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thinking, and I just can’t talk about it,” he’d say and disappear, 

leaving me shattered that my usually loving husband suddenly 

didn’t care enough to engage on such an important issue.

Any of that sound familiar?

As our research continued, Jeff and I realized that a big truth 

was hiding underneath the stormy surface of these conflicts. A 

truth that applies not just to conflict but to all areas of verbal 

communication—and can dramatically reduce how often con-

flict happens in the first place.

You see, caring husbands or boyfriends want to communi-

cate with the women they love. But how they need to go about it 

is likely to be very different from the way you or I automatically 

prefer. Understanding that difference offers great promise for our 

relationships, and that difference is what this chapter—new for 

this edition—is all about.

Men want to communicate with the women 

they love, but how they need to go about it is 

likely to be very different.

Reading His Signals  
in a New Light

We’ve all heard comments similar to these from a husband, boy-

friend, or son:
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•	 (frustrated) “I don’t know what I’m thinking right 

now!”

•	 (wearily) “I just need a few minutes to decompress 

before you hit me with your day.”

•	 (angrily) “I figured it out already, okay!”

•	 (pleading) “Can we please talk about this later?”

•	 (in front of the television) “Sorry, honey… Did you 

say something?”

No matter how they strike us at the time, these are not nec-

essarily signals of a lack of care or a lack of desire to address im-

portant issues. More than likely, they are signals of one of four 

significant differences in the way men seem to process and talk 

about thoughts and emotions—differences largely related to the 

wiring of the male brain.5

Processing Difference 1: Men Often Have  
to Think Something Through Before They 
Can Talk It Through

Women tend to be verbal processors—we usually think some-

thing through by talking it through. We have lots of connections 

between the left and right hemispheres of the brain, allowing us 

to do fast, surface-level processing—and talk about—many 

thoughts and feelings at the same time.

For example, if I need to figure out how to handle an upset-

ting situation with the kids, thinking out loud and talking it 

For Women Only RPK13.indd   75 11/13/12   5:31 PM



76  |  for women only

through with someone helps me deepen and clarify my thoughts. 

As I circle through the options (probably several times), I get 

more and more clarity. I also feel better because I have talked 

through—and thus processed—all those feelings.

For most men, however, that process can be bewildering—

and is certainly the polar opposite of their own. Men tend to be 

internal processors. In most cases (although not all), it is actively 

difficult for a man to think something through by talking it 

through. He can choose to do so, but the more important or 

emotionally demanding the issue, the more difficult that be-

comes. A man’s brain is wired to process one thing at a time, 

going deep within each one, rather than having all the interhemi-

sphere connections that easily juggle many functions at once. So 

he’s more inclined to (a) talk about something, or (b) think about 

it, or (c) feel something about it. His brain will tackle each task 

deeply over a period of time, but it won’t easily do any of them 

together. (That is, if it is something requiring any thought. Rhap-

sodizing on his team’s last-second win doesn’t count.)

In most cases, it is actively difficult for a man 

to think something through by talking it 

through.

In practice, then, if someone (ahem) presses your husband, 

son, or boyfriend to talk, that makes it harder for him to think 
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things through. If feelings are swirling around, he’ll struggle even 

more. That’s why many men have learned that it usually works 

far better to get some distance to think about something first.

Let’s say he’s wondering how to handle a tricky situation with 

the kids. Here’s how guys have described it to me: He will think 

through each option deeply, finish that thought, with all its im-

plications, and then move on to the next one. Then, perhaps, he’ll 

move on to exploring his feelings about the matter. Only when he 

has processed the issue internally will his brain be able to move on 

to the next item in line, which is being able to talk about it. And 

only then will he feel capable of the type of robust and multilay-

ered discussion that is likely to occur when he finally does talk 

with his mate.

“I don’t know what I’m thinking or feeling 

yet—but I will once I process it for a while.”

I often was skeptical of Jeff’s heat-of-the-moment comments 

such as, “I don’t know what I’m thinking” and “I don’t know 

what I’m feeling.” How can you not know what you’re thinking or 

feeling? I would wonder. But now I realize that he was essentially 

saying, “I don’t know what I’m thinking or feeling yet—but I will 

once I process it for a while.”

The truth of this was clear on the second national survey. I 

asked the men what happened when they’d had a tiff and their 
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