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FOLHA DE TEXTO  
 

SPEAKING WHILE FEMALE 

Years ago, while producing the hit TV series “The Shield,” Glen Mazzara noticed that two 
young female writers were quiet during story meetings. He pulled them aside and 
encouraged them to speak up more. Watch what happens when we do, they replied. 
Almost every time they started to speak, they were interrupted or shot down before 
finishing their pitch. When one had a good idea, a male writer would jump in and run with it 
before she could complete her thoughts. Sadly, their experience is not unusual. 

We’ve both seen it happen again and again. When a woman speaks in a professional 
setting, she walks a tightrope. Either she’s barely heard or she’s judged as too aggressive. 
When a man says virtually the same thing, heads nod in appreciation for his fine idea. As 
a result, women often decide that saying less is more. 
 
Some new studies support our observations. A study by a Yale psychologist, Victoria L. 
Brescoll, found that male senators with more power (as measured by tenure, leadership 
positions and track record of legislation passed) spoke more on the Senate floor than their 
junior colleagues. But for female senators, power was not linked to significantly more 
speaking time. 
Suspecting that powerful women stayed quiet because they feared a backlash, Professor 
Brescoll looked deeper. She asked professional men and women to evaluate the 
competence of chief executives who voiced their opinions more or less frequently. Male 
executives who spoke more often than their peers were rewarded with 10 percent higher 
ratings of competence. When female executives spoke more than their peers, both men 
and women punished them with 14 percent lower ratings. As this and other research 
shows, women who worry that talking “too much” will cause them to be disliked are not 
paranoid; they are often right. 

Since most work cannot be done anonymously, leaders must also take steps to encourage 
women to speak and be heard. At “The Shield,” Mr. Mazzara, the show runner, found a 
clever way to change the dynamics that were holding those two female employees back. 
He announced to the writers that he was instituting a no-interruption rule while anyone — 
male or female — was pitching. It worked, and he later observed that it made the entire 
team more effective. 

The long-term solution to the double bind of speaking while female is to increase the 
number of women in leadership roles. As more women enter the upper echelons of 
organizations, people become more accustomed to women’s contributing and leading. 
Professor Burris and his colleagues studied a credit union where women made up 74 
percent of supervisors and 84 percent of front-line employees. Sure enough, when women 
spoke up there, they were more likely to be heard than men.  

Adapted: SANDBURG, S.; GRANT, A. Talking while female. The New York Times, Jan. 
12, 2015. 


