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Creating Gender Synergy in
Workplace Culture

BY DONNA S. DENIO
enter for Balance by Design is a re-
search and learning consortium en-
gaged in action research focused on
co-creating a more inclusive work
culture. We believe that women contribute a
humanizing context to the challenges of cre-
ativity and teamwork. Women’s instinctive
abilities to communicate, connect and create
community add an empowering context to
group performance. Working together, men
and women can design a more inclusive work
culture. For the purposes of the center’s
work, we define culture as a system of
processes, tools and environments that sup-
port teamwork.

The Empowering Instinct

Our hypothesis about gender specific
strengths bridged to recent findings in scien-
tific circles in Shelley Taylor's book, “The
Tending Instinct, Women, Men and the Biol-
ogy of our Relationships.” Taylor, a social
psychologist at University of California Los
Angeles, hypothesizes and provides convinc-
ing evidence, that females, as the primary
caretakers of offspring, have evolved a stress
response that provides some protection for
their children. This “tend and befriend” re-
sponse to stress, or quieting offspring, form-
ing social bonds with other women and chil-
dren and blending into the environment, is an
alternative survival strategy to the more
widely publicized “fight or flight” response. It
appears that there is a hormonal basis for the
nurturing behavior that women exhibit when
under stress. These gender-specific differ-
ences are only beginning to be explored be-
cause until 1995, when the federal govern-
ment acted on the systemic exclusion of
women as research subjects, almost all of the
studies of stress and most other human con-
ditions, have been conducted on males.

If women react to stress by paying atten-
tion to others and trying to calm everyone
down, and men exhibit “fight or flight” re-
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sponse, it is reasonable to hypothesize that
workplace stress might trigger similar reac-
tions. When the competition is stealing our
best clients, or eroding market share, one
could imagine men retiring to the “warroom”
to plan their attack, while the women might
visit offices of colleagues and phone trusted
allies to gain support or ask for advice.

One instinctive work strategy for less dom-
inant team members might be to align with
one of the powerful team members and build
up or reinforce (empower) his self-confi-
dence.

My quest to help women find a common
voice to help unify the feminine voice in the
design community began with the female ar-
chitect, Turid Horgen, co-author of the book
“Excellence by Design, Transforming Work-
place and Work Practice.” Turid is a Norwe-
gian who came to the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology on a Fulbright fellowship.
Turid’s work, coined “process architecture,”
focuses on using design processes, called
“design games” to work with groups to help
them redesign how they work at the same
time they redesign where they work. Working
together with a group of other women, we

created a business plan for a design incuba-
tor that will be the laboratory to grow and de-
velop our seedling ideas.

Design Game Process Tools

One of the characteristics distinctive of
process architecture is using “design games”
to help groups surface emotionally charged
values and concerns. In “Excellence by De-
sign,” Horgen and the other authors state,
“concrete design games attempt to surface
and test the objectives, agendas and precon-
ceptions of all players to pave the way to-
ward beneficial transformation of the game.”

Concrete design games can redirect or re-
focus interpersonal conflict. Team conflict
can be “depersonalized” and redirected to-
ward jointly created constructions. Building a
model of the worst-case scenario (or your
nightmare client) can help bring clarity to
team challenges and goals.

In Horgen’s book, design game tools take
many forms including Styrofoam shapes,
photographs and LEGO® building bricks. In
my search to find support for our work, I ap-
proached the LEGO Group. LEGO had al-
ready developed a “design game,” LEGO Seri-
ous Play. The structure and rules of LEGO
Serious Play is completely consistent with
the purpose and intent of “design games” as
defined in “Excellence by Design, Transform-
ing Workplace and Work Practice”.

Embracing Collaboration
We approached National Science Founda-
tion (NSF) with our hypothesis of men and
women having complementary strengths. The
NSF program officer focused on gender and
diversity referred us to Robert Knecht Ph.D.,
professor of engineering design at Colorado
School of Mines. Bob Knecht has observed
and documented behavioral dynamics in
same sex and mixed gender teams.
After several e-mail exchanges and a
phone call, Bob Knecht and I decided that we
continued on page 2
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have enough common ground to begin col-
laborating on a series of proposals to the
NSF. We both share the belief the men and
women have complementary differences that
I have named “gender synergy.” Within the
community of freshman engineering students
at Colorado School of Mines, Bob Knecht has
observed that the male students are strong in
six task-focused skills and the female stu-
dents are strong in six task skills and six
team-process skills. Through a series of “de-
sign game” training interventions that take
place at intervals throughout the semester, all
students are able to build capacity and appre-
ciation in all 12 team skills, the six task and
the six process skills.

Within business schools and management
training circles, there is a relatively new train-
ing focus on developing leadership skills.
Most advocates of leadership training agree
that management and leadership describe
two different skill sets. Management skills
usually focus on more concrete aspects like
scheduling and budgeting. Leadership skills
are softer, often including inspiration and
communication. Management skills empha-
size the “male” strengths associated with fo-
cusing on a goal or task. Leadership skills
are the softer, more “feminine” process skills
supporting team functioning. One useful sum-
mary comparing leadership and management
appears in GEI Consultants Project Delivery
Manual:

Not Black and White, Dove Gray
Almost everyone agrees that it is undesir-
able to categorize people in a way that limits
their self-confidence and/or aspirations. In
my opinion, it is also a waste of time and re-
sources for people to invest time and energy
trying to become someone inconsistent with
their core skills and values. My intuitive

Leadership
Innovates

Develops

Focus on people
Inspires trust
Strategic long-term
Asks what and why
Challenges status quo
Does the right things
Establishes directions
Align people
Motivates and inspires
Fosters learning
Models openness

and self-awareness*

Builds self-esteem

Generates alternatives

Management
Administers
Maintains
Focus on systems
Relies on control
Tactical — Shorter term
Asks how and when
Works with what is
Does things right
Works toward goals
Aligns resources
Maintains motivation
Develops skills

Provides feedback

Reviews and monitors
contribution

Closes and selects best
option

sense about management skills and leader-
ship skills is that all skills are learned and
some people have more aptitude for either
management or leadership. In my personal
assessment, the majority of men appear to
have more aptitude, or a preference, for man-
agement skills and the majority of women ap-
pear to have more aptitude, or preference, for

leadership skills. One way to think about
preference is like being left handed or right
handed. Preferences are not rigid, and with
intentional reinforcement, preferences can be
changed. Successful teams and organizations
require a balance of management (task fo-
cused) and leadership (process focused)
skills to optimize team performance.

My hypothesis is that in the world of dual-
ity, management is to leadership, the way sci-
ence is to art, engineer to architect, teacher
to student, man to woman. And to grow into
an inclusive global culture where all people
are empowered and respected, we need to
collaborate on the design of systems and
structures supporting the successful integra-
tion of our individual strengths. Without
structural support (processes, tools and envi-
ronments) the less dominant skills will re-
main undervalued and, often times, com-
pletely invisible.

However you categorize individual
strengths, whether by gender, personality
type, professional training, or cultural back-
ground, people are different. I believe men
and women have some obvious differences
that when successfully integrated create true
synergy.

Design game process tools, such as LEGO
Serious Play, level the playing field, provide a
structure to integrate management skills and
leadership skills and support teams in align-
ing values and goals. This is the first step in
working through and integrating differences
to co-create a more inclusive workplace cul-
ture. |

Donna Denio is the Co-Founder and
President of the Center for Balance by
Design www.center-for-balance.org. Donna
can be contacted at donna@center-for-bal-
ance.org or 781-910-1921.

Reprinted with permission of Banker & Tradesman.
This document may constitute advertising under the rules of the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


