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Despite the widespread belief that women talk more than men, most of the available evidence
suggests just the opposite. When women and men are together, it is the men who talk most. Two
Canadian researchers, Deborah James and Janice Drakich, reviewed sixty-three studies which examined
the amount of talk used by American women and men in different contexts. Women talked more than
men in only two studies.

In New Zealand, too, research suggests that men generally dominate the talking time. Margaret
Franken compared the amount of talk used by female and male ‘experts’ assisting a female TV host to
interview well-known public figures. In a situation where each of three interviewers was entitled to a
third of the interviewers’ talking time, the men took more than half on every occasion.

| found the same pattern analysing the number of questions asked by participants in one hundred
public seminars. In all but seven, men dominated the discussion time. Where the numbers of women
and men present were about the same, men asked almost two-thirds of the questions during the
discussion. Clearly women were not talking more than men in these contexts.

Even when they hold influential positions, women sometimes find it hard to contribute as much as
men to a discussion. A British company appointed four women and four men to the eight most highly
paid management positions. The managing director commented that the men often patronized the
women and tended to dominate meetings:

I had a meeting with a [female] sales manager and three of my [male] directors once ... it took about

two hours. She only spoke once and one of my fellow directors cut across her and said ‘“What Anne

is trying to say Roger is ...” and I think that about sums it up. He knew better than Anne what she
was trying to say, and she never got anything said.

There is abundant evidence that this pattern starts early. Many researchers have compared the
relative amounts that girls and boys contribute to classroom talk. In a wide range of communities, from
kindergarten through primary, secondary and tertiary education, the same pattern recurs - males
dominate classroom talk. So on this evidence we must conclude that the stereotype of the garrulous
woman reflects sexist prejudice rather than objective reality.

Why is the reality so different from the myth? To answer this question, we need to go beyond broad
generalizations and look more carefully at the patterns identified. Although some teachers claim that
boys are ‘by nature more spirited and less disciplined’, there is no evidence to suggest that males are
biologically programmed to talk more than females. It is much more likely that the explanation involves
social factors.
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