuate such differences even when some parents 
work really hard to prevent that happening? It seems likely that even where this is their 
intention, parents should not underestimate the many influences children are ex-posed to 
outside of the nuclear family home and immediate proximity of their parents.  
 
Borisoff and Victor give a number of sources of research studies and highlight how - `through 
play, dress, household tasks, socialisation and education, girls learn to be polite, expressive, 
nurturant, compliant, dependant and pretty. In contrast, boys are encouraged to display 
aggressiveness, emotional control, in-dependence, competitiveness and physical strength. 
Children in play from as young as the age of  
two show distinct preferences for different toys and rather than being biologically determined 
the preferences were influenced by positive or negative reinforcement by parents and other 
significant adults, e.g. grandparents and teachers.  
(Borisoff & Victor 1989 p93). 
  
A problem with some of earlier writers on this subject was the tendency to pathologise such 
female male communication differences as right/wrong, good/bad. Writers referred to here 
however take the position that it is not about naming, blaming and shaming, but about facing 
the reality that difference just is, and moving on from that assumption to looking at ways to live 
and work with it, as suggested by Deborah Tannen.  
`Recognising gender differences frees individuals from the burden of individual pathology. Many 
women and men feel dissatisfied with their close relationships and become even more 
frustrated when they try to talk things out. Taking a sociolinguistic approach to relationships 
makes it possible to explain these dissatisfactions without accusing anyone of being crazy or 
wrong, and without blaming-or-discarding the relationship. If we can recognise and understand 
the differences between us, we can take them into account, adjust to and learn from each 



other’s styles` …..If we can sort out differences of conversational style, we will be in a better 
position to confront real conflicts of interest-and to find a shared language in which to negotiate 
them,. (Tannen 1991 pp17/18). 
  
So what?  
The late John Haynes would frequently, and always very wisely, ask in practice seminars and 
master-class workshops, `So What`? He would say this, not in our traditional Western sub-
cultural negative sense of `So what yahboo` or `tough luck - deal with it`, but in the sense of `So 
what are the implications of what we have just heard or learned, for the way that we work as 
mediation practitioners? 
  
Whatever our personal opinions and values about the thinking and communication differences 
debate, anecdotal evidence from direct mediation practice and frequent direct observation of 
mediation sessions through live supervision, there does seem to be a strong case for 
considering the implications for practice.  
Just as we would respond sensitively to the needs of a client who did not have English as a first 
language, so too we should have regard for significant differences in conceptual thinking and 
communication preferences.  
 
It is important to state at this stage that very few of us occupy the female male gender 
stereotypical positions described by the writers quoted above. Most of us are somewhere 
between the male female extremities of the scale and the centre point, or indeed may well cross 
over the central point in our hormonal influenced brain wiring configurations.  
 
In live-observed supervision I frequently see couples whose communication style preferences 
can be seen to be close to convergence nearer the centre of the scale - fairly well balanced in 
terms of left brain right brain preferences. At other times the stereotypical characteristics 
described at the start of this article can be ob-served. Less often I have witnessed a couple who 
both appear to have, as it were, crossed over the centre point. For example I observed a couple 
where the father, from a background in the arts and music, was the primary carer and full-time 
homemaker. The mother was the primary breadwinner and worked as an accountant. Both 
parents clearly demonstrated thinking and communication styles commonly associated with 
other gender stereotypical brain configurations - he thinking in very right-brained gestalts and 
big pictures - she in very  
logical, pragmatic and `one thing at a time` left-brain style.  
 
In terms of good quality inclusive mediation practice, what matters is that mediators have 
sufficient cultural sensitivity and cultural competence to be able to respond to these differences, 
just as they would to more obvious language or special needs communication provision. 
  
To conclude, what follows is an attempt to highlight some of the mediation practitioner 
implications:  

 Don’t assume that because people look like you they are like you - treat every client as 
unique, and avoid stereotypical assumptions  

 Be prepared to listen, think and communicate outside of your normal communication 
style box  

 Client problems with communication are primarily a problem for the professional not that 
of the clients - it is our responsibility to understand them and respond sensitively as 
facilitators of effective communication  

 One size does not fit all - clients often need bespoke packages and styles of 
communication tailored to their needs  

 `Audit the process` - when in doubt, be professionally curious. For example if the verbal 
and non-verbal communication indicates a potential problem - ask how the session is 
going for each party - is it helping or not? If not, what can be done to make it more 



effective? It may be possible to do this in the joint meeting, or it may merit the face-
saving privacy of a one-to-one caucus.  

 Consider the implications of gender balance when co-working, perhaps as a result of 
indicators picked up in the individual pre-mediation information/intake meetings. Where 
mediator availability prevents a mixed gender partnership, then at least acknowledge it 
at the start of the joint meeting - for example by saying something along the lines of 
`Obviously there are three women in the room and one man, so if that becomes a 
problem for either of you please say.` Similar sensitivity and overt acknowledgement 
also applies to a female or male mediator working solo with a couple.  

 Monitor the gender style preferences actively. Co-mediation may well help to balance 
such issues and should also bring the opportunity for the mediator who is not at any 
point directly engaged in managing the factual detail of the case, for example contact 
hours or financial number crunching, to observe the interpersonal communication 
interactions. Where there is any uncertainty as to effectiveness, a time-out/tea break 
may be indicated, giving the opportunity for co-workers to confer and perhaps challenge 
each other on the issues.  

 Comment on what you are observing with the couple. Often in mediation the most 
helpful and effective thing to say is what is in your head as a question or hypothesis, so 
why not share it? If your hypothesis it is not affirmed by them, then whether you agree 
with them or not, nothing will have been lost. If on the other hand one or both affirm it, 
then the issue is on the table` and out in the open, so can be explored in terms of how to 
manage it effectively.  

 Question why someone walked out. When a client walks out from a session or withdraws 
from mediation altogether, ask to what extent it may have had to do with diversity of 
thinking and communication styles between mediator(s) and client(s).  

 
Mediation breakdown should always be an issue to take to supervision - obviously not in a 
blaming style but as a mature professional learning exploration. In the heat of the moment 
and perhaps high conflict/emotion in that session, did I/we miss something connected to 
gender communication difference?  
In conclusion, I hope that this article helps to raise awareness and debate on the topic of 
gender difference and diversity. In day to day practice it may not feature particularly high on 
the scale of issues that challenge our competence as mediators nor in-deed arise as a 
problem for the majority of most of our clients.  
Nevertheless, in my view, it does connect with a range of potential difficulties which may be 
overlooked in the context of ever increasing pressure on service providers to process more 
and more referrals and achieve a faster settlement-seeking and solution-focussed turnover 
of cases, against a backcloth of ever diminishing resources.  
 
As an experienced professional practice consultant to a number of service providers I do 
have serious concerns about such pressures, when they threaten to impair and diminish a 
practitioners opportunity to step back, reflect on, and learn from, casework experience.  In 
terms of quality standards and codes of professional practice, the topic is arguably located 
in issues related to power-balancing, see for example how it connects with the following ex-
tracts from one such example:  

 
2.2 Mediation also aims to assist participants 
to communicate with one another now and in 
the future and to reduce the scope or intensity 
of dispute and conflict.  
4.3.2 Mediators must seek to prevent manipu-
lative, threatening or intimidating behaviour by 
any participant. Mediators must conduct the 
process in such a way as to redress, as far as  

 
possible, any imbalance in power between the 
participants. If any behaviour seems likely to 
render mediation unfair or ineffective, the me-
diator must take appropriate steps to prevent 
this, terminating mediation if necessary. (College 
of Mediators Code of Practice (2008)  
The topic also goes to the heart of ideas about 
how we learn as professionals, from reflecting on 



our practice. Donald Shon refers to this when 
he says: `We are in need of inquiry into the 
epistemology of practice. What is the kind of 
knowing in which competent practitioners 
engage? How is professional knowing like and 
unlike the kinds of knowledge presented in 
academic textbooks, scientific papers and 
learned journals? In what sense, if any, is 
there intellectual rigor in professional prac-
tice?......I begin with the assumption that com-
petent practitioners usually know more than 
they can say. They exhibit a kind of  
 
knowing-in-practice, most of which is tacit. 
Neverthe-less, starting with protocols of actual 
perform-ance, it is possible to construct  
 
models of knowing, Indeed, practitioners 
themselves of-ten reveal a  
 
capacity for reflection on their in-tuitive 
knowing in the midst of action and sometimes 
use this capacity to cope with the unique, 
uncertain, and conflicted situations of practice.` 
(Shon 1983)  
Despite the political pressures and resource 
limitations, I remain optimistic that, based on 
regular contact with many highly experienced  
and competent mediation practitioners, we can 
continue to develop, explore and debate such 
areas of our practice that Shon refers to as 
`tacit`. If indeed we do tend to `know more 
than we say`, then let us say what we know – 
and what better place for mediation profession-
als to do that than through the medium College 
of Mediators newsletters and conference 
events?  
Given the title of this article I can think of 
no better quote to end on, than a postcard 
given to me recently, which states: `Men 
are from earth – women are from earth – 
deal with it` - copies available from 
(www.gatheredimages.com)  
Tony Whatling Mediator, PPC, Trainer Jan 
2012.  
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