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Welcome to the PDXWIT mentoring program! 

We are thrilled to welcome you to a mentoring experience that is designed 
to encourage and challenge you in your career. In order to get the most 
out of your mentoring experience, we have compiled this e-book to give 
you the tools you need.

Our hope is that as you proceed through your mentoring experience, you 
will gain confidence, competence, and credibility that will empower you to 
go further in your technology career.

We explore a broad variety of topics in this e-book, but we realize there’s 
always more we could add. Please let us know if there are elements 
missing from this resource that would improve your experience or better 
equip you for a successful career journey.

– J. Loren Norris

WELCOME

If you cannot 
see where you 
are going, ask 
someone who has 
been there before.



Our collective insights and experience are distilled in the list below to help 
both mentors and mentees begin their mentorship journey. While these 
guidelines are best practices, feel free to engage in whatever way works 
best for you and your match.

Mentorship Objectives
Enhance the professional development of women in technology by 
building trust and creating partnerships in the Portland community
Create avenues to expose participants to new networks and ideas
Strengthen bonds within the PDXWIT community

If You are a Mentor, You Will
Serve as role model and support structure for mentee(s)
Foster open communication
Be willing to learn through the mentorship narrative
Facilitate problem solving, rather than give direction

If You are Being Mentored, You Will
Determine personal objectives for wanting a mentor
Take initiative by preparing questions in advance
Recognize one mentor may not fulfill all your developmental needs
Seek advice and accept feedback

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

PDXWIT MENTORSHIP
GUIDELINES
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Scheduling Your First Meeting
The PDXWIT Mentorship Committee will send an initial match introduction, 
but each party is responsible for taking it from there. Send your mentorship 
match an email to introduce yourself and welcome them! We recommend 
sending your LinkedIn contact information so you can connect and know 
who to look for your first meeting.
Next, you’ll want to share what part of town you work in: NW Portland, 
NE Portland, SW Portland, SE Portland, Hillsboro/Beaverton, etc. We ask 
that you attempt to contact your match more than once, remembering that 
emails may get missed inadvertently.
Also, please wait three weeks for your match to reply before contacting us 
about a rematch. We frequently see excited participants away on vacation 
who miss emails for a couple of weeks.

Meeting Logistics
We recommend you have a meeting cadence that works for both mentor 
and mentee. You can meet monthly or quarterly or whichever frequency 
works for you! Once you choose how often you’d like to meet, set up a 
recurring meeting for one hour to meet at a coffee shop in between both 
of your offices. Meeting in person is a great way to cultivate the
mentorship relationship.

Your Initial Meeting
Start by sharing your background, both educational and professional. 
Then you can ask the following questions.
Mentors can ask mentees:

What are your five best qualities?
What is an obstacle you face in your current role?
How will you measure success in your career?
What tactics do you use to achieve work-life balance?

Mentees can ask mentors:
What roles in your professional career make you the most proud?
What skills or achievements did you need to advance your career?
How did you overcome obstacles throughout your career?
What tactics do you use to achieve work-life balance?

Are we missing something important? Let us know.

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

We ask that all 
Mentorship Program 
participants adhere
to our 

Code of Conduct

http://www.pdxwit.org/code-of-conduct
mailto:mentorship@pdxwit.org
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People are sometimes intimidated or overwhelmed by the idea of becoming 
a mentor. But whether or not you can be a mentor really boils down to 
one simple question: Are you passionate about empowering others? If the 
answer is, “Yes!” then you should definitely be a mentor.

No Experience Required — Sort Of
To be a mentor for PDXWIT, you don’t need to have any previous experience 
serving in a mentorship role. What we really want and need is your professional 
experience, expertise, and willingness to guide professionals who are looking 
to grow.
Your workplace experience — whatever that experience may be — can serve 
your mentee as a shining example of what to do, how to behave, ways to 
cope, and so on. Or your experience might better serve as hard-earned 
lessons on what not to do. Either way, your professional experience can help 
developing professionals learn to better navigate a rapidly-changing industry.
Even if you’re new to the technology field, you probably have a wealth of 
valuable work experience you can draw upon as you connect with your 
mentee. Many of the challenges women in technology face are present in 
other fields as well, which means your skills, knowledge, and experience 
are easily transferable to this industry and are invaluable.

YES! YOU CAN 
BE A MENTOR
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Self Confidence
One of the biggest challenges facing most women in technology is lack 
of confidence. Mentors who can model self-confident behaviors, with just 
a dash of humility, can empower women to stand a little taller, strive a 
little further, and achieve more. This is your chance to work with emerging 
professionals and have a measurable, positive impact.

Mentor-Mentee Matching
We work hard to help ensure that you will have a positive, impactful 
experience with your mentee. We have a rigorous process that seeks to 
match you with a developing professional who can greatly benefit from 
your unique experience, opinions, and passion. Research shows that 
“employee engagement and job satisfaction are top predictors of high 
performance, productivity, and profitability” — all of which, conveniently 
enough, are positively impacted by a mentorship experience. So, 
mentoring is pretty much a win-win-win situation for everyone involved!

– Vivek Wadhwa

What the tech 
industry often 
forgets is that 
with age comes 
wisdom.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/chicceo/2015/05/20/why-you-should-be-a-mentor/#652abb4e756d
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Being a mentor is a gratifying experience. You may sign up to empower 
others, but quite often, mentors can be powerfully and positively impacted 
as well. What’s not to love about that? But to help ensure that your mentee 
is getting all that she can out of the mentorship experience, here are some 
best practices to follow.

Practice Active Listening
When you are connecting with your mentee, be fully present
and engaged.

Listen carefully as you actively encourage your mentee with verbal 
cues (i.e., “uh-huh,” “that’s interesting,” or “I see”).
Be aware of your nonverbal communication. Maintain eye contact. 
Choose to stand or sit in a welcoming, open way. 
Restate what you hear your mentee sharing in your own words to 
show your understanding.

Build Rapport and Trust
Building rapport and trust takes time. Be patient. You may not hit it off 
with your mentee immediately, but that’s okay! Ask good, open-ended 
questions to build trust and get to know your mentee.

What are you learning right now?
How did you challenge yourself today?
Use power questions.
Use “So, tell me…” questions: 

So, tell me about how you got into this field.
So, tell me how your training is coming along.
So, tell me how your meeting went.

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

5 BEST PRACTICES
FOR MENTORSHIP

http://blog.ceo.ca/2013/10/02/building-rapport-through-power-questions/
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3

4

5

Encourage and Inspire
Mentors are uniquely positioned to influence developing professionals. 
Use your powers for good — not evil! Be intentional about being positive, 
use encouraging language, and choose to see the bright side of challenging 
situations. For example, you might say:

That sounds like it was a disappointing experience. What can you 
learn from it and how can you use those lessons to move forward?
I’m sorry you didn’t get the job you wanted. But what can you take 
away from the interview experience to be better prepared
next time?
It sounds like you have a challenging manager. When it’s your turn 
to be a manager, what will you do differently to ensure your team 
doesn’t get discouraged?

Always Do What You Say You Will Do
Following through on your commitments is a hallmark attribute of the best 
mentors. But the first step is to never make promises you can’t keep. Be 
careful about the commitments you make.

Avoid Problem Solving
Your experience serves you well. Because you have persevered through 
your own career and challenges, you probably have plenty of wisdom to 
share. But be cautious about jumping in too early to solve your mentee’s 
problems. Ask questions rather than give advice. It is quite likely that at 
some point, your mentee will overtly ask you for advice or to offer solutions 
when she gets stuck. Even in this case, it’s better to ask guiding questions 
to encourage your mentee to find her own solutions.

•

•

•

– Maya Angelou

Know what you 
know and care 
about the person, 
care about what 
you know and care 
about the person 
you’re sharing with.
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Congratulations! You have a mentor! In order to get the most out of your mentoring 
experience, we gathered some tips to help you effectively leverage your mentor.

Always Be Prepared
Okay, we borrowed that one from the Boy/Girl Scouts, but you can’t argue with the logic of 
it. When you connect with your mentor, come prepared with an agenda of topics or issues 
you’d like to discuss. Consider having a written agenda for each meeting with your mentor. 
Here are some agenda items you can use to get started:

Limits. Are there limits to what we can discuss in these sessions? (i.e., Can I discuss 
my personal life and how it impacts my professional life?)
Professional development. What have you done throughout your career to ensure 
your ongoing professional development?
Moving my career forward. What skills do you think are most important for me to 
develop in order to move my career forward?

Always Be Respectful
Actively demonstrate your respect and appreciation for your mentor.

Always be on time. As they say, “Early is on time, on time is late, and late is 
unacceptable.” If you need to cancel a session, be sure to communicate that well in 
advance. If you are running late… well, just don’t. Always be on time.
Keep your mentor informed. Share your professional development goals with your 
mentor. Update your mentor on your progress or outcomes related to issues
you’ve discussed.
Follow through on commitments. Keep all your promises, complete your tasks on 
time, and be responsible. This helps to demonstrate your respect and appreciation 
for your mentor.

•

•

•

•

•

•

HOW TO LEVERAGE
YOUR MENTOR
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Ask for What You Need
Our mentors are brilliant, accomplished tech professionals, but one thing they are not is 
psychic (at least as far as we know). Be intentional about asking for what you want and need 
out of your mentoring experience. Consider these examples:

Networking. Could you help me network by making some introductions for me?
Job shadowing. Can you help me find some job shadow opportunities so I can narrow my 
options for next steps in my career?
References. May I list you as a reference on my resume and job applications?
Resume and cover letter help. Would you be willing to review my resume and cover 
letter(s) when I’m ready to apply for jobs?

Always Be Goal-Oriented
Keep your professional goals and objectives in mind during each interaction with your mentor. 
Make sure you are always working toward those goals so that if you find your discussions 
drifting off course, you can adjust appropriately.
Naturally, the first step then, is to have goals and objectives in mind for your mentoring 
experience. When you meet with your mentor for the first time, come prepared with ideas 
for your mentoring goals and discuss them. Here are some goals to help inspire your own 
goal-making:

Develop stronger communication skills. How will you know if you are successful in 
developing stronger communication skills? Create a metric that will help you prove that 
you’re getting what you need from this experience!
Develop more self confidence in my work. How will you know if you have achieved this 
goal? What metric can you use to measure your progress and accomplishments?
Improve my technical skills. Get specific! Identify 3-5 specific technical skills that you 
need to advance your career.

Manage Your Expectations
Remember that this is designed to be a professional mentoring experience. Try to keep your 
questions firmly within the professional realm. Your mentor has lots of other responsibilities, 
not to mention a life of their own. Understand the limits and boundaries of your mentor/
mentee relationship.

•
•

•
•

•

•

•



10

Be Fully Engaged
Whether you are a mentor or a mentee, it’s important to be fully engaged during each mentoring 
session. Actively listening shows that you hear and understand your counterpart.

Demonstrate that you are listening. Use encouraging responses (i.e., “good point,” 
“interesting,” or “I see”), and paraphrase what you hear your counterpart saying.
Maintain eye contact. Be engaged and show an active interest in your counterpart and 
discussion. Maintaining eye contact can be more challenging for some than for others. Be 
sensitive to the needs of your counterpart and work to sustain eye contact in ways that 
are comfortable for both of you.
Avoid problem solving. Part of the mentoring experience is empowering others to solve 
their own problems. Even if you think you have the perfect solution to a given problem, 
allow your counterpart to explore possibilities and engage in new perspectives. Be patient 
as you let the discussion unfold naturally. If you are paired with a counterpart who has a 
habit of problem-solving immediately, be intentional about providing directive feedback 
to adjust this behavior.
Summarize your discussion. Identify the main points and the next steps that resulted 
from your discussion. It never hurts to write it down for easy reference later.

Apply What You Learn
Mentors tend to enjoy working with mentees who show initiative and apply what they learn 
from session to session. Talk about how you apply what you learn, ask for feedback, and 
show your appreciation for your mentor’s wisdom, experience, and judgment.

Step Outside Your Comfort Zone
The mentoring experience is a safe place. It provides you with an opportunity to step outside 
your comfort zone and take appropriate risks. Ask challenging questions, pursue challenging 
professional development opportunities, and acquire new knowledge and skills.

Have an Exit Strategy
Mentorships don’t last forever, nor should they! Discuss your timeline expectations with your 
mentor, even if those expectations are subject to change. Having a clear exit strategy will help 
ensure that you conclude your mentorship experience on good terms.

Skills-based accomplishment. Perhaps your mentorship experience should be concluded 
when you satisfactorily develop a certain set of skills.
Job change accomplishment. It might make sense to conclude your mentorship 
experience when you successfully start a new job.
Time-based conclusion. If you don’t have specific skills or career development goals in 
mind (yet), it might be wise to put a time limit on your mentoring experience.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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As you go through your mentoring experience, each session should build upon the last, 
creating an experience that is progressive and growth-oriented. Follow these steps to 
ensure that you are getting all that you can out of your mentoring experience.

Clear Communication
Be intentional about clearly communicating with your mentor. It is likely that much of your 
communication will occur via email, so follow these tips to ensure you’re always on the 
same page as your mentor.

Write in complete sentences. Though technology professions often allow you to 
communicate with extremely brief or even one-word responses, show your mentor 
the respect they deserve by writing complete sentences to ensure clarity.
If you are unclear about a communication you receive from your mentor, ask
clarifying questions.

Have an Agenda
Create an agenda of topics and focus areas you plan to discuss with your mentor in advance 
of your meetings. Send your agenda to your mentor a day (or more!) before you meet so 
that your mentor can be well prepared for your time together. Focus areas can include: 

Mission Statement Builder
Dealing with Conflict
Work-Life Balance
Career Pathways
Practical Steps for Career Advancement
Your Performance Review
Your Resume and Cover Letter

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

PLANNING YOUR
MENTORING SESSIONS
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Send All Materials in a Timely Manner
Your mentor is probably very busy, so whether it’s an agenda for your upcoming mentoring 
session or a resume and cover letter for review, be sure to send all materials in a timely manner.

Agendas should be in your mentor’s hands no less than 24 hours before your 
mentoring session.
Materials requiring thoughtful review (i.e., your resume or cover letter) need more 
time. We suggest sending materials a minimum of 3-5 days before your scheduled 
mentoring session.

Review Progress
It’s important to constantly strive forward. In a mentoring relationship, it’s wise to review 
your growth from session to session.

What went well since the previous session?
Where are your opportunities for growth as you look ahead to your next session?

Goal Assessment
Hopefully, you identified some goals you can work toward throughout your mentoring 
experience. It’s a good idea to periodically assess your progress toward achieving
those goals.

Career development: What steps are you actively taking to meaningfully develop 
your skills, knowledge, and abilities in order to advance your career?
Mentor-based goals: What goals has your mentor identified for you and how are you 
progressing toward achieving those goals?
 

Action Plan
Identify a plan of action and goals to focus on before next your next meeting. Agree on 
your next meeting time and date before you conclude your current session.

•

•

•
•

•

•
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The nature of a mentoring relationship is that it is temporary. Neither 
the mentor nor the mentee should enter into the experience expecting 
that it will last forever. Understanding from the start that the mentorship 
will eventually conclude is critical to its ultimate success. Follow these 
strategies to help ensure that your mentorship will wrap up positively.

Begin with the End in Mind
Be open and honest from your first meeting that you understand that the 
experience will conclude. Be transparent and direct in your communication 
in order to ensure that both the mentor and mentee have realistic 
expectations. If appropriate, create a timeline for the mentorship (i.e., six 
months, one year, etc.).

 
Identify Goals
Identify specific goals and outcomes you want to get out of the mentorship. 
When those goals or objectives are achieved, it may be time to conclude 
the mentoring experience. Discuss your accomplishments and use that 
moment to discuss whether the mentorship has run its course and should 
be concluded, or if there is benefit in continuing.

BREAKING UP
IS HARD TO DO
(BUT IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE)
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Conduct Regular Assessments
Take time to regularly assess the health and benefit of the mentorship. Do 
this on your own and in partnership with your mentor/mentee. Use these 
questions to help evaluate the condition of the mentorship:

Are we still making progress toward achieving our stated goals?
What have been some of the highlights of the mentorship experience 
so far?
What challenges have we navigated in the mentorship experience?
Have we continued to encounter those challenges? Why or why not?

Create Healthy Boundaries
Be clear about any boundaries you have for the mentoring experience. 
If any boundary you establish is tested or even violated, address it 
immediately. Be gracious but firm in articulating your needs. If you cannot 
find a common ground or come to an agreement about the boundary, it 
may be necessary to conclude the mentorship and find a new opportunity.

 
Humans are Emotional Beings
You might be surprised at the emotions associated with your mentorship 
experience. Keep in mind that humans are emotional beings. If you 
connect well with your counterpart, concluding a mentorship might be 
difficult and something to legitimately grieve. That’s okay! If you don’t feel 
a connection to your mentoring counterpart, you might feel a sense of 
failure or anger. That’s okay too! Remember that there is a time and a place 
to express emotions appropriately. Keep your mentorship professional 
and remember that this probably won’t be the only or the last mentorship 
experience in your career. Choose to be positive, generous, and grateful.

Disengage with Gratitude
Regardless of the duration of your mentoring experience, disengage 
from the relationship with genuine gratitude. Both mentors and mentees 
demonstrate real courage and strength of character to participate in 
mentorship experiences. Be grateful for what you learn from the experience! 
Be intentional about moving forward with a positive attitude and trust that 
your mentorship experience has equipped you for your future.

•
•

•
•
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2

3

Developing a resume and cover letter that will propel your career forward 
is critical to your success. Most rules and best practices for resumes and 
cover letters apply to any industry, but there are a few things that are 
unique for the technology professionals to consider. Consider these tips 
as you build your resume and cover letter in your quest to land a great 
technology job.

Highlight Core Skills
Most technology professionals have a specialization that they enjoy and 
have mastered. Your specialization, especially if you can quantify it with a 
formal certification, can help prospective employers understand the core 
skills you bring to the table.

Data, Data, Data
We all love good data. And your resume and/or cover letter can also benefit 
from data. Quantify your accomplishments whenever possible. Did your 
project result in a 15 percent increase in uptime? Did your programming 
work improve efficiency by 22 percent? Show prospective employers how 
your work and expertise quantitatively improve the organization.

Relevance Matters
It’s great that you were a part of the iD Tech Camps when you were in high 
school… but does that really matter to the hiring manager for this specific 
job? You should adjust your resume and cover letter to specifically address 
the needs of each job you pursue. Remove content that isn’t immediately 
relevant to the job.

8 RESUME AND
COVER LETTER TIPS

https://www.themuse.com/advice/43-resume-tips-that-will-help-you-get-hired
https://www.themuse.com/advice/how-to-write-a-cover-letter-31-tips-you-need-to-know
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4

5

6

7

8

Write for the Bots
If you are applying for jobs with large or very large organizations, 
understand that it’s unlikely that a human being will be the first to review 
your resume and cover letter. With this in mind, write your resume and 
cover letter in such a way that HR scanning software will recognize the 
pertinent keywords for the particular job you want.
 
Differentiate
Your resume and cover letter represent two distinct documents that should 
work together to make you look good! Your cover letter should not be a 
simple regurgitation of what your resume says. Your resume tells one story 
about who you are as a technology professional. Your cover letter should 
tell an equally compelling story, but one that’s unique! Don’t let these two 
powerful documents become redundant.
 
The “Show Me” State
We’re not talking about Missouri here, people. Your resume and cover 
letter should be chock full of functional examples of your amazing work. 
That might mean that you need to develop your own website that can 
showcase your amazing coding skills or demonstrates your positive impact 
on a production environment. However you choose to do it, be sure your 
resume and cover letter live in the “show me” state!

Proofread
It’s shocking how many resumes and cover letters are immediately dismissed 
because of writing errors. Seriously. Make time to invite someone with fresh 
eyes to review your resume and cover letter to help ensure you don’t have 
any misspellings, grammatical errors, or strange formatting.
 
Form Over Function?
Not so much. The layout and format of your resume and cover letter matter, 
but not nearly as much as the content itself. Fancy formatting can trip up HR 
scanning software, so don’t go crazy with overly designed materials. Make 
sure your resume and cover letter have the right content, then arrange the 
content in a way that is pleasing to the eye.

There are even some 
sites that provide 
templates for your 
resume and cover 
letter which might be 
worth investigating. 

Resume

Cover Letter

https://www.monster.com/career-advice/article/technology-resume-samples
https://www.livecareer.com/cover-letter-examples/it
https://biginterview.com/blog/2015/03/applicant-tracking-system.html
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WOMEN IN TECHNOLOGY:
CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS
As a woman in technology, it is essential that you understand critical success factors that you will face throughout 
your career. Consider using the following resources to better navigate your professional obstacles and opportunities.
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Mission Statement

Developing a personal mission statement can be a powerful tool to help 
keep you on track to achieve your professional development goals. There 
are many resources available to guide you through creating your personal 
mission statement, but one of our favorites comes from Franklin Covey. 
Take some time to work through the steps of their Mission Statement 
Builder tool. It’s worth it, we promise!

MISSION STATEMENT BUILDER

RESOURCES

Work-Life Balance

14 Steps to Achieving Work-Life Balance
by Dawn Dugan at Salary.com

Why Work-Life Balance Sucks For Most Women 
by Lahle Wolfe at TheBalance.com

The Double Standard of Work-Life Balance 
by Lahle Wolfe at TheBalance.com

If you spent a year interviewing women about how they 
balanced, what would you learn? 
by Vivian Giang at Fortune.com

Practical Steps for Career Advancement

10 Ways to Advance Your IT Career 
by Mary Shacklett at TechRepublic.com

10 Habits to Help Advance Your Career 
by Taunee Besson at CareerCast.com

How to Advance Your IT Career 
from TDKTech.com

Your Performance Review

Ace Your Next Performance Review with These Top Tips 
by Amanda Augustine at TheLadders.com

Ten Tips For Your Best Performance Review Ever 
by Liz Ryan at Forbes.com

7 Ways to Ask for (and Get) a Raise 
by Dawn Rosenberg McKay at TheBalance.com

Soft Skills Development

The Bruce Lee Guide to IT Soft Skills 
at blog.cbtnuggets.com

Top Information Technology (IT) Soft Skills 
by Alison Doyle at TheBalance.com

10 Highly Valued Soft Skills for IT Pros 
by Mary Shacklett at TechRepublic.com

https://msb.franklincovey.com/
http://www.salary.com/14-steps-to-achieving-work-life-balance/
https://www.thebalance.com/why-work-life-balance-sucks-for-most-women-3516028
https://www.thebalance.com/the-double-standard-of-work-life-balance-3516029
http://fortune.com/2015/02/17/if-you-spent-a-year-interviewing-women-about-how-they-balanced-what-would-you-learn/
http://fortune.com/2015/02/17/if-you-spent-a-year-interviewing-women-about-how-they-balanced-what-would-you-learn/
http://www.techrepublic.com/blog/10-things/10-ways-to-advance-your-it-career/
http://www.careercast.com/career-news/10-habits-help-advance-your-career
https://www.tdktech.com/tech-talks/how-to-advance-your-career-in-information-technology
https://www.theladders.com/p/829/annual-performance-review-tips
http://www.forbes.com/sites/lizryan/2016/12/28/ten-tips-for-your-best-performance-review-ever/
https://www.thebalance.com/how-to-ask-for-a-raise-525830
https://blog.cbtnuggets.com/2016/08/the-bruce-lee-guide-to-it-soft-skills/
https://www.thebalance.com/top-information-technology-it-soft-skills-2063781
http://www.techrepublic.com/blog/10-things/10-highly-valued-soft-skills-for-it-pros/
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THE TOP 6 COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES 
PROFESSIONAL WOMEN FACE

Training and coaching professional women and emerging female leaders for the past 
eight years and as a former corporate Vice President myself, I’ve personally witnessed and 
experienced communication challenges that many professionals face, that block them from 
being heard, appreciated, respected, valued and promoted. If you’re a woman, you know too 
that women are not “men in skirts” – women have different preferences, values, styles and 
communication approaches from men’s that often contribute to their feeling less than fully 
valued and accepted in the corporate arena, due to the fact that women are still a minority in 
senior leadership ranks.
 
According to the fascinating book The Female Brain by Dr. Louann Brizendine, the differences 
between male and female brains are widespread, contributing to significant differences in 
behavior and perception. Dr. Brizendine explains:

 
“…In the brain centers for language and hearing, for example, women have 11 percent more 
neurons than men. The principal hub of both emotion and memory formation – the hippocampus 
– is also larger in the female brain as is the brain circuitry for language and observing emotions 
in others…The female brain has tremendous unique aptitudes – outstanding verbal agility, the 
ability to connect deeply in friendship, a nearly psychic capacity to read faces and tone of voice 
for emotions and states of mind, and the ability to defuse conflict. All of this is hardwired into 
the brains of women. These are the talents women are born with that many men, frankly, are 
not. Men are born with other talents, shaped by their own hormonal reality…”

 
Studying the practical implications of these neurobiological differences in the workplace, I’ve 
observed that professional women often experience significant challenges in communicating 
powerfully, effectively and with command and authority, particularly when other desired 
outcomes (such as preserving relationships, ensuring equality and connection, defusing 
conflict, etc.) might be at risk.
 

By Kathy CaprinoThis article first appeared on Forbes.com

http://www.amazon.com/Female-Brain-Louann-Brizendine/dp/0767920104/?tag=ellicomminc-20
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The following are what I’ve found to be the top six challenges professional women face in 
communicating powerfully to bring about positive results for their careers and their futures 
in today’s competitive corporate arena. I fully anticipate that some readers will say that I’m 
overgeneralizing here, but my research of over 10 years on women in the workplace bears 
these findings out. I share these challenges not to be fatalistic, but to help women understand 
the legitimate communication challenges they face, and help them overcome these challenges 
to expand their leadership capacity and reach their highest potential. The top 6 communication 
challenges professional women face are:

Taking Credit Where Credit is Due
I’ve observed that women are typically reluctant to stand up and take credit for what they’ve 
accomplished, achieved and initiated. They often say “we” did this, or credit the team and other 
players rather than claiming “I” made this happen. Men are simply not as reluctant to state what 
they’ve accomplished in terms that make it clear who achieved the desired results and to put 
themselves in a “one-up” position. If you can’t speak powerfully and compellingly about your 
accomplishments, I guarantee that no one else will. For help to speak more powerfully about 
who you are and what you’ve done, check out Peggy Klaus’ great book Brag: The Art of 
Tooting Your Own Horn Without Blowing It.

Taking things personally
I’ve seen women over and over again (and have been guilty of this myself) ruminate on particular 
goings-on at work, taking things personally and experiencing them with deep emotionality 
rather than processing through the challenges analytically and neutralizing their emotions. I’m 
not suggesting here that women become less emotional overall – I’m recommending that, in 
the workplace, women strive to critically examine what’s occurring around them from a more 
neutral, expansive, and balanced perspective, so that their responses can be as effective and 
empowered as possible, taking into account all key factors and influences. If we operate from 
emotionality only, we compromise our ability to make effective decisions and take action from 
a more centered, leadership-oriented stance.
 
Negotiating effectively for what you deserve
Recent studies have shown that, out of the gate, men negotiate for salary, benefits, 
position, and responsibility significantly more than women. One study revealed that 57% of 
men negotiate for their first salaries, while only 7% of women do. Again, much of women’s 
reluctance to negotiate and ask for what they want and deserve is influenced by their 
neurobiology and the inherent goals they have for communication, and by the punitive 
repercussions they’ve faced by asking. That said, it’s vitally important to learn how to speak 
up for what you want, and make a powerful case for being well-compensated, rewarded 
and valued for your contributions. What you want and deserve will not just fall in your lap.
 

http://www.amazon.com/Brag-Tooting-Your-without-Blowing/dp/0446692786/?tag=ellicomminc-20
http://www.amazon.com/Brag-Tooting-Your-without-Blowing/dp/0446692786/?tag=ellicomminc-20
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/11/06/AR2008110602982.html
http://hbr.org/2003/10/nice-girls-dont-ask/ar/1
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Challenging power
Challenging the ideas, initiatives or goals of people at higher levels of power and authority 
can be hard for anyone, but women in particular struggle with speaking up to challenge 
authority. According to linguistics expert Deborah Tannen,

“Men tend to be sensitive to the power dynamics of interaction, speaking in ways that 
position themselves as one up and resisting being put in a one-down position by others. 
Women tend to react more strongly to the rapport dynamic, speaking in ways that save 
face for others and buffering statements that could be seen as putting others in a one-
down position. These linguistic patterns are pervasive - you can hear them in hundreds of 
exchanges in the workplace every day. And, as in the case of Cheryl and Phil, they affect 
who gets heard and who gets credit.”

I believe this phenomenon is due in part to the way women and men have been culturally 
trained, their neurobiology, and also because of the real backlash that many women have 
experienced in the workplace when they speak their minds forcefully and unabashedly to 
go against those in the majority. (Check out the Heidi vs. Howard Roizen case study).

But the fact is that women cannot ascend to leadership if they don’t challenge others and 
the status quo. The question isn’t “Should I challenge?” but “How best can I challenge 
authority so that I am heard, understood, and valued for my input?” The correct answer 
to that question is available to you only after you thoroughly examine the culture and 
ecosystem you’re involved with, and understand how to thrive in it.
 
Obtaining sponsors who can influence growth
Research has shown that men are naturally more drawn to finding sponsors – individuals 
at the organization who are at higher levels who can advocate for you and support your 
growth and ascension – than women are. Mentorship – receiving feedback and advice 
from successful, knowledgeable colleagues -- is important for women, certainly, but 
sponsorship is essential. Finding mentors who can also sponsor and elevate you, and have 
the clout to help you advance and be appointed to top positions, and gain the exposure 
and support you need to grow, is vital to your long-term professional success.
 

http://www9.georgetown.edu/faculty/tannend/pdfs/the_power_of_talk.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/01/fashion/01WORK.html?_r=0
http://www.gsb.stanford.edu/news/headlines/heidiroizen.html
http://www.forbes.com/sites/kathycaprino/2011/11/28/busting-the-myth-that-women-arent-as-ambitious-as-men/
http://hbr.org/2010/09/why-men-still-get-more-promotions-than-women/ar/1
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Time to Brave Up

Projecting self-confidence and a powerful presence
Finally, your body language, confidence and poise under fire can make or break your 
ability to advance and succeed in the workplace . We all have what I call “power gaps” – 
areas in which we feel “less than” – less capable, confident, courageous and contributive 
than we want to be.
Women, I’ve found, beat themselves more about their power gaps – they make themselves 
wrong and feel more shame and vulnerability about their gaps than men do. The key to 
greater professional and personal success is to get out of denial about what isn’t working 
– uncover your power gaps, and work committedly to close them. Whatever you feel you 
are missing, endeavor to gain it, achieve it and claim it. If you need more knowledge or 
training, go out and get it. If you feel ashamed at a large error you made at work, don’t bury 
it but rectify it.

In the end, you can’t fake empowerment – everything is energy and energy doesn’t lie. 
Either you feel confident, courageous and capable or you don’t. The quickest path to 
success is to own where you feel “less than,” and strive to accept and appreciate yourself 
fully while at the same time taking positive steps to rebuild your confidence and legitimately 
bolster your sense of self-worth.

Used by permission. Caprino, K. (2012, December 6). The Top 6 Communication Challenges Professional Women Face. 
Retrieved from http://www.forbes.com/sites/kathycaprino/2012/12/06/the-top-6-communication-challenges-professional-women-
face/#5eeb8dd03838.
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http://www.facebook.com/ElliaCommunications
http://www.twitter.com/kathycaprino
http://www.linkedin.com/in/kathycaprino
http://www.youtube.com/kathycaprino
https://youtu.be/7ZypRbxVekM
http://www.forbes.com/sites/kathycaprino/2012/12/06/the-top-6-communication-challenges-professional-women-face/#5eeb8dd03838
http://www.forbes.com/sites/kathycaprino/2012/12/06/the-top-6-communication-challenges-professional-women-face/#5eeb8dd03838
http://kathycaprino.com/
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Workplaces are becoming increasingly fast-paced and globalized, which increases the 
opportunities for professional development, but also increases the likelihood that conflicts 
will occur within the workplace. Conflicts are difficult challenges women face in the 
workplace, often because of how men and women approach conflict situations. But there are 
constructive ways that conflict can be managed and diffused so that coworkers can reach a 
mutual understanding.
 
Conflict Hurts Women More Than Men
Conflict has been found to hurt women more than men. However, it is not the conflict itself 
that hurts women more. Rather, it is the perception of the conflict. This is because conflicts 
between women in the workplace is perceived as affecting job satisfaction more negatively 
than conflicts between men. Also, men are seen as more likely to repair damaged relationships 
than women when managing conflict in the workplace.
 
Avoid Gossiping or Backbiting
It is a good idea to avoid engaging in behaviors that could potentially lead to common workplace 
conflicts. Whenever possible, avoid backbiting and gossiping since these behaviors may reach 
the wrong ears and may lead to conflict in the future.
 
Remember that Workplace Conflict is Inevitable
While it is good to take steps to minimize the risk of conflict, keep in mind that it is unlikely that 
you will be able to ever avoid conflict entirely. Therefore, you should have a plan for how to 
diffuse conflict or make it more productive when it does arise. Energy should not be wasted on 
ruminating over a potential conflict that may occur. Difficult interpersonal situations also should 
not be ignored because they will not disappear by simply being ignored.

MANAGING CONFLICT IN THE 
WORKPLACE: HOW WOMEN DO IT

By Fontip WardThis article first appeared on womensnetwork.com.au

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/caroline-turner/masculine-and-feminine-st_b_6633896.html
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Conflict Avoidance Is Not The Solution
You may choose conflict avoidance strategies because you are concerned that you will 
otherwise be seen as aggressive and confrontational. However, this strategy may interfere 
with your ability to be competitive in the workplace and assert yourself. While you may think 
conflict can hurt your chances of advancement, avoiding conflict might actually have this effect 
instead. Instead, learn effective and sound conflict resolution strategies.
 
Don’t Take Work Personally
Try to avoid taking the decisions that you make personally. For example, if you are told that 
you have done something wrong, it is best to compartmentalize business and personal 
relationships. Do not assume that you are being criticized because your boss has a problem 
with you personally.
 
How To Deal With Bullying At Work: Take The Moral High Ground
If you are in a workplace circumstance where you find you are trying to deal with a bully, 
whenever possible, try to maintain the moral high ground. Do not lose control and do not 
give into the temptation to retaliate. However, you can and should take advantage of your 
Human Resources department to alert them to the situation. HR will determine whether 
your coworker’s actions require a response from upper management.
Talk with your HR department to determine whether they will be helpful as you attempt to 
resolve conflicts. HR departments often serve as neutral, third-party observers in conflicts. 
HR can allow you to determine whether the conflict can be considered normal or if it 
constitutes harassment or may even be the grounds for a lawsuit.
If you feel that you are stuck, it will ultimately come down to figuring out how to change 
how you approach each work day. But you will be able to manage your workplace conflicts 
in a more productive manner as you become conscious of your daily decisions and make 
small improvements.

Used by permission. Ward, F. (2016, August 29). Managing Conflict in the Workplace: How Women Do It? Retrieved from http://
www.womensnetwork.com.au/blog/managing-conflict-in-the-workplace-how-women-do-it.

http://www.womensnetwork.com.au/blog/managing-conflict-in-the-workplace-how-women-do-it.
http://www.womensnetwork.com.au/blog/managing-conflict-in-the-workplace-how-women-do-it.
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