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ABSTRACT. In this study seven white heterosexual married couples ran
audio recorders in the central living areas of their homes for an average of
10 days to capture ongoing interactions. Afterwards, I conducted private
interviews with each partner, asking her or him to identify likes and
dislikes (communication preferences) in a variety of taped episodes. The
participants’ perspectives and contextual information were incorporated
in my analyses of conversational development. I found an intricate pattern
of interactions whereby the women did more of the conversational work,
yet were more likely to be silenced by the men.

KEY WORDS: communication in marriage, communication preferences,
conversation analysis, interruption, minimal-response, silencing, taped
interviews, women’s conversation work

I want him to tell me what he’s thinking, what he’s feeling. ... About a
month ago I said, ‘Hal talk to me, just don’t sit there like a bump on a log.
Talk to me...’. He’ll, when we’re arguing mostly, I'll say, ‘just explain to
me now, what are you saying, what is it?” And he won’t. He takes it as an
insult I guess that I don’t understand what he’s saying and he won’t
explain. ... (A 2l-year-old Hispanic woman describes communication
with her husband.)

Part of the impetus for this research project was my personal dissatisfaction
in conversing with some men; a dissatisfaction similar to that expressed
above by a woman in the present study. This project was also influenced by
the growing body of research on gender and conversation. Many earlier
studies have seemed to accept gender differences as a given and have failed
to consider social or relational contexts (see critiques by Rakow, 1986;
Spitzack and Carter, 1989; Thorne et al., 1983). Instead, the research
which seemed most insightful and challenging to me was that which
attempted to link larger social hierarchies to the less assuming, day-to-day
interactions between women and men (e.g. Davis, 1988; Fishman, 1983;
Henley, 1977; Hite, 1987; Rubin, 1976, 1983; Sattel, 1983; Spender, 1980;
West and Zimmerman, 1983). Nancy Henley (1977) called this the study of
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micropolitics, meaning that larger social inequalities can be observed in the
microcosm of our personal relations where these inequalities are created,
maintained and even justified.

An example of such research is Pamela Fishman’s more naturalistic
examination of ongoing interactions in white heterosexual couples’ homes.
She examined a number of conversational devices used to build conver-
sation or to detour it and found that for the three couples studied, the
women worked harder to initiate and maintain conversation than the men;
but were less successful in their efforts. Her conclusion was that women do
the ‘shitwork’ of conversation. This controversial thesis made an important
connection between other domestic duties traditionally ascribed to women,
and the work of conversational development and relational maintenance.

However, like much communication research on conversation, Fish-
man’s work still omitted an important source of information: the individual
speaker’s views. I chose to extend Fishman’s methods of studying conver-
sational development in ongoing interactions by adding private interviews.
The primary purpose of the interviews was to discover the individuals’
communication preferences in reviewing specific interactions with their
spouses.! When I combined these methods I found several intricate means
by which these women have been silenced, not only by the non-responsive
men in their lives, but also by the social science methods commonly
employed in such communication research.

PARTICIPANTS AND METHODS DESCRIPTION

There were seven couples in the study. I accepted only those who worked
outside the academy. Couples were paid US$20 for participation. The
couples lived in two medium-sized midwestern cities. Their ages ranged
from 21 to 63. They had lived together for between 2 and 35 years and this
was the first marriage for all persons involved. Three of the couples had
children living at home. All the participants described their marital re-
lationships as being generally satisfying and stable, and their descriptions
of relational and domestic duties suggested they follow fairly traditional
gender-role behaviors (Fitzpatrick, 1988; Maltz and Borker, 1982). One
woman described herself as Hispanic, the others were Anglo-Americans.
(Specific descriptions of each couple are provided in Appendix A.)

I chose to study ongoing interactions where individual attempts to
initiate conversation could be noted over time. To do so, a tape recorder
with an omnidirectional microphone was set up in the central living area of
each couple’s home for a week to 10 days, which produced an average of 12
hours of recording. The participants were asked to run the recorder when-
ever both partners were present for an extended period of time and to go
on about their regular household activities. They had the right to erase
recordings or turn off the machine at any time, but only two brief
comments were reportedly erased. The participants said they became
comfortable with the taping and that the conversations were representative
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of their daily interactions, although I realize some degree of artificiality
may be inevitable.

After the taping I conducted a private interview with each person. The
individual listened to two or three different episodes, totaling approxi-
mately 30 minutes. The participant was asked to stop the recorder to note
anything she or he liked or disliked about the episode. To help clarify this
task I first asked the person to brainstorm some examples of what likes and
dislikes might be, and I stressed that I was not looking for any one type of
information. Interviews were conducted within one week of the tape
recordings and lasted an average of 90 minutes.

The episodes participants reviewed, plus an additional 30 minutes of
interaction per couple, were transcribed using an adaptation of Jefferson’s
system (in Sacks et al., 1974, Appendix B). 1 worked with the transcripts,
the actual recordings and participants’ comments to compile relative fre-
quencies on the following conversational components identified as proble-
matic in previous gender research: talk time (Fitzpatrick and Dindia, 1986;
Martin and Craig, 1983; Spender, 1980); question-asking (Fishman, 1978a,
1983); topic initiations (Fishman, 1978b; Tannen, 1984; West and Garcia,
1988); topic success/failure (Fishman, 1978a, 1978b, 1983); and turn-taking
violations, including interruptions (Dindia, 1987; Kennedy and Camden,
1983; Roger, 1989) and turns at talk which seem minimal, delayed or
complete failures to respond (labeled the no-response—Fishman, 1978a,
1983; West and Zimmerman, 1983).

CRITERIA FOR IDENTIFYING CONVERSATIONAL COMPONENTS

I began with the assumption most gender and conversation research has
been based upon Sacks et al.’s (1974) model of turn-taking. Underlying
tenets of this model are that a turn at talk is seen as a right and an
obligation to speak. Generally one person speaks at a time, and speaker
turns recur. Conversational partners are said to be conscious of their
speaker/listener roles, as turns at talk tend to occur with few or no silences
between. Thus behavioral failures to follow these norms may be con-
sidered uncooperative, inattentive and turn-taking violations. I included in
my analyses of turn-taking violations those which seemed delayed (1-3
seconds average); minimal (monosyllabic turns at talk, ‘ahm’, ‘yea’, not to
be confused with active-listening cues); complete failure to take one’s turn
at talk, the ‘no-response’ violation (Fishman, 1983, 1978a); and interrup-
tive (the listener begins to speak at a point that is unlikely to be a com-
pletion point in the current speaker’s utterance).

While Sacks and his colleagues’ (1974) model served as a guideline for
identifying these violations, I soon realized, as others have noted (Murray,
1985), that the tenets of their model were not universal. Consequently,
identifications were also based on information gleaned from the tapes and
the interviewees’ reactions (Murray, 1985). Topic changes were identified
by criteria adapted from previous research (Fishman, 1978b; Tannen,
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1984) and from contextual information. A number of indicators were used
to distinguish successful and unsuccessful topics. These included responses
which directly shut off an attempted topic; topics which received a higher
frequency of interruptions, minimal, delayed or no-response violations
from the other speaker; and indicators that the original speaker knew her
or his topic was in trouble, such as increases in verbalized pauses (Fishman,
1978b: 14). Talk time was measured with a hand-held stopwatch and total
word count.

RESULTS

After learning first-hand how complex and interpretive the work of identi-
fying conversational components is, the reader is cautioned against making
any conclusive judgments based on the numbers reported below. While the
risks of quantifying gender differences across individuals, couples, and
contexts is apparent, I conducted these frequency counts in an effort to
provide preliminary parallels with previous studies of gender and conver-
sation. Thus the following should be viewed as suggestive and not exhaus-
tive. Furthermore, the patterns of behaviour and other ethnographic infor-
mation are what is important, not the individual results.

There are two general findings which lead to the conclusion that the men
were relatively silent and that their behaviors silenced the women. First,
the no-response was the most common turn-taking violation, particularly
for the men. Second, results from the components of conversation com-
bined with the ethnographic information strongly suggest that the women
in this project worked harder to maintain interaction than the men, but
were less successful in their attempts. Together these findings reveal the
multiple ways in which these women have been silenced.

No-responses accounted for 45 percent of the total 540 violations; inter-
ruptions were the second most common violation, but only accounted for
24 percent. Among the total violations, the women were responsible for 36
percent and the men were responsible for 64 percent. The men were
responsible for more turn-taking violations across all categories studied
(no-response, 32 percent women, 68 percent men; interruption, 46 percent
women, 54 percent men; delayed response, 30 percent women, 70 percent
men; and minimal response, 40 percent women, 60 percent men).

The higher percentage of no-response violation was not expected given
the previous focus in gender research on the interruption as a central
dominance behavior (e.g. Dindia, 1987; Kennedy and Camden, 1983;
Roger, 1989; West and Zimmerman, 1983). However, in general, these
conversations were not interactive enough to necessitate interruption. The
television ran the entire recording time in two couples’ homes, and when
simultaneous talk did occur, the participants did not always perceive it as a
turn-taking violation. They heard it as a sign of their partner’s enthusiasm
toward the conversation. Among the fourteen participants, interruptions
were rarely listed as a complaint about their partners. The problem, par-
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ticularly for the women in this study, seemed to be more basic—getting a
response at all.

The second point which led me to conclude that the men generally
silenced the women is that, similar to Fishman’s earlier work (1978a,
1978b, 1983), there were several indicators which suggested communi-
cation was more important for the women, that they worked harder at it
than the men, and yet were less successful. The women talked more (139
minutes total, 63 percent; men spoke 83 minutes, 37 percent), yet seemed
to have far less turn-taking violations (197, 36 percent to 343, 64 percent);
and they raised more topics (236, 63 percent to 140, 37 percent), yet
succeeded less often than the men in getting these developed into conver-
sations (156, 66 percent succeeded compared to 106, 76 percent).

Certainly there may be other explanations for these results. First, talking
more could have been a dominance behavior. However, when a person
dominates by doing most of the talking, the person will also tend to inter-
rupt more (Spender, 1980) and be more likely to have her or his topics
succeed, neither of which occurred here. Second, merely raising a topic is
not necessarily a positive effort toward conversation since some things may
be better left unsaid. However, in the topic analysis, I found women and
men were both as likely to raise all categories of topics except one—
personal emotions or concerns. Since there were only five instances of this
topic initiation on all the tapes (all raised unsuccessfully by the women), it
seems reasonable to suggest that topic selection was generally not the
problem. Furthermore, regardless of the topics’ positive or negative
nature, when one person seems to do most of the decision-making regard-
ing which topics are successful and which are not, that decision-making
may be a form of control and silencing.

The following is an example of the variety of strategies one man used to
detour his partner’s topic and her response efforts.

1 Mary: I went to Diana’s ((food store)) today, for lunch, got a salad
you know? (.)

Bud: Ahha.

Mary: =Ran into your mom.

Bud: =Ran into who? (1)

Mary: Your mom. (1) She didn’t even know who I was. (2)

Bud: Ahhh. (1)

Mary: She was at the, she was at the meat case and, and I was
looking at, you know I was gettin my salad, and I come
around and she was at the meat case and then she took off,
and then (2)

8 Bud: {Be right back ((goes outside)) Ouch, my elbow! (45) ((door

bangs, he returns)) (7) Emm (2)

9 Mary: So I followed her all the way up through the store (1) and she

was ((word))

10 Bud: {well, you have to remember my mom, my mom has tunnel

vision, too, I mean she don see nothin but straight ahead.

~NOoONn kW

*k E *

11 Mary: TI've got this all figured out. (3) I talked to Doyle today? (4)
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And, (4) you know explained to him the fact that you know,
come April I'll probably have to (1) ahm (.)

12 Bud: {Excuse me, open the back door, I'm gonna give this to (the
dogs). (8) ((He returns.))

13 Mary: T'll probably have to terminate my appointment.

During our interview Bud said he did not feel like talking at the time of
the conversation and that he had ‘heard it all before’. His lack of attentive-
ness was apparent: he went outside twice during her stories (lines 8, 12); he
seemed to diffuse her punch-line for the first story (line 10); he seldom
provided any apparent participative listening cues (lines 2, 6); and he
seemed to exhibit no-response violations (e.g. lines 11, 12, 13). In the total
12.5-minute conversation, he had 18 turn-taking violations, she had 9. She
raised 7 topics, 5 of which were successful; he raised 4, all successfully.
Together these suggest she was working harder at the conversation, but
with less success than Bud.

All the women expressed concern about getting their husband’s atten-
tion and mentioned the extra efforts they made to try to do so. One
woman, Sandy, said: ‘He doesn’t talk to me! If it were up to him, we
wouldn’t talk.” She described various attention-getting strategies: she
quizzed him if she suspected he had not been listening; she used guilt and
jealousy strategies, and she purposefully raised topics he enjoyed.

In contrast to the women’s efforts to encourage talk, they noted in the
taped interactions a variety of what they termed ‘patronizing’, ‘put-down’
and ‘teachy’ behaviors by their husbands. Paternalistic statements are said
to limit another’s behavior through what are presented as well-meant inten-
tions (Davis, 1988: 23). In the taped interactions the men’s patronizing
comments seemed to detour the women’s efforts to develop conversation.
In a more blatant case, when Sharon asked Jerry’s opinion about respond-
ing to a newspaper advertisement he warned, ‘Be careful you don’t get into
somethin you can’t get out of. Like don’t give em your credit card number’,
to which she replied, ‘I know. I'm not stupid.’ In another case, Sue labeled
her husband’s behavior as ‘teachy’, because of the way he explained tennis
or technical processes related to their joint careers in television produc-
tion. On the tapes, her husband Robert slowed his speech and used more
careful articulation, similar to the way adults sometimes try to teach chil-
dren. Less blatant cases of condescending behaviors which silenced the
women may be the several instances of husbands who cautioned their wives
to quit worrying about a topic the wives had tried to discuss. ‘Why worry
about something until it happens?’, Curt said.

A final type of patronizing behavior is what two women called ‘faked
listening’, pretending to listen by offering only token acknowledgments.
Sharon said when Jerry got bored with her topic he would change it by
‘getting mushy’, meaning he would make a romantic or sexual comment.
She knew the next thing he said would have nothing to do with the topic
she had raised. The effect of these various patronizing behaviors seemed to
be to trivialize the women’s concerns and make further discussion of a
topic irrelevant.
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There was also other evidence that talk was more important to the
women than the men. I received eighteen responses to my solicitations for
participants; women initiated the contact in all but one case. Of these, six
chose not to participate (five were ineligible), because they said their
husbands were not comfortable with the project. Of those who completed
the project, four men (Curt, Hal, Ted and Warren) said they agreed to do
so because their wives had been feeling lonely and they thought getting to
talk with another woman (rather than increasing an awareness of their own
communication inadequacies) might make their wives feel better.

I am not trying to suggest that the men in this study failed to value talk at
all, or that the stereotypical ‘silent male’ is a universal phenomenon. How-
ever, the men consistently preferred ‘not talking’ and/or ‘light conver-
sation’ in their continual vigilance for conflict avoidance. According to
previous research, conflict-avoidance strategies are techniques people use
to deal with unwelcome requests from others (Belk et al., 1988: 165). Both
the women and men voiced desires to avoid conflict, but the strategies they
preferred for doing so were different. The women chose to voice objec-
tions, seek compromises and talk out a problem. These are behaviors
consistent with what previous researchers have labeled ‘collaborative’ con-
flict-avoidance strategies (Belk et al., 1988). The men chose what previous
researchers have labeled ‘unilateral conflict avoidance’ (Belk et al., 1988),
as exemplified by their desires to withdraw, for their wives to be less
emotional, to have more efficient conflict resolutions, and to generally
avoid sensitive topics of discussion.

The men’s stated preference for conflict avoidance seemed consistent
with their greater use of no-response violations because the conflict avoider
is generally thought to be apathetic and disinterested (Fitzpatrick, 1988;
Folger and Poole, 1984). It is plausible that a person who unilaterally
avoids conflict may do so, as these men did: by avoiding sensitive topics;
using more no-response violations as opposed to interruptions; talking less;
and using patronizing behaviors to control conversation. The women’s
preferences for collaborative conflict avoidance seemed consistent with the
greater amount of work they did to generate communication with their
husbands.

The problem, then, is that these different preferences for how to avoid
conflict may themselves come into conflict. And, while no one piece of
evidence reported here would be highly meaningful alone, together the
information demonstrates that when these needs did compete, the men
seemed to be able to put forth less effort and still obtain their wishes more
often than the women. As a result, the men seemed to have more control
in defining the day-to-day reality of these couples’ communication styles,
and the women did more of the adapting.

Thus, through the variety of research methods employed, we can see
connections between speaker preferences, components of conversation,
and the consequences for relational and social control. Although this was a
preliminary effort to understand how gender inequalities may be created
and maintained on a daily basis, the methods do offer directions for future
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work. Analyses of isolated conversational components are not enough if
we want to understand how relational and social realities are developed
through interaction. Anita Pomerantz (1989) suggested that researchers
need to bridge the gap between the more technical analyses of conver-
sation and that which is socially relevant for the speakers. While such
translational links are susceptible to misrepresentations (Jefferson, 1989),
failure to make such attempts seems elitist and does little to inform
peoples’ lives. This concern is particularly important for feminists, since
the violations of one’s communication expectations and preferences in
intimate relations may actually be covert dominance strategies. Research
methods which fail to make such political links serve to further camouflage
women’s realities and maintain the silence.

APPENDIX A

Description of participants

(Pseudonyms have been assigned to all participants.)

Sharon was 34, Jerry was 33. They were both horticulturists, but she had just
finished her MA. He had a BA. They made $30,000 or less in joint income. They
had been married 4 years.

Mary and Bud were both 37. He was a salesperson, but had worked in construction
since losing his sales job a year ago. At this time she regrettably gave up full-time
homemaking and became a clerical worker. Both had some college education. Joint
income was $20,000 or less. They had been married 18 years and had six children,
all living at home.

Sandy was 21, Hal was 28. He had a BA and worked in computer research. She had
a year of college and worked at home with their son. Joint income was $30,000 or
less. The couple had been married 2 years and were expecting another child in §
weeks.

JoAnn and Ted were 48 and 51. They had been married 28 years. Their two
children were married. He worked in materials management, but had been unem-
ployed a year and conducted professional workshops on the side. She worked in a
clerical position since he had become unemployed, but preferred to work at home.
He had one year of law school, she had 2 years of college. Annual income was
$40,000 or less.

Sue was 23 and Robert was 25. Both had BAs in television and worked as tech-
nicians. Annual income was $40,000 or less. They had been married for almost 4
years.

Cathy and Curt were 32 and 33. He was a library clerk and she worked at home.
They had a joint income of $20,000 or less. They had been married 11 years and
had three children at home.

Joyce was 57, Warren was 63. They were both retired medical staff. He had a BA;
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she had an RN. They had been married 36 years. Their three sons were grown and
lived on their own.

APPENDIX B

Transcription key

1) The numbers in parentheses refer to the length of pauses, timed to
tenths of a second. Anything below a tenth of a second is marked as
(.) to indicate that a pause was audible but not long enough to time.
Most pauses are presented without periods, representing seconds.

= Means there was no pause discernible between speakers or within one
speaker’s multiple utterances.

(word) Words in parentheses indicate the transcriber was unsure of the exact
wording heard.

((x words)) when ‘x words’ is written in double parentheses it indicates that the
transcriber thought something was said, and could estimate the
number of words spoken, but did not know what was actually said.

(0)) Double parentheses are also used to relay related contextual infor-
mation.

N Punctuation marks are used to indicate intonation, not grammar,
although, for example, a rising intonation may accompany a question.

[ A single bracket at the beginning of a speaker’s utterance indicates an

overlap of speech, that is the speaker began her or his turn within two
or less syllables of the other speaker’s ending (Sacks et al., 1974), or
the speaker began during the internal pause of another speaker’s turn.

Il Double brackets indicate both speakers began talking at approxi-
mately the same time.
{ This indicates the speaker interrupted the other’s turn at talk by

beginning to speak when it was not a transition-relevance place (a
point beyond the two syllable rule of thumb).

VICTORIA LETO DEFRANCISCO is Assistant Professor in the Department of
Communication and Theatre Arts at the University of Northern Iowa,
where she teaches courses in interpersonal communication, gender issues,
and intercultural communication. In addition to extending the line of
research presented in this volume on women and men’s conversations in a
variety of contexts, she is involved in several projects to integrate feminist
theory and gender issues across the curriculum.

NOTE

A special thanks to Marsha Houston, Cheris Kramarae and Richard West for
suggestions on earlier drafts of this paper.

1. The term communication preferences as used here refers to individuals’ likes
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and dislikes in communication with their spouse, not the structure-based prefer-
ences Schegloff (1988) discussed.
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