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Barbara Annis: Gender Intelligence™ 

 
I’ve known Barbara Annis for a good 

number of years now. Her insights on 

the differences between women and men 

are of constant help in the workplace and 

at home.  

 

Recently she has been spearheading a 

movement to help corporations become 

more gender intelligent™ in their 

management practices and part of that is 

a new book with Michael Gurian called 

Leadership And The Sexes: Using 

Gender Science To Create Success In 

Business. This gave me an excuse to 

catch up. 

 

 

DC: Why the new book? 

 

BA: My first book, Same Words, 

Different Language looked at bringing 

the voices of men and women to life so 

people could see the differences in how 

they communicated. This new book 

looks at the gender differences in the 

context of leadership in corporations. 

 

DC: What is the most important 

lesson for men and women to work 

together well? 

 

BA: It is to understand that the way men 

and women lead, solve problems, and 

make decisions are different. The 

differences are good, they are 

complimentary.  

 

For example, women tend to look at 

issues in a much more contextual way 

than men.  Men are much more unifocal 

in their thinking. If you are gender 

intelligent you’ll include both views and 

make decisions that consider both the 

immediate needs and the broader 

implications. 

 

DC: Can you give me an example of 

gender intelligence at work. 

 

BA: A US bank was experimenting with 

a new product and wanted to pilot it in 

Chicago. The men were getting really 

excited about the pilot, they could really 

see it working; they could smell the 

profits.  

 

Then one of the women spoke up and 

said “We need to make sure that the way 

we announce this doesn’t upset all the 

other branches. If we aren’t careful 

they’ll be jealous and think we are 

favouring the Chicago branch.” 

 

This insight on the wider implications of 

the pilot had been totally missed by the 

men who were focused on the pilot itself. 

If there hadn’t been women on the team, 

or if there had been women but they 

weren’t listened to, then they would 

have walked straight into an 

organizational mess. That’s a good 

example of gender intelligence at work. 

 

What did they do?  They couched the 

communication as “We’re trying this in 

Chicago and if it works then three 

months down the line we’ll all benefit. If 

it doesn’t work, well that’s Chicago’s 

problem not yours.”   

 



 

 

It was an appropriate way to respond to 

the feelings of the broader group of 

stakeholders. 

 

DC: Can you share a story where lack 

of gender intelligence caused a 

problem?  Maybe one where it was 

lack of intelligence on a woman’s part 

since men seem to get beat up a lot by 

some other diversity experts. 

 

BA:  I had one yesterday. I’ve been 

working with the leadership team in a 

large company and they’ve got a new 

CEO. He is very results oriented but also 

people focused—a really good guy. He 

met Linda, a VP,  and was really 

impressed. He told her he thought she 

was doing great work. He continued to 

be happy with her work and never had to 

correct or reprimand her. 

 

However, Linda began to wonder why 

he had never repeated his comment 

about her good work. She speculated  

that he wasn’t happy with her. She began 

to feel excluded. 

 

She was under some personal stress and 

he knew this, so he gave her some space. 

She interpreted this as a sign he didn’t 

care. 

 

The more she ruminated on why she 

wasn’t ‘in favour’ anymore the more she 

remembered other subtle signs that could 

be interpreted as evidence of a bad 

business relationship. She invented a 

whole story around what was wrong. 

 

Eventually, in her view,  it got so bad 

she went to HR saying “This isn’t 

working, I need out.” 

 

But when I asked him about her 

performance he said she was great.  

 

DC: What on earth is going on? 

 

BA: Men and women communicate 

differently. Generally, if a man lets you 

know the situation is good, and doesn’t 

say anything to the contrary, then that 

means things are still good. Linda 

misinterpreted the fall off in 

compliments as meaning that she was 

now seen as a low performer. This is not 

surprising because women do tend to 

want more communication. But it’s still 

a misinterpretation. 

 

Also, when men see someone under 

stress the way they help them is by 

giving them some space. Linda 

misinterpreted this as being uncaring. 

Again that’s understandable because 

that’s not how women show support. But 

it’s an example of a lack of gender 

intelligence. 

 

DC: What was going on with Linda 

incorrectly thinking there was a 

pattern of exclusion. 

  

BA:  Women have good memories and 

are good at seeing patterns. They tend to 

ruminate over incidents. Put this all 

together and you can get some very 

insightful thinking, push it too far and 

you have people seeing patterns that 

aren’t there. 

 

DC: If this weren’t so sad it would be 

funny. How did it turn out? 

 

BA: We are still in the middle of it, but 

we have moved from tears to 

embarrassed laughter. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

DC:  What are we—men or women—

supposed to do about all this? 

 

BA: The great thing about gender 

intelligence is that we are not really 

asking men or women to behave 

differently, just to understand differently.  

What this book does is help you 

overcome the blind spots. If Linda had 

had better insight into male behaviour 

she would never fallen into the abyss of 

misunderstanding which we now have to 

clean up.  

 

Once you understand the differences 

between women and men we can have 

fun with it. “Oh I see it, this is how you 

react, this is how I would react.” 

 

Of course, as you become more gender 

intelligent you get better at tailoring your 

style to the audience you are trying to 

reach, so women will be better at tuning 

their actions for a male audience and 

vice versa.  

 

The blame goes completely out the 

window with gender intelligence. 

 

* * * 

 

If you are interested in learning more 

Barbara’s website is www.baainc.com  
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