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Are women better negotiators than men? Generally 
speaking, no. A quick look at statistics shows that 
women pay more than men when it comes to 
purchasing cars and other high-ticket items. More 
importantly, women negotiate significantly lower 
starting salaries than their male counterparts, an 
unfortunate fact that accrues over a lifetime of lower 
pay, and therefore, reduced income during and 
following a woman’s career.  

So, why do men fare better than women in 
negotiations? It begins with the socialization of boys 
and girls. Gender researchers like Deborah Tannen 
point to early formation of behavioral expectations 
and norms, where girls learn to communicate as a 
means to connect, build a relationship, and 
demonstrate support for others. When girls talk, 
they build bonds by emphasizing similarities and 
common values, “My mom also drives a hybrid!” 
Boys, on the other hand, communicate to display 
dominance and emphasize superior abilities, “I can 
run faster than you,” or direct the work of others, 
“Go get that ball.”  

Researchers who have videotaped the natural 
behavior of groups of girls and boys conclude that 
these verbal communication differences align with 
proxemic differences. Because of their focus on 
getting what they want (v. building a relationship), 
boys tend to make less eye contact and turn their 
bodies away from other boys (unless there’s a 
direct challenge) than do girls, who stand closer and 
rely on eye contact and gestures to gauge others’ 

 

Negotiation skills are important for success in all 
areas of life. Though it is popular to think that 
men are better negotiators, women often 
outperform men in many domains.  
There’s no doubting the importance women play 
with families, friends and relationships. On this 
level, negotiations take place on a daily basis. 
Just think of all the issues such as deciding 
what’s best for raising children, determining who 
does what in a household, selecting a vacation 
destination or organizing the roles various parties 
will play in social functions.   

In these cases, and often as a function of gender 
norms, women’s tendency to value sustainable 
social relations, acting as “nursing” agents, and 
their concern for the collective play to their 
advantage. When it comes down to negotiating 
who will host the next family reunion, women will 
fare better. 

But women don’t just do better in family and 
social contexts. Perhaps to the surprise of many, 
in armed conflicts women are known to be better 
at finding peace-keeping and compromising 
solutions and reconciliation. Their less 
aggressive and more compassionate, 
cooperative, altruistic behaviors give them an 
edge and make them even morally superior to 
men1. In the book International Negotiation, 
Maoz defines this as the women and peace 
hypothesis. 
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understanding and agreement.  

As adults, these differences remain and show up in 
the workplace. Women tend to speak in indirect 
ways, using disclaimers, hedges, and questions. 
Even in positions of power, women bosses tend to 
delegate tasks in ways that might allow their 
subordinates to interpret the request as an option, 
“If you wouldn’t mind, perhaps, maybe you have the 
time to help me with…”.This causes others to 
believe that a woman is unwilling (or unable) to 
assert her authority, when instead, she prefers not 
to violate societal expectations if she were anything 
but nurturing, supportive, and collaborative. (It is 
also argued as a key reason why there aren’t more 
women in the C-suite and on boards.) Several 
studies confirm this. In mock job interviews run by a 
professional recruiter with nearly-completed MBAs, 
not only did women receive lower starting salaries, 
they also reported a reluctance to value themselves 
in dollars and a preference for “proving themselves 
on the job” as opposed to citing accomplishments 
and expertise during the interview. It may be that 
women perceive pushing for a higher salary (or 
bigger piece of the pie) as potentially damaging to 
the relationship.  

When negotiation is distributive, of the 
transactional, one-off variety, where continuing the 
relationship beyond the negotiation is unlikely, as in 
the case of buying a car or contracting for 
remodeling or a new roof, women end up paying 
more or getting less than men. This is possibly 
because they are seen as more friendly, and are 
more likely to talk less, be interrupted, and make 
concessions.  

However, the picture for women is not all doom and 
gloom. In addition to the distributive form, 
negotiations come in another variety – integrative. 
When negotiation is integrative, that is, focused on 
the long-term relationship and where both parties 
must communicate openly to co-create solutions 
that are beneficial to both parties, women may 
outperform men. Integrative negotiations call for a 

So why do we still think men are better 
negotiators? 
In a typical organizational setting men are often 
the bosses, so women find themselves in a 
position to negotiate upwards with the opposite 
gender. Simply put, many men just don’t want to 
lose a negotiation to a woman. In the workplace 
the behaviors that are commonplace, such as 
assertiveness and aggressiveness, favor men. 
This doesn’t make men better negotiators but 
gives them a wide advantage over women inside 
simplistic and short-term systems.  

In the cases when women apply the same tactics 
as men, such as aggressiveness, they violate the 
norm of how women should behave and are 
punished for it, as in a no-win dilemma2. To put it 
simply, when a man is aggressive he drives a 
hard bargain, and when a woman does the same 
she is easily stigmatized as “estrogen tornado” or 
an “iron lady.” Ironically this begins already 
before negotiations take place, as women are 
penalized more than men for even initiating 
negotiations3. 

Women also aren’t given credit in how 
negotiation skills are measured; mainly on what 
the individual gains for him/herself, instead of 
looking at the wider outcomes, such as 
interpersonal relationships and how departments 
interact with each other. Women often weigh the 
potential economic benefits against the social 
costs when negotiating, and pay more attention 
to the latter than men do. Moreover, research 
has repeatedly found that women are better than 
men at negotiating on behalf of other people than 
themselves, i.e. on behalf of a group or another 
person4. 

All in all, it is actually not so important who is the 
better negotiator, but what gender in negotiation 
tells us about organizational life? There are many 
status differences and gaps in leadership related 
to gender and therefore the playing field is not 
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concern for people and sensitivity to emotions and 
nonverbal messages that women are more likely to 
read than men.  

Likewise, women have the potential to compete with 
men on reputation. Though men’s “just the facts” 
and “win no matter what” style may produce early 
and big wins, it could damage a negotiator’s 
reputation, causing others to view the company’s 
values as aligned with the negotiating 
representative. This could lead to strained, 
untrusting relationships after a deal is forced by an 
aggressive negotiator, or worse, a refusal to enter 
into future negotiations with the negotiator or 
company. Nevertheless, often in the workplace and 
in various aspects of life, distributive negotiations 
tend to dominate or at least – as a result of their 
simplistic, quick action style – claim the most 
attention.   

So, are women better negotiators? While women 
may have the edge in integrative negotiations, in 
the simple way that many think of negotiation—
‘grabbing the biggest piece of the pie,’ they clearly 
are not. 

 

Suzanne de Janasz is a professor of leadership 
and organizational development at IMD. She 
teaches in IMD’s Program for Executive 
Development (PED) and OWP along with many 
company-specific programs. Her forthcoming book, 
Negotiation and Dispute Resolution 
(Pearson/Prentice-Hall), provides comprehensive 
coverage of negotiation concepts, strategies, and 
techniques along with exercises to hone negotiation 
effectiveness with a variety of people and in a 
variety of situations. 

 

even leveled when we try and “measure” who is 
the better negotiator. 

Women, who are often the underprivileged in this 
context, need to play to their advantages. This 
can mean to role play and reframe the situation 
in negotiations, i.e. mentally change the situation 
around so they are negotiating on behalf of 
somebody else, for example their own family (as 
a reason for a substantial pay rise); or focusing 
on higher common-identity matters with their 
managers so that gender difference become less 
salient.  

We still have big gender gaps in leadership 
positions and many dynamics and unspoken 
rules between men and women in organizations 
– how to negotiate being one important aspect 
hereof. To achieve equality and fairness, CEOs 
and HR executives must increasingly pay 
attention to these matters when they assess their 
organizational culture, including systems for 
training, promotions and remuneration. 
 

Dr. Karsten Jonsen is a Research Fellow at 
IMD specializing in organizational behavior. 
Among his research areas include team 
performance, stereotyping, gender and workforce 
diversity.  

 
1 See for example Report for the European Parliament, 
on participation of women in peaceful conflict resolution 
(2000/2025) 
2  See www.catalyst.org for reports, e.g. “the double-bind 
dilemma for women in leadership” 
3  Bowles et al., 2007, Organizational Behavior and 
Human Decision Processes, 103 
4  E.g. Bowles et al., 2005, Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 6 

 

 




