Women are not men

By  Paul Herbig

What do women want?  Freud asked the question a hundred years ago but Men in perpetuity have been asking the same question (Even husbands celebrating their golden wedding anniversary have no clue).  I sat down and told my two sons all I knew about women; it took five minutes; I was several times redundant.  A man walking along the beach found a lantern; upon rubbing it a genie appeared.  “One Wish I will grant you, “ said the genie.  The man replied, “I always wanted to go to Hawaii but I was afraid to fly, could you build a highway from the West coast to Hawaii?” “The engineering is beyond belief to accomplish such a miracle.  Don’t you have another wish?” “Yes,” the man replied, “I always wanted to understand women.”  After a few minutes, the Genie replied, “Do you want the highway two lanes or four?”  Obviously, I am not the only one with that question in mind?

From a Marketing perspective it is not just an academic exercise or source of humor.  Women are different from men and fine-tuning messages to them will pay off. Women are different from men. Women live longer, shop more often and spend lots of money. These are hardly startling revelations, but too often some of these fundamental differences between the sexes are overlooked by marketers.

Are women different? It’s a fair question. During the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s, women put a lot of energy into insisting that women were not different; that, with the exception of physical strength, women were identical to men. This was an understandable and appropriate response to the conventional wisdom of that time, when it was commonly assumed that men should work and women should stay home, men should be doctors and women should be nurses, men should be managers and women should be secretaries. 

But since then, there have been literally hundreds of studies, in fields as diverse as Anthropology, Biochemistry, Brain structure, Human Development, Organizational Behavior, Sociolinguistics, and more – all identifying elements more characteristic of women than men, and vice versa. These studies confirm numerous gender-related differences in perceptions, attitudes, priorities, communication styles, etc. And each of these differences has implications across the marketing spectrum. 

Of course women and men have more in common than in variance. But think of it this way: Human beings and mice share 95% of the same DNA; so they have a lot in common too. But, boy, that 5% disparity sure makes a difference! Likewise for women and men. What’s more, a lot of that “.5% difference” is concentrated right where it matters most for marketing: women perceive, believe and behave differently than men. Some of the ways in which men and women differ may surprise you – and all have implications for how you conduct your marketing. 

The very concept of different gender cultures is counter-intuitive: we grow up together, brothers and sisters in the same households – how could we really have different cultures? Yet in reality, male and female gender cultures are as different as New York and New Mexico. And even if most people can’t articulate the differences, they will agree with that assertion.

Anthropology - Studies spanning 37 different countries confirm women can read body language and facial expressions better than men. If not trained properly, salespeople may not realize how well women prospects and customers can gauge their sincerity and personal interest. 

Brain Structure and BioChemistry – The corpus callosum fibers connecting the left and right halves of the brain are more developed in women than in men. Some people think this may account for “women’s intuition” – and some marketers see women as more receptive to a more contextual, intuitive brand message for that reason. As another example: because estrogen levels decline as they age, post-menopausal women become more assertive, self-confident – and demanding as consumers - an important factor to keep in mind when considering the aging of American Baby Boomers and marketing to the women of that generation. 

Human Development – Three-day old baby girls watch a human face twice as long as newborn boys – one piece of evidence that female orientation toward others appears to be hard-wired from birth. On another note, women notice and recollect 70% more detail in their environment than men – suggesting that traditional advertising’s focus on single-minded communication may have evolved from men’s predilection to discard what they don’t absorb as “extraneous.” 

Psychology & Sociology - Men want to feel needed, whereas women want to feel cherished – an important distinction for a marketer trying to position a product or service as delivering emotional fulfillment. 

Hard-wired or Socialized, Women and Men Perceive, Believe and Behave Differently 

 Attitudinal/behavioral areas where women’s gender culture is inherently different from men’s: 

1. Lifestyle & Relevance – June Cleaver Doesn’t Live Here Anymore 

Most marketers have long recognized the difference between men’s and women’s lifestyles on an obvious level. But many are still inappropriately locked into women’s lifestyles of a decade ago – still trying to solve problems women don’t have anymore, and overlooking new opportunities to win their business. 

2. Differentiation vs. Affiliation – The Top of the Heap or the Hub of the Web? 

• Hierarchy or Network? – Men’s worldview organizes information in comparative terms (higher/lower, faster/slower, first/second, bigger/smaller, more/less, etc.) vs. women’s outlook, which is relational without being comparative (similar to/different from, know her/don’t know her, far/near, etc.). 

• Yours, Mine and Ours - Women are generally more oriented towards others, whereas men’s expectation is that each individual looks out for him- or herself. Consequently, women often assume Gatekeeper and/or Caretaker roles, both at home and at work, and factor their “constituents’” needs in at least as strongly as their own, sometimes more so. 

• Masters of the Universe, or Students in a Study Group? Men tend to see themselves as masters of a situation, and the male cultural norm is for them to stress autonomy, independence and self-sufficiency. (They say that’s why men hate to ask for directions!) Women are more likely to see themselves as students of a situation – and have no barriers to seeking help from others in the form of advice or suggestions. As a result, women are more likely to seek and welcome assistance from sales people or financial advisors, for instance, whereas men may be less open to it. 

3. Focus Strategies - Not Just Multi-tasking – Multi-minded 

Men are generally more single-minded and focused, whereas women tend to be more multi-minded and integrated. 

• Tasking – Men and women’s attitudes toward time, and strategies for getting things done have caused many a misunderstanding between husband and wife, boss and subordinate, customer and service provider. 

• Decision Making – Whereas men focus in on “the important things” (namely, the top few items on their list of criteria) – and are satisfied when they get them, women want all the same things as men – and then some. 

• Awareness and Absorption of Communications – Studies  show that women appreciate more context & information in their advertising, whereas men like their communications more concise and streamlined. 

4. Attitudes & Outlook – A Sensitized Population 

Being in touch with women’s attitudes allows marketers to align themselves with the contemporary mindset of today’s women. 

• Sensitized Population – Women are wary about how marketers and sales people treat them; consequently unintended oversights can be perceived as slights and generate disproportionate backlash against marketers and salespeople who don’t know what to watch for. 

• Morality - Both sexes agree: women hold themselves to a higher ethical standard than men do. And that goes for the companies they buy from, as well.

Women are demanding, detail-oriented, multitasking customers. Conceiving of anything that she might wish she could do, no matter how much it may seem like overkill, could lead you to that one indispensable tool that your user comes back to every day. Women are looking for ways to enhance and simplify their lives, all the while staying connected and informed. Concentrate on developing an easy way for her to find relevant information, services and products-and she'll not only trust your brand but even add your number to her discriminating selection of vendors.

