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SIKM Gender Discussion Summary 

11/27/19 by Katrina (Kate) Pugh Katrinabpugh@gmail.com and Nancy Dixon 

Nancydixon@commonknowledge.org 

 

For discussion internally to the SIKM Leaders community. Please do not cite or distribute 

externally. Please send updates to Kate and Nancy. 

Introduction 

This is a summary of the SIKM Leaders’ reflections on gender differences in the community. 13 

women responded to Stan’s original request and then eight men provided further reflections.  

 

Stan’s questions to the women: 

1. What factors influence whether or not you post or reply in this community? 

2. Do you think there are any fundamental differences in the way men and women choose 

to post and reply? 

3. Do you consider the imbalance of posts by gender to be a problem? If so, why? If not, 

why not? 

4. What, if anything, can be done to increase the percentage of posts made by women? 

5. What articles, books, posts, and research do you think are relevant to this discussion? 

 

After approximately one week, Stan’s questions to the men were: 

1. What did you learn from the posts made so far? 

2. How will this discussion affect your future posts and replies? 

3. What other observations, suggestions, and related articles and books can you share? 

 

The women and men’s comments were reflections on gender differences, motivations to post, 

style observations, and actions for the SIKM community. Overall there was a clear affection for 

the community. People shared enthusiasm for discussing how gender (and other forms of 

diversity) show up. There was consensus that diversity is a good thing, but that we have work to 

do. There were productive ideas around changes in engagement, style, platforms, and post 

language. (The summary follows. There are a few illustrative comments. Men’s comments ware 

in Blue, Women’s in Red.) 

Data on “difference” 

We learned that there are pervasive differences in the way men and women interact, especially 

in online forums. For example, women tend to post less, ask more questions, and wait to build 

relationships first.  
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Many people suggested that a core issue is cognitive diversity, not just male/female. The latter 

is more evident, but there were people who were concerned about how they appeared less 

credible if they were vendor or consultant. 

 

Some called for more analysis of the SIKM community, and Stan mostly provided this (about 50-

50 membership, 80-20 participation, men to women).  

 

Two people mentioned that there are gender differences that simply make it difficult to post: Full 

time jobs with child care responsibilities. 

 

Why women (don’t) post 

 

Several women said that they didn’t post because they felt mansplained, competed with / raced 

to post, or shut down. Some described their own self-assessment as possibly too early in their 

KM career. One called it an “imposter syndrome.” 

 

We heard equally that women stay back when they find the content not relevant. Excessive post 

length contributes to the relevancy perception. 

 

Still others pointed out that there are many smart people in the group, all good-intended, and 

and many could provide quick answers. Some appear to post to build a reputation.   

 

One person pointed out that she cannot post on (confidential) client information.  

 

Stylistic differences between men and women 

 

There were eight types of observations on style (tone, pace, presentation) that many women 

mentioned to have resulted in their holding back from the online discussion: 

 

1. Academic (2 people) - The appearance of being academic is partly tone, and partly 

language. For example, April Allen said, “I haven't been a big participant because i found 

the community has, in the past, got into academic debates over definitions.” 

2. Psychologically unsafe (4 people) - Several people commented that they post more in 

situations where they knew the other participants. But the notion of safety went beyond 

this: Some noted that they felt they had been talked over, or that their points were co-

opted. They didn’t feel safe to return. For example, John Hovell said, “I must admit that I 

don’t feel safe posting in this group (and nervous to hit send on this one too). I’m likely to 

continue watching for the most part.”  
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3. Certainty (2 people) - Speaking with a tone of authority, even while helpful in some 

communities, contributed to the same outcome: Women didn’t feel they or their 

questions would be respected. For example, Nancy White said, “People who have 

visible or invisible power or authority, verbal quickness, etc. dominate verbal 

interactions, often with no self awareness.”  

4. Respect (2 people) - Some pointed out the lack of respect directly. They stated that 

some responses by male participants made them feel wrong or inferior for asking a 

question. For example, Caroll Tucker said, “I get weary of being talked over, my talking 

points being co-opted, and lack the energy to continue combating the trend when I don't 

have to. So I lurk and read. 

5. Dialogue (balance of inquiry v. Advocacy) (3 people) - Similar to certainty, lengthy posts, 

with a lack of a “back and forth,” felt limiting. They experienced others, mostly men, 

presenting ideas as truths, and with few questions. One suggestion was that this may be 

due to the email-response modality. For example, Nancy White said, “If they include 

questions and invitation to others, rather than just stating their views, others wade in. If 

they wait sometimes and not rush to fill the void, new voices can more easily come in.” 

6. Length (2 people) - Some people are deterred by the length of the posts, especially if 

long posts have followed long posts and it becomes difficult to read up, and jump in. For 

example, Madelyn Blair said. “Posts are entirely too long. When I read email, I expect to 

know the subject from the subject line, and I expect the main point to be made in the first 

2 paragraphs. It’s an efficient way of communicating. A long post is really a paper and 

should be treated as such.” 

7. Reputation (2 people) - Same people appear to post frequently, which one person 

posited may be to establish or protect their reputation. This dominating of the 

conversation deterred some posters. (Lack of new blood.) 

8. Speed (5 comments) - Many people noted that there are individuals, especially men, 

who “jump on” a post. People who cannot check the stream more than once a day (or 

week) or who need to reflect before responding, felt they unable to contribute and be 

heard, or that, when the poster used a style of certainty, the idea generation was closed.  

 

Two other comments, which seem less to reflect on style, and more about tendency to follow 

rules: Men responded to this inquiry even though Stan’s request was for women to answer the 

questions.  

 

Platform limitations 

Two people pointed out that the online platform is not conducive to dialogue, and that live 

discussions are. One also suggested that short, social media-based posts are more likely to 

encourage dialogue. For example, Catherine Shinners said,  “I find the email modality quite 

onerous to providing a conversational sensibility to discussions. The question is less around 

gender for me than around the question: are we simply sending back an email package of 

expertise, or are engaging in a dialogue?  "Packages of expertise" only interest me so far, but 
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when I see an expanding conversation, I understand I may easily get more diverse 

perspectives, see more ways to make relevant contributions, etc.”  

Recommendations 

1. Setting the appreciation for the whole group that difference is an “asset” 

2. Emphasizing intention (asking oneself why one is posting, and what one hopes to 

contribute/learn) 

3. Shifting the mental model from “being the voice,” to “facilitating the voice” 

4. Sharing community management, for example,  Aprill Allen said, “I think sharing 

community management across a team would provide an opportunity to grow diversity of 

participation in several dimensions.” 

5. Facilitating norms or rules of engagement, Susan Ostreicher said, “Last week at KM 

World, Nancy Dixon talked in her workshop about setting "rules of engagement" for a 

team. A group of 800+ people who don't know each other might not really be a "team", 

but I wonder if something like that could be useful here?” 

a. Asserting rules around posting norms and “tone”. For example, this could be 

using the effective online discussion disciplines that were developed by Kate 

Pugh for students at Columbia University: “integrity” (using clean statements 

without inflammatory language, or posing clean, non-leading questions), 

“courtesy” (respecting others and the forum), “inclusion” (bringing in others 

appropriately, and not using obscure language and acronyms), and “translation” 

(summarizing and upleveling periodically to make sense of what has been 

Shifting the mental model from “being the voice,” to “facilitating the voice”).” 

b. Calling out bad behavior, such as hyperbole, loaded terms, or “mansplaining” 

c. Asserting reply disciplines (e.g., “post to the last comment”)  

d. Encouraging shorter posts 

e. Encouraging better descriptions of context for questions 

6. Addressing the question of advertising For example, :Lawrence Lock Lee said,  “I 

respect that lists like this one do not like people advertising on their lists. I always do my 

best to contribute without advertising, but its hard being a vendor on a list like this. I 

wasn't always a vendor and not all vendors are focussed on just selling stuff. But to be 

honest, I often sometimes feel that being labelled a vendor discounts what valued 

knowledge you have to contribute.” 

7. Having a shared directory, Susan Ostreicher said, “Having a directory that all members 

can view is a step in the right direction, and I think this is one advantage of groups.io 

over yahoo... though it depends on people making their profiles visible.” 

8. Adding other participation forums (adding offline group conversations, like peer assists). 

For example, Tom Barfield said,  “It seems as though the discussion is mostly about 

doing micro-peer assists.  I wonder if we should encourage a peer assist process. For 

instance, a member might post a question or situation and instead of asking for 

responses, invite members to join a call to discuss.  The protocol might include a 

requirement that key learnings be shared back to the group after a call.” 
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9.  Having calls at times that work for Asia (10-12 hours ahead of Eastern) and Australia 

(14-16 hours ahead of Eastern). 

10. Improving the platform (making the profile of the speaker easily accessible, adding social 

media like interfaces, making the original question more accessible. Having posts 

searchable, easily reviewed. Also, adding some anonymous polls.) 

11. Including other disciplines (inviting other disciplines to contribute, such as OD). 

References 

There were 21 references, reflecting research on gender, cognitive diversity, social network 

analysis, and posting behavior. (Please see Appendix. Some additional URLs are in the original 

posts.) 

 

 

Reflection on the Question and Next Steps 
Stan framed his question around the issue of gender. And the above responses demonstrate 

that gender is a big part of the problem. As said, the responses also show that community 

members have concerns about SIKM are broader than the gender issue, e.g., issues relative to 

advertising, discussion v. packets of information, engagement format, and respect.  These have 

translated into the preliminary rules of engagement above, but that is just a starting point.  

 

As we move forward in looking at how we would like our community to function, we will be 

asking for your ideas about these broader issues as well.  

 

Next steps will be two live one hour discussions each including approximately six people, and 

representing a balance of genders, regions, experience levels and job types. If you would like to 

be a part of these discussions, please let Kate Pugh and Nancy Dixon know, and if there is 

space available, we will contact you.  

 

We hope to conduct those over the next month, and bring back concrete recommendations. We 

will also conduct a survey of the full community to assess those recommendations. 
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Appendix: References provided by 

posters (detail) 
 

Date Who Comment 

11/11/19 Ostreicher, 

Susan 

I came across this by Googling "gender in online discussion": 

Discourse, gender, and online forums. It's not a scholarly article, 

just a discussion in a community something like ours, but it has 

some suggestions like: 

11/12/19 Allen, Aprill All the conversation about diversity and inclusion, in general, can 

be helpful. https://techinclusion.co/ 

11/12/19 Lee, 

Laurence 

Lock 

Some details can be found in this Journal article published with 

Stanford university 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00734/full  

11/12/19 White, Nancy https://lists.wikimedia.org/mailman/listinfo/gendergap  Gender gap 

in wikipedia particpation 

11/12/19 White, Nancy Gender participation (Github)  

https://bvasiles.github.io/papers/iwc13.pdf  

11/12/19 Anonymous Sheryl Sandberg's book LeanIn, although be aware she is a white 

woman of privilege and has had a backlash because she doesn't 

include alternative perspectives to her own. I noticed this tie-in 

website with lots of content: https://leanin.org/   (Please also see 

the downloadable cards/ppts called 50 ways to fight bias. 

https://leanin.org/gender-bias-cards ) 

11/12/19 Blair, 

Madelyn 

References — there is an enormous library of relevant literature. I 

would search on gender, communication, communities of practice, 

groups, networking. 

https://techinclusion.co/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00734/full
https://bvasiles.github.io/papers/iwc13.pdf
https://leanin.org/
https://leanin.org/gender-bias-cards
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11/13/19 Phlypo, Karla Perryman, A. A., Fernando, G. D., & Tripathy, A. (2016). Do 

gender differences persist? An examination of gender diversity on 

firm performance, risk, and executive compensation. Journal of 

Business Research, 69(2), 579–586. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.05.013  

11/13/19 Phlypo, Karla Buder, J., Schwind, C., Rudat, A., & Bodemer, D. (2015). 

Selective reading of large online forum discussions: The impact of 

rating visualizations on navigation and learning. Computers in 

Human Behavior, 44, 191–201. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.043  (just found this one as 

interesting) 

11/13/19 Phlypo, Karla Ebrahimi, A., Faghih, E., & Dabir-Moghaddam, M. (2017). Student 

perceptions of effective discussion in online forums: A case study 

of pre-service teachers. Innovations in Education and Teaching 

International, 54(5), 467–475. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2016.1143858  ( a little off topic 

but there were some good insights to differences in the context of 

education) 

11/16/19 Short, Tom Thought: Comments confirm that Men are from Mars, Women are 

from Venus! https://www.amazon.com/Men-Mars-Women-Venus-

Understanding/dp/0060574216  (Men are all about solving the 

problem, answering the question. Women are focused on 

collaborating with each other, empathizing, affirming. And men 

compete with each other for dominance, being the alpha male, 

making the sale).  

11/16/19 Short, Tom Observation: IMHO, much of what we’re discussing here can be 

attributed to gender-based differences in the propensity for risk 

taking. Research would seem to support this: 

https://hbr.org/2013/02/do-women-take-as-many-risks-as  

11/17/19 Lee, 

Laurence 

Lock 

As as Dan Pink has told us....we are all sales people in one 

context or another. https://www.amazon.com/Sell-Human-

Surprising-Moving-Others/dp/1594631905  

11/17/19 Lee, 

Laurence 

Lock 

I did share our work with Stanford on on gender diversity in this 

thread. We have previously published data on gender diversity on 

my old blog http://governanceandnetworks.blogspot.com/ 

Promoted by Stan’s comments about whether women post more 

questions that men .... we do measure curiosity in our ESN 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.05.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.043
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2016.1143858
https://www.amazon.com/Men-Mars-Women-Venus-Understanding/dp/0060574216
https://www.amazon.com/Men-Mars-Women-Venus-Understanding/dp/0060574216
https://hbr.org/2013/02/do-women-take-as-many-risks-as
https://www.amazon.com/Sell-Human-Surprising-Moving-Others/dp/1594631905
https://www.amazon.com/Sell-Human-Surprising-Moving-Others/dp/1594631905
http://governanceandnetworks.blogspot.com/
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monitoring and several of our clients provide gender attributes ... 

so watch this space ... we will have some evidence to share! 

11/19/19 Garfield, 

Stan 

Yesterday I attended Are Diversity Initiatives Effective? presented 

by Lisa M. Leslie at the Center for Positive Organizations 

https://positiveorgs.bus.umich.edu/ at the University of Michigan's 

Ross School of Business in Ann Arbor. Her final slide summed up 

her talk; Diversity is good, but hard! You can watch the recorded 

video. 

 

https://positiveorgs.bus.umich.edu/

