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Abstract
Until recently, the study of
gender development has focused mainly on sex typing as
an attribute of the individual.
Although this perspective continues to be enlightening, recent
work has focused increasingly
on children’s tendency to congregate in same-sex groups.
This self-segregation of the two
sexes implies that much of
childhood gender enactment
occurs in the context of samesex dyads or larger groups.
There are emergent properties
of such groups, so that certain

sex-distinctive qualities occur at
the level of the group rather
than at the level of the individual. There is increasing research
interest in the distinctive nature
of the group structures, activities, and interactions that typify all-male as compared with
all-female groups, and in the
socialization that occurs within
these groups. Next steps in research will surely call for the integration of the individual and
group perspectives.
Keywords
sex; gender; groups; socialization
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Among researchers who study
the psychology of gender, a central
viewpoint has always been that individuals progressively acquire a
set of behaviors, interests, personality traits, and cognitive biases
that are more typical of their own
sex than of the other sex. And the
individual’s sense of being either a
male or a female person (gender
identity) is thought to be a core element in the developing sense of
self. The acquisition of these sexdistinctive characteristics has been
called sex typing, and much research has focused on how and
why the processes of sex typing occur. A favorite strategy has been to
examine differences among individuals in how sex typed they are
at a given age, searching for factors
associated with a person’s becoming more or less “masculine” or
more or less “feminine” than other
individuals. In early work, there
was a heavy emphasis on the fam-
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ily as the major context in which
sex typing was believed to take
place. Socialization pressures from
parents were thought to shape the
child toward “sex-appropriate” behaviors, personality, and interests
and a firm gender identity.
On the whole, the efforts to understand gender development by
studying individual differences in
rate or degree of sex typing, and
the connections of these differences
to presumed antecedent factors,
have not been very successful. The
various manifestations of sex typing in childhood—toy and activity
preferences, knowledge of gender
stereotypes, personality traits—do
not cohere together to form a cluster that clearly represents a degree
of sex typing in a given child. And
whether or not a given child behaves in a gender-typical way
seems to vary greatly from one situation to another, depending on
the social context and other conditions that make an individual’s
gender salient at a given moment.
Only weak and inconsistent connections have been found between
within-family socialization practices and children’s sex-typed behavior (Ruble & Martin, 1998). And
so far, the study of individual variations in sex typing has not helped
us to understand the most robust
manifestation of gender during
childhood: namely, children’s
strong tendency to segregate themselves into same-sex social groups.
Although work on gender development in individual children continues and shows renewed vigor, a
relatively new direction of interest
is in children’s groups. This current
research and theorizing considers
how gender is implicated in the
formation, interaction processes,
and socialization functions of
childhood social groupings.
In some of this work, the dyad
or larger group, rather than the individual child, is taken as the unit
of analysis. Through the history of
theoretical writings by sociologists

and social psychologists, there
have been claims that groups have
emergent properties, and that their
functioning cannot be understood
in terms of the characteristics of
their individual members (Levine
& Moreland, 1998). Accumulating
evidence from recent work suggests that in certain gender configurations, pairs or groups of children elicit certain behaviors from
each other that are not characteristic of either of the participants
when alone or in other social contexts (Martin & Fabes, 2001). Another possibility is that the group
context amplifies what are only
weak tendencies in the individual
participants. For example, in their
article “It Takes Two to Fight,”
Coie and his colleagues (1999)
found that the probability of a fight
occurring depended not only on
the aggressive predispositions of
the two individual boys involved,
but also on the unique properties
of the dyad itself. Other phenomena, such as social approach to another child, depend on the sex of
the approacher and the approachee
taken jointly, not on the sex of either child, when children’s sociability is analyzed at the level of the
individual (summarized in Maccoby, 1998). It is important, then, to
describe and analyze children’s dyads or larger groups as such, to see
how gender is implicated in their
characteristics and functioning.

GENDER COMPOSITION OF
CHILDREN’S GROUPS
Beginning at about age 3, children increasingly choose same-sex
playmates when in settings where
their social groupings are not managed by adults. In preschools, children may play in loose configurations of several children, and
reciprocated affiliation between
same-sex pairs of children is common while such reciprocation be-

Copyright © 2002 American Psychological Society

tween pairs of opposite sex is rare
(Strayer, 1980; Vaughan, Colvin,
Azria, Caya, & Krzysik, 2001). On
school playgrounds, children
sometimes play in mixed-sex
groups, but increasingly, as they
move from age 4 to about age 12,
they spend a large majority of their
free play time exclusively with others of their own sex, rarely playing
in a mixed-sex dyad or in a larger
group in which no other child of
their own sex is involved. Best
friendships in middle childhood
and well into adolescence are very
heavily weighted toward same-sex
choices. These strong tendencies
toward same-sex social preferences
are seen in the other cultures
around the world where gender
composition of children’s groups
has been studied, and are also found
among young nonhuman primates
(reviewed in Maccoby, 1998).

GROUP SIZE
Naturally occurring face-to-face
groups whose members interact
with one another continuously
over time tend to be small—typically having only two or three
members, and seldom having more
than five or six members. Some
gender effects on group size can be
seen. Both boys and girls commonly form same-sex dyadic
friendships, and sometimes triadic
ones as well. But from about the
age of 5 onward, boys more often
associate together in larger clusters. Boys are more often involved
in organized group games, and in
their groups, occupy more space
on school playgrounds. In an experimental situation in which
same-sex groups of six children
were allowed to utilize play and
construction materials in any way
they wished, girls tended to split
into dyads or triads, whereas boys
not only interacted in larger groups
but were much more likely to un-

56

VOLUME 11, NUMBER 2, APRIL 2002

dertake some kind of joint project,
and organize and carry out coordinated activities aimed at achieving
a group goal (Benenson, Apostolaris, & Parnass, 1997). Of course,
children’s small groups—whether
dyads or clusters of four, five, or
six children—are nested within still
larger group structures, such as
cliques or “crowds.”
Group size matters. Recent studies indicate that the interactions in
groups of four or more are different
from what typically occurs in dyads. In larger groups, there is more
conflict and more competition, particularly in all-male groups; in dyads, individuals of both sexes are
more responsive to their partners,
and a partner’s needs and perspectives are more often taken into account than when individuals interact with several others at once
(Benenson, Nicholson, Waite, Roy,
& Simpson, 2001; Levine & Moreland, 1998). The question of course
arises: To what extent are certain
“male” characteristics, such as
greater competitiveness, a function
of the fact that boys typically interact in larger groups than girls do?
At present, this question is one of
active debate and study. So far,
there are indications that group size
does indeed mediate sex differences to some degree, but not entirely nor consistently.

INTERACTION IN
SAME-SEX GROUPS
From about age 3 to age 8 or 9,
when children congregate together
in activities not structured by adults,
they are mostly engaged in some
form of play. Playtime interactions
among boys, more often than
among girls, involve rough-andtumble play, competition, conflict,
ego displays, risk taking, and striving to achieve or maintain dominance, with occasional (but actually
quite rare) displays of direct aggres-

sion. Girls, by contrast, are more often engaged in what is called collaborative discourse, in which they talk
and act reciprocally, each responding to what the other has just said or
done, while at the same time trying
to get her own initiatives across.
This does not imply that girls’ interactions are conflict free, but rather
that girls pursue their individual
goals in the context of also striving
to maintain group harmony (summary in Maccoby, 1998).
The themes that appear in boys’
fantasies, the stories they invent,
the scenarios they enact when
playing with other boys, and the
fictional fare they prefer (books,
television) involve danger, conflict,
destruction, heroic actions by male
heroes, and trials of physical
strength, considerably more often
than is the case for girls. Girls’ fantasies and play themes tend to be
oriented around domestic or romantic scripts, portraying characters who are involved in social relationships and depicting the
maintenance or restoration of order
and safety.
Girls’ and boys’ close friendships
are qualitatively different in some
respects. Girls’ friendships are more
intimate, in the sense that girl
friends share information about the
details of their lives and concerns.
Boys typically know less about their
friends’ lives, and base their friendship on shared activities.
Boys’ groups larger than dyads
are in some respects more cohesive
than girls’ groups. Boys in groups
seek and achieve more autonomy
from adults than girls do, and explicitly exclude girls from their activities more commonly than girls
exclude boys. Boys more often engage in joint risky activities, and
close ranks to protect a group
member from adult detection and
censure. And friendships among
boys are more interconnected; that
is, friends of a given boy are more
likely to be friends with each other
than is the case for several girls
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who are all friends of a given girl
(Markovitz, Benenson, & Dolenszky, 2001). The fact that boys’
friendships are more interconnected does not mean that they are
closer in the sense of intimacy.
Rather, it may imply that male
friends are more accustomed to
functioning as a unit, perhaps having a clearer group identity.

HOW SEX-DISTINCTIVE
SUBCULTURES ARE FORMED
In a few instances, researchers
have observed the process of group
formation from the first meeting of
a group over several subsequent
meetings. An up-close view of the
formation of gendered subcultures
among young children has been
provided by Nicolopoulou (1994).
She followed classrooms of preschool children through a school
year, beginning at the time they
first entered the school. Every day,
any child could tell a story to a
teacher, who recorded the story as
the child told it. At the end of the
day, the teacher read aloud to the
class the stories that were recorded
that day, and the child author of
each story was invited to act it out
with the help of other children
whom the child selected to act out
different parts. At the beginning of
the year, stories could be quite rudimentary (e.g., “There was a boy.
And a girl. And a wedding.”). By
the end of the year, stories became
greatly elaborated, and different
members of the class produced stories related to themes previously
introduced by others. In other
words, a corpus of shared knowledge, meanings, and scripts grew
up, unique to the children in a
given classroom and reflecting
their shared experiences.
More important for our present
purposes, there was a progressive
divergence between the stories told
by girls and those told by boys.
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Gender differences were present
initially, and the thematic content
differed more and more sharply as
time went on, with boys increasingly focusing on themes of conflict,
danger, heroism, and “winning,”
while girls’ stories increasingly depicted family, nonviolent themes.
At the beginning of the year, children might call upon others of both
sexes to act in their stories, but by
the end of the year, they almost exclusively called upon children of
their own sex to enact the roles in
their stories. Thus, although all the
children in the class were exposed
to the stories told by both sexes, the
girls picked up on one set of
themes and the boys on another,
and two distinct subcultures
emerged.
Can this scenario serve as a prototype for the formation of distinctive male and female “subcultures”
among children? Yes, in the sense
that the essence of these cultures is
a set of socially shared cognitions,
including common knowledge and
mutually congruent expectations,
and common interests in specific
themes and scripts that distinguish
the two sexes. These communalities
can be augmented in a set of children coming together for the first
time, since by age 5 or 6, most will
already have participated in several
same-sex groups, or observed them
in operation on TV, so they are
primed for building gender-distinct
subcultures in any new group of
children they enter. Were we to ask,
“Is gender socially constructed?”
the answer would surely be “yes.”
At the same time, there may well be
a biological contribution to the nature of the subculture each sex
chooses to construct.

SOCIALIZATION WITHIN
SAME-SEX GROUPS
There has long been evidence
that pairs of friends—mostly same-

sex friends—influence one another
(see Dishion, Spracklen, & Patterson, 1996, for a recent example).
However, only recently has research focused on the effects of the
amount of time young children
spend playing with other children
of their own sex. Martin and Fabes
(2001) observed a group of preschoolers over a 6-month period, to
obtain stable scores for how much
time they spent with same-sex playmates (as distinct from their time
spent in mixed-sex or other-sex
play). They examined the changes
that occurred, over the 6 months of
observation, in the degree of sex
typing in children’s play activities.
Martin and Fabes reported that the
more time boys spent playing with
other boys, the greater the increases
in their activity level, rough-andtumble play, and sex-typed choices
of toys and games, and the less time
they spent near adults. For girls, by
contrast, large amounts of time
spent with other girls was associated with increasing time spent
near adults, and with decreasing
aggression, decreasing activity
level, and increasing choices of girltype play materials and activities.
This new work points to a powerful
role for same-sex peers in shaping
one another’s sex-typed behavior,
values, and interests.
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largely unexplored. The way
gender is enacted in groups undoubtedly changes with age.
And observations in other cultures indicate that play in samesex children’s groups reflects
what different cultures offer in
the way of materials, play contexts, and belief systems. Still, it
seems likely that there are certain sex-distinctive themes that
appear in a variety of cultural
contexts.
2. Studies of individual differences
need to be integrated with the
studies of group process. Within
each sex, some children are only
marginally involved in same-sex
groups or dyads, whereas others
are involved during much of
their free time. And same-sex
groups are internally differentiated, so that some children are
popular or dominant while others consistently occupy subordinate roles or may even be frequently harassed by others. We
need to know more about the individual characteristics that underlie these variations, and
about their consequences.
3. Children spend a great deal of
their free time in activities that
are not gender differentiated at
all. We need to understand more
fully the conditions under
which gender is salient in group
process and the conditions under which it is not.

WHAT COMES NEXT?
The recent focus on children’s
same-sex groups has revitalized
developmental social psychology,
and promising avenues for the next
phases of research on gender development have appeared. What
now needs to be done?
1. Investigators need to study both
the variations and the similarities among same-sex groups in
their agendas and interactive
processes. The extent of generality across groups remains
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Abstract
An emerging body of evidence from a number of fields
is beginning to reveal general
neural principles underlying
cognition. The characteristic
adaptability of cognitive function is seen to derive from
large-scale networks in the cerebral cortex that are able to repeatedly change the state of
coordination among their constituent areas on a subsecond
time scale. Experimental and
theoretical studies suggest that
large-scale network dynamics
operate in a metastable regime
in which the interdependence
of cortical areas is balanced between integrating and segregating activities. Cortical areas,
through their coordination dynamics, are thought to rapidly
resolve a large number of mutually imposed constraints, leading to consistent local states

and a globally coherent state of
cognition.
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synchronization; constraint
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Do all of your thoughts arise in
the same way in your brain? Is there
a common neural mechanism for all
cognitive functions? Until recently,
definitive answers to such questions
were not available. Now, advances
in cognitive neuroscience are revealing common principles of neural organization and function that may
underlie all cognitive function. Although understanding brain function at the cognitive level has lagged
behind understanding at the cellular
and molecular levels in the past
quarter-century, cognitive neuro-
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science is beginning to shed light on
some fundamental issues in psychology. This progress is due not only to
the revolution in functional brain imaging, but also to important developments in neuroanatomy, neurophysiology, behavioral neurology, and
theoretical neuroscience.
This confluence of approaches
has brought about new insights
into the difficult puzzle of how
cognitive function is accomplished
in brains. Current understanding
emphasizes a balance between local processes (i.e., processes that
occur within spatially discrete sets
of neurons) and global processes
(i.e., large-scale processes involving larger sets of interconnected
neurons widely distributed across
the brain). With respect to that critical organ of cognition, the cerebral
cortex, a key insight has been that,
although elementary cognitive operations reside in individual cortical areas, complex cognitive functions require the joint operation of
multiple distributed areas acting in
concert. The large-scale cortical
network is conceived as a dynamic
neurocognitive entity that incorporates both local and global function. This conception, representing
a synthesis of historically opposed
theories of neurocognitive function, provides a foundational prin-

