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Women Working Together:
Understanding Women’s Relationships at Work

Women’s work relationships are a complex and often con-
tradictory subject.! Popular culture portrays women’s
workplace relationships as largely negative, with women
often described as catty, mean, or intrinsically untrustwor-
thy. In the same vein, practitioner-oriented publications
focus on women’s relational aggression and competition.2
On the other hand, a large body of feminist literature
describes women’s experiences as grounded in oppressive
systems and focuses on positive contributions that women
make to organizations.3

I undertook the research reported here because I believe
these polarized views do not adequately describe the full
range of women’s relationship patterns in the workplace,
nor do they adequately address the contextual and societal
factors that might influence these patterns. I designed this
research to describe a full range of patterns and answer
questions such as: How might the workplace context be
contributing to women’s experiences with other women?
How might gender socialization be influencing these pat-
terns of relationship? What types of individual and organi-
zational changes could be made to address issues that
arise?

Overview of the Research

Using a methodology that involved role-plays, group dis-
cussions, and in-depth interviews, I studied the work
experiences of a diverse group of 115 women in a wide
range of work environments (technology, financial servic-
es, nursing, government, academia, non-profit, etc.) in the
U.S., Spain, and Mexico. I found a continuum of patterns
of behavior among women, from positive to negative, in
the context of organizational cultures that value and
reward masculine behaviors. The study reveals a clash
between friendship expectations that women carry into the
workplace and the masculine norms that dominate most
workplace cultures. It also provides a more accurate and
positive understanding of the origins of some patterns of
relationship stereotypically seen as negative, such as con-
flict avoidance, gossip, and indirect communication. This

research also uncovers some positive elements of women’s
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Two Overarching Frameworks: Friendship
Rules in a “Man’s World” and Internalized
Negative Stereotypes

Two overarching frameworks provide the context for the
findings in this study. The first framework is Friendship
Rules in a “Man’s World.” Scholar Joan Acker has
described the gendered workplace as one where patterns of
advantage and disadvantage between men and women,
masculine and feminine are structured into the very fabric
of the way the institution functions.* In other words, mas-
culine norms of behavior are privileged or rewarded, while
feminine norms are devalued or discouraged. It is into this




CGO Insights

hierarchical “man’s world” context that women uncon-
sciously carry their more egalitarian friendship needs and
friendship expectations—which include a taboo against
discussing friendship expectations. These friendship
expectations, which emerged as a theme across the first
three patterns in the findings, are a macro structure for
understanding the context of women'’s relationships.

Both women and men have friendship rules, or expecta-
tions, but they are different because of gender socializa-
tion.> Men’s friendship rules, which emphasize activity
and status, fit more neatly within the norms of the hierar-
chical workplace. Women’s friendship rules are often at
odds with workplace norms and can create confusion
between women colleagues about what to expect from
each other in the workplace environment.

The participants in this study confirmed what scholars
have found about women’s friendship expectations: there
is a core set of rules, or
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and entertaining com-
panionship. Friends
share gossip and air
problems, offer self-dis-
closure, unconditional
acceptance, affirmation,
sympathy and heal-
ing—and do not discuss
or negotiate their expec-
tations. Cultural differ-
ences and other factors
make it unlikely that all women share the exact same
friendship expectations. However, the taboo against dis-
cussion means that mismatched assumptions may not be
discovered until damage has been done to the relationship.

confusion between
women colleagues
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The second overarching framework, internalized stereo-
types, provides the context for the last two patterns in the
findings at the negative end of the relationship continuum.
Scholar Rosabeth Moss Kanter and other researchers have
described the dissociation, disconnection, powerlessness,
and self-hatred that people in subordinated groups can
experience when they internalize the negative stereotypes
of the dominant culture.” Paolo Freire explained that strik-
ing out at another oppressed group member, or horizontal
violence, is a way of acting out internalization of the neg-
ative stereotypes of the dominant group in order to feel

powerful 8 It is vital to understand this as the context of the
destructive patterns described in this research.

Pattern #1: “You Can't Get Too Buddy-Buddy With
Women”: Double Binds and Limited Spaces at the Top

Unspoken (and often unconscious) friendship expectations
can become filters for interpreting the behaviors of anoth-
er woman. For example, many women in the study
described having different behavioral expectations for
female and male bosses, expecting more relational behav-
ior from female bosses. One participant explained,

“I had a lady that I worked for who was more like
that [task focused], and it did drive me away more.
With a guy I would have expected it, but I expected
a little bit more of a relationship from her. It was all
she could do to say, ‘How was your day?’ It just
killed her to say it, and that made it real uncomfort-
able for me. If a guy did it I guess it wouldn’t both-
er me as much.” (Sheri — High Tech)

These expectations create problems for women who do not
have a feminine leadership style and who are subsequently
evaluated as “difficult to work with.” A participant with a
masculine style explained that,

“It [a masculine style] can be a disadvantage, too,
because if you are around people who value chat-
ting, and you just come in, you can seem too cool
and not interested and that can be a disadvantage.
More women seem to value the personal relation-
ship, even if it’s not that deep [laughs], than men
do.” (Shantel — High Tech)

The study participants also describe experiencing double
binds when utilizing both feminine and masculine work
styles in the gendered workplace, such as being seen as
“bitches” by male colleagues if they persist in getting their
ideas heard. One participant described it this way:

“It’s just so political, and still male-dominated. But
you know, I tended to be able to keep up with them,
and give ’em one for one back, but it wasn’t com-
fortable for me. They had, like eight other men. It
was like constant battle, and you almost had to be
perceived as a bitch to get your point across, and
then you were perceived as a bitch.” (Alice — High
Tech)

Scholars note that women are never really allowed to adopt
a masculine style in the same way that men are allowed to
adopt a feminine style.%
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The participants also describe being discouraged from
supporting other women because, as one participant said,

“You’re playing a game with men because there are
no women at the top—so you can’t get too buddy-
buddy with women because that takes away from
your ability to climb the corporate ladder.” (Grace —
High Tech)

Participants describe seeing each other as competition,
more so than other men, for these limited spaces:

“I mean, and very sadly, I see it a lot and more often
than not—women doing other women in because
that’s the way you get power in a very politicized
situation—in the upper levels of government. There
are a lot of women in significant management posi-
tions, but women will tend to be appointed at one of
the lower steps in a 5-step salary scale. The men
almost always come in at the top. Women will try to
do one another in at that upper level because you
certainly don’t want some woman to be doing bet-
ter at this than you are or to start higher than you
did.” (Marissa — State Government)

“You have women that are successful, you see that
as your competition. You don’t really see the whole
pie or all of the people out there as your competi-
tion. I think it’s easier to compete one on one with
a woman sometimes than it is with a man.” (Tammy
— Travel Industry)

Pattern #2: “Let’s Be Women Together”: Boundary
Confusion

The next pattern describes different aspects of the bound-
ary confusion women can experience as a result of the
clash of women’s friendship expectations with the norms
of the gendered workplace as described above, compound-
ed by the taboo against discussing friendship expectations.
Scholars have documented that both feminine friendship
and speech rules are founded on equality.!? One of the par-
ticipants had this to say about the confusion caused by the
clash of discourses when feminine friendship and speech
rules, founded on equality, collide with masculine dis-
course norms that value hierarchy:

“Women superiors invite us to all share our feelings
about things without any recognition that there’s a
hierarchy present in the room. And you leave the
room and then all that’s held against you. So it’s
almost like, ‘OK, let’s be women. OK, now we’re
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in business keeping score.
Education)

(Penny — Higher

This same participant goes on to explain the difficulties
she is having now that she is the boss because of expecta-
tions that male bosses do not face:

“My women staff will come to me and say, ‘How’s
your boyfriend?’” They feel like a relationship with
me should be
all access, and
I don’t want to
set up a situa-
tion where like
I’m becoming
this kind of
friend  with
them. Not just
a friend, but an
intimate
friend. We tell
all. Then all of a sudden I’ve got to be the person
who says, ‘Get that done. Get it done tonight.” Then
that’s a betrayal of womanhood to assert that
authority where it’s going to cost them something.”
(Penny — Higher Education)

Fluid boundaries
might create confusion
and feelings of betrayal
when friendship expec-
tations are not met,
and not discussed.

Not all of the women in the study had difficulty managing
personal and professional boundaries with women at
work. Many women did describe fluid boundaries between
their personal and professional relationships with other
women. As one participant explained,

“I think it’s just the female nature, is that you don’t
have all these separations... your professional rela-
tionship is both your personal relationship is [sic]
all in one ball of wax.” (Linda — High Tech)

These relationships provided support, validation, mentor-
ing, and empowerment—all of which have been shown to
be essential to women’s mental and emotional health in
male-dominated work environments.!! Nonetheless, it is
easy to see that fluid boundaries might also create confu-
sion and feelings of betrayal when friendship expectations
are not met, and not discussed. One participant gave this
example:

“Women, though, if you criticize them for some-
thing or point out a problem, the first reaction is, ‘I
thought she was my friend!” You have to be careful
in how you deliver the message, because women
tend to get mad at who they thought was their friend
criticizing them for anything.” (Alice — High Tech)
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Pattern #3: “Under Our Breath”: A Positive Side of
Gossip

During the course of the study it became clear that the
women in this research—during group discussions, indi-
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vidual interviews, and
role plays—were strug-
gling to express some-
thing about a common
pattern between women
identified as “gossip”.
These positive inter-
changes among women
designed to help anoth-
er woman (not in the
room) were labeled as
gossip and not distin-
guished from inter-
changes designed to
disparage or complain
about another woman
not in the room. In fact,
it also became apparent
that sometimes sharing
information about oth-
ers, with supportive

intention, is a bonding
ritual between two friends that enhances their connection
to each other. One participant explained,

“We did talk behind her back. Not in a mean way,
but just, like, what’s going on with her and what can
we do...? I never talk to her, face to face.” (Patsy —
Nursing)

This type of information sharing, with positive intent, can
also strengthen teamwork. But there is no language for
this type of positive talk. Consequently, I name this posi-
tive talk “transknitting”, or the transfer of information
(trans) for the purpose of looping in (knitting) information
about others to form or maintain a sense of community.

Scholars suggest that the purpose of behind-the-scenes
conflict reduction measures such as triangulated, or indi-
rect, communication, conflict avoidance, and gossip—all
identified as common patterns of behavior by the study
participants—is to maintain community or keep the
peace.!2 One participant put it this way:

“There’s always sort of triangulated conversations
[between women]. A doesn’t talk to B but A talks to
C, expecting C to say something to B so B will

change the way things work with A.” (Marissa —
State Government)

Certainly it is reasonable to assume that indirect, or trian-
gulated, communication, which is preferred in many cul-
tures, can have a constructive purpose in the workplace.
However, direct communication, such as describing feel-
ings and giving, receiving, and inviting feedback, is also
necessary to strengthen and maintain work relationships.

Pattern #4: “Behind the Door” and
Bus”: Intentionally Hurtful Behavior

“Under the

This study reveals a continuum of shadow-side behaviors
from mild to severe in intention and impact that occur in
the context of the second overarching framework, internal-
ized negative stereotypes. The continuum of behaviors
described here all fit into the ways that horizontal vio-
lence, described by Paolo Friere and others, are expressed
by subordinated groups.!3 “Indirect aggression,” or behav-
ior that is purposefully hurtful and denied, is at the milder
end of the continuum. Here is one of many examples pro-
vided by study participants:

“And I walked in and there were two of the women
that were in my group walking ahead of me. I said,
‘Oh hey—how are you guys?’ And they kind of
looked over their shoulder and gave me this look,
with that curl in your lip and roll in your eyes. They
got on the elevator and as the doors closed, one of
them said, ‘“We’re going to get coffee,’ click, and the
door closed in my face.” (Keri — Nursing)

Indirect aggression includes both verbal and nonverbal
covert behaviors that could seem innocuous but are intend-
ed to hurt. Rachel Simmons has described these behaviors
for adolescent girls,!4 but the adult study participants
described very similar behaviors. One participant
described indirect aggression from her women co-workers
and noted:

“I expect them in adolescence. I don’t expect it at 45
or 50.” (Keri — Nursing)

“Career aggression” is behavior that includes indirect
aggression but moves beyond hurtful to actions intended
to damage or sabotage the careers of other women. Half of
the women interviewed in this study reported experiencing
career aggression from a woman at work, sometimes by
women they knew and sometimes when they weren’t
acquainted at all. One participant recounted what hap-
pened when she got a new job:
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“Pretty soon what happened is this group of three
women who had been there a long time who were
all friends began to really try to sabotage me. You
know, they’d give me hate mail in my inbox. This
was before email. They would steal my mail and
throw it away. They would put a key to the side of
my car on both sides. They would talk about me
incessantly to other people, you know, and say I
wasn’t really very good. You know, to anybody they
would gossip about me and they’d tell stories about
me like [ was sleeping with the boss, which wasn’t
true, and they would just try to sabotage me.”
(Kendra — Financial Services)

Or another example, where the victim didn’t know her
attacker at all:

“She had told people that I had used my own urine
in the urine collection [for a patient], which was
like so far, I mean it never happened, | mean it had
no truth to it, I mean it would never happen. I
remember just shaking and being like “What do 1
do?” If that had gone to court or something had hap-
pened I would have lost my nursing license.”
(Karen — Nursing)

Pattern #5: It’s Just The Way Things Are: Illusion of
Powerlessness

While this study reflects that women are negatively
impacted by powerful forces in the gendered workplace,
there is also an illusion of constrained agency, or power-
lessness, expressed by the women in this study, which may
be a product of the second overarching framework—inter-
nalized negative stereotypes. As previously noted,
researchers have described a sense of powerlessness as a
common experience of subordinated groups and internal-
ized oppression.

When asked why they thought the negative behaviors
between women occurred, almost every study participant
described powerlessness: “it’s just the way things are in
organizations”; “it’s just the way women are—catty”’; “we
can’t talk about it” (friendship expectations)—as though
there is no other possibility. For example, one participant

explained,

“It is actually an inside joke to nurses probably
throughout the country that a lot of times would say,
‘Oh well, you know it is all women here. This is
how it is—catty and gossipy,” and it is said fre-
quently. Actually it’s unfortunate because not all
women are like that, but it’s a broad response.

People will say, ‘You know how women are.””
(Karen — Nursing)

In almost every case, the women in this study seemed to
hold other women responsible for the difficulties in their
relationships or for the negative patterns of behavior they
described, either because of “personality problems” or
because they said, “it’s just the way women are.” They
seemed unaware that these other women might be acting
out internalized stereotypes, even as they themselves held
these same stereotypes and blamed “other” women—and
not themselves—for acting as “all” women do.

Discussion

The five patterns described by this study establish the
importance of understanding that women’s relationships in
the workplace take place in the context of gender-social-
ized friendship expectations in a “man’s world.” Most of
the women in this study did not have this perspective,
however. They were not aware of friendship rules as filters
or the systemic context of the gendered workplace and
explained their neg-
ative experiences
with other women
as the result of
interpersonal or per-
sonality issues—or
as ‘“just the way
women are.” They
could not see the
way systemic forces
were setting women
up to be confused
and disappointed by
each other. They could not see the impact of internalized
negative stereotypes on their relationships. It is important
to be able to see these larger forces at play in order to be
able to resist being affected by those forces and strengthen
our ability to support each other.

When asked why they
thought the negative
behaviors between
women occurred, almost
every study participant
described powerlessness.

Women need skills for naming and negotiating friendship
rules and role boundaries when they are the boss, as well
as in peer relationships and when reporting to female boss-
es. Negotiation skills will enable them to be explicit about
whether they are wearing the hat of “friend”, “teammate”,
or “boss” during interactions where expectations from
each other may need to vary. Many women who work in
predominantly-male teams complain that it is difficult for
them to feel heard by their male colleagues. It can feel,
then, like a violation of friendship rules if another woman
on the team disagrees with her in front of the men in a
team meeting—yet it is important to be able to express dif-
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ferences of opinion when part of a work team. These
women could explicitly agree that in mixed-gender team
meetings they are free to disagree with each other. At the
same time, they could agree to expect each other to help
get their ideas heard by saying something like, “I think we
moved away too quickly from consideration of Jane’s idea
and we should come back to it before we make a deci-
sion.”

In other situations, women can clarify when they are step-
ping out of a “colleague” role and into a “friend” role
where they need empathy, instead of challenge, on a pro-
fessional level by naming the role switch they are making.
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Women can develop
skills to discuss and
agree about what they

expect from each
other in different
roles, make their
friendship rules

explicit, and negotiate
them so that their rela-
tionships can survive
the need to compete
and differentiate as
they advance in their
careers.

Renaming and
reclaiming the posi-
tive patterns that build
relationships and
teams can help us
resist internalizing the
negative stereotypes
(such as, all women
are catty and untrust-
worthy) that set us up
against each other.
Learning to differenti-
ate between our posi-
tive and negative pat-

terns of talk—to embrace our positive patterns, such as
transknitting, and stop gossiping—can also help create
more trusting and collaborative work environments that
will benefit everyone.

If we consider that peace-making discourse may be a
foundational structure at the root of women’s indirect
behaviors, what else might we need to understand about
how organizations and societal institutions help to distort
peace-making behaviors into shadow-side behaviors
among women in the workplace? This study concludes

that these shadow-side behaviors, described here as indi-
rect and career aggression, result from the dynamics of
gendered organizations—as a legacy of distorted power
relationships where oppressed groups internalize the neg-
ative stereotypes about their own group and turn on each
other. Paolo Freire called this dynamic “horizontal vio-
lence” and other scholars have described it as “internalized
oppression.”!5 This behavior, women sabotaging other
women, does not reflect something that is “essential”
about women. All oppressed groups, or groups that expe-
rience systematic exploitation, exclusion, and devaluing,
act out against members of their own group because they
internalize the negative stereotypes about their group and
feel powerless to change things. Women can transform this
behavior by becoming aware that career aggression is a
response to our environments, and by developing a code of
conduct and a positive shared vision about how we want to
be in relationship with each other. We can learn to both
compete and support each other while staying in relation-
ship.

Powerful forces are at play that influence our internalizing
negative beliefs about women. Yet when we act out these
beliefs against other women, it is hurtful. Indirect and
career aggression are not unconscious acts. However,
without critical consciousness about the political systemic
forces operating on us, and without the skills to name and
negotiate with each other to change what we are doing and
clarify our expectations of each other, these patterns,
deeply rooted in childhood and adolescence, will continue.
Because these forces are systemic and the patterns deeply
rooted, it is important that women work in collective set-
tings such as all-woman workshops or retreats to get the
clarity and support required to resist the negative messages
and replace the “illusion” of powerlessness. Organizations
with Women’s Networks can also invite speakers to
expose them to research and raise their awareness about
internalized oppression and negative stereotypes. Choices
come from awareness of where our patterns come from—
we can then decide what we want to keep and what we
want to change about our relationships and our organiza-
tions.

It is also important for both male and female managers to
learn how women'’s friendship culture can add value to an
organization in order to enhance morale and productivity
among their work groups. By developing both skills and a
positive shared vision, or code of conduct, we can shift the
negative dynamics between women and prevent them
from occurring. With support from interventions such as
workshops, guest speakers, and coaching, we can access
the agency on both the individual and group levels to dis-
turb these old, destructive patterns that result from our
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unequal structural positioning, join forces to change orga-
nizational cultures, and reclaim and cultivate positive rela-
tional dynamics with other women in the workplace.

Author Anne Litwin, Ph.D., is a Fellow at the Fielding
Graduate University in California, and an adjunct profes-
sor at American University in Washington, DC. She is
President of Anne Litwin & Associates, a consulting firm
based in Boston, MA.
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