
Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 August 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 1863

CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS
published: 14 August 2020

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01863

Edited by: 
Marina M. Doucerain,  

Université du Québec à Montréal, 
Canada

Reviewed by: 
Nora Wiium,  

University of Bergen, Norway
Nur Soylu Yalcinkaya,  

Boğaziçi University, Turkey

*Correspondence: 
William M. Bukowski  

william.bukowski@concordia.ca

Specialty section: 
This article was submitted to  

Cultural Psychology,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 02 November 2019
Accepted: 07 July 2020

Published: 14 August 2020

Citation:
Bukowski WM and DeLay D (2020) 

Studying the Same-Gender 
Preference as a Defining Feature of 

Cultural Contexts.
Front. Psychol. 11:1863.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01863

Studying the Same-Gender 
Preference as a Defining Feature of 
Cultural Contexts
William M. Bukowski1*  and Dawn DeLay  2

1 Concordia University, Montréal, QC, Canada, 2 Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, United States

Research on culture would be enriched by studying the connection between gender and 
peer relations. Cultures vary in the roles, privileges, opportunities, and right that are 
ascribed to girls and boys. They are known to also differ in the degree to which girls and 
boys interact with each other. Although the preference for same-gender peers has been 
observed across multiple cultural contexts, the degree of this segregation between girls 
and boys varies across contexts. We argue that variability in the divide between girls and 
boys is an important cultural feature of contexts that is likely to affect developmental 
processes and outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

In this paper, we  propose that a well-established finding from research on peer relations can 
be  used to measure and understand diversity in gendered experiences across cultural contexts. 
The peer finding that interests us is the observation that, beginning in early childhood and 
continuing across the school-age years and into adolescence, girls and boys are more likely to 
associate with and like same-gender peers more than other-gender peers (Rubin et  al., 2016). 
This divergence is meaningful in at least two ways. It provides insight into the degree to which 
gender functions as a social category that organizes interpersonal experiences. It also provides 
important descriptive information about the social structure of children’s peer-based developmental 
contexts. We argue that it can be used to expand our understanding of how gendered experiences 
within the peer group vary across cultural contexts and how these differences may affect development.

The same-gender preference is typically conceived of and measured at the level of the 
person. It refers to the degree to which a person prefers to like, befriend or become acquaintances 
with same-gender peers compared to other-gender peers. In this respect, it is perceived to 
be  a form of personal preference. We  propose that this same-gender preference can also 
be  conceived as a feature of social groups. Our point is that this key component of gender 
segregation will vary in meaningful ways across contexts, and that these contextual variations 
have important consequences for basic forms of development. Finally, although we  recognize 
the limitations of this decision, we  have chosen to predominately reference traditional, binary 
gender categories (e.g., boy/girl and man/woman) in this text. This decision was made to 
allow for simplicity in the comparisons made across time and cultural contexts.

We recognize that culture can be a contested construct that is difficult to define (Geertz, 1995). 
We  define culture as the activities and the related cognitions, attitudes, and values that are 
characteristic of a particular context (Ratner, 1999). The points we wish to make can be applied 
to a broad set of contexts. These contexts may be  small, such as a classroom-based peer group 
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or large, such as a nation state. They can also vary in their 
status as either formal institutional structures, such as a school 
context or informal voluntary groups, such as a fitness class 
at a neighborhood gym.

THE SAME-GENDER PREFERENCE

The same-gender preference has been widely replicated (Thorne, 
1986; Maccoby and Jacklin, 1987; Maccoby, 1998). It has been 
observed across multiple studies using either observation-based 
measures of social interaction (Martin et al., 2013) or sociometric 
indicators of liking (Bukowski et  al., 1993; Sippola et  al., 1997; 
Burton-Smith et  al., 2001; Poulin and Pedersen, 2007). Other 
studies of the same-gender preference have assessed differences 
in the degree to which children and adolescents expect to 
enjoy interacting with same- and other-gender peers (Strough 
and Covatto, 2002). Alternatively, some studies focus on the 
importance of respecting the boundary or the dividing line 
that keeps same- and other-gender peers apart from each other 
during preadolescence (Sroufe et  al., 1993). Although research 
on the same-gender preference has been focused largely in 
the childhood and adolescent periods, there is evidence that 
it extends well into adulthood (Mehta and Strough, 2009).

The well-documented evidence that females and males of 
all ages tend to like and spend more time with their same-gender 
peers than with their other-gender peers is a traditional staple 
of the literature on both gender (e.g., Ruble et  al., 2006) and 
peer relations (Rubin et  al., 2016). It is one of the primary 
contact points between developmental research on gender and 
research on peer relations.

Based on the evidence of this gendered divergence in social 
experiences, Maccoby (1999) chose to describe the social contexts 
of girls and boys as “two cultures.” She used this term somewhat 
broadly to capture a general set of differences between what 
goes on in the peer interactions and relationships of girls and 
boys as well as the limited degree of contact between them. 
The generality in her use of the word “culture” presents strengths 
and weaknesses. Its strength is its capacity to summarize into 
a single term or concept the differences taken from different 
forms of functioning and from different levels of social complexity 
including the levels of the individual, dyad, and group. This 
breadth is also a limitation. As Underwood (2004) has noted, 
basing culture on a broad set of indicators taken from different 
forms of functioning prevents simple tests of the validity of 
the “two cultures” concept.

The study of the same-gender preference and of gender issues 
more generally, has received little attention in both the literature 
on peer relations and culture as well as on gender and culture. 
Gender rarely enters into culturally informed studies of peer 
relations. A similar comment can be  made, albeit to a smaller 
degree and from a different perspective, about the study of 
gender and culture. Cultural analyses of gender have typically 
centered on issues of power, access to resources, privileges, 
and social roles. They highlight and reinforce the evidence that 
the different social roles, experiences, and opportunities that 
are ascribed to women and men vary across cultural contexts. 

Social and cultural analyses of gender have a group focus in 
the sense that women and men are perceived to constitute 
different groups within contexts. In spite of this apparent group 
focus, analyses often deal with social phenomena at the level 
of the individual. These comparisons typically examine the rights 
and personal experiences that are ascribed to individuals as a 
function of the gender category in which they are situated. In 
this way, their focus is on what individual people do, or can 
do, as a function of their gender rather than focusing on gender 
as a group level construct or category.

This emphasis on the rights, roles, and privileges that are 
ascribed to individuals as a function of their gender, fails to 
capture differences in the degree to which individuals see the 
same-gender and the other-gender as distinct social groups—or 
the degree to which the same-gender group is taken to be  the 
primary domain of social participation. It is known already that, 
in some contexts, strong prescriptions keep men and women 
apart, especially in the social sphere. This divergence between 
women and men, or between the same and the other, can be the 
result of well-established traditions reinforced by institutional 
practices. As an example, in some groups, men and women are 
not allowed to touch each other, except in narrowly defined 
personal circumstances (Feldheim, 2013); girls and boys cannot 
be students in the same primary and secondary school classrooms 
(Bahrami et  al., 2016); and in some houses of worship, separate 
sections are designated for male and female members of the 
congregation (Sorin, 2001). In contrast, in other places, individuals 
are allowed to associate more freely with members of the other 
gender. They can work and socialize together without formal 
concerns about crossing a boundary that keeps the same and 
the other apart. Nevertheless, behavioral practices are assumed 
to coexist in these contexts as well, such that members of the 
other gender are truly seen to be  the “other.” Thus, even in 
contexts where gender integration is not proscribed by particular 
rules or norms, it can nevertheless occur. It should be  noted 
that network analyses of social groups in different cultural contexts 
consistently reveal a same-gender bias in social selection processes 
(for reviews see Martin et  al., 2013; Veenstra et  al., 2013).

CONTEXT, GENDER, AND THE 
SALIENCE OF THE “OTHER”

The concept of the “other” has been a main stay of theory 
and research on gender conducted by developmental psychologists. 
Starting in early childhood, children can identify the gender 
group to which they belong and have a set of schemas about 
gender that guide them to approach or avoid behaviors that 
are “appropriate” or “inappropriate” for their gender (Martin 
and Halverson, 1981; Martin, 2000; Ruble et al., 2006). Children’s 
understandings of gender are believed to create an in-group 
orientation that guides them toward gender-typed activities and 
toward same-gender peers and away from other-gender peers 
(Maccoby, 1998; Martin and Fabes, 2001). The concept of the 
“other” is especially prominent in developmental intergroup 
theory (Bigler et  al., 1997). It claims that the salience of social 
group memberships is the result of context-based practices that 
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clearly delineate social category memberships, including gender. 
These concepts are typically used to explain, in part, their 
preference for same-gender peers.

A direct consequence of category salience is the infrequent 
levels of interaction between individuals from different groups. 
Other consequences that come from this infrequent interaction 
may be more insidious and have stronger developmental effects. 
One of these effects may be  the limited level of exposure that 
children and adolescents have to the norms, expectations, and 
practices of the other-gender group. This restricted exposure 
to a broader set of standards and beliefs has the potential to 
create a narrow perspective on how to function with other-gender 
peers and on available opportunities for self-presentations and 
self-perceptions. These processes may create a very constrained 
and canalized sense of what it means to be  a female or male 
or even what it means to be  a “normal” person. Another 
consequence may be  a reinforcement and reification of the 
legitimacy of well-defined gender categories. The creation of 
inflexible gender conceptions is likely to have especially negative 
costs for children and adolescents who do not see themselves 
as fitting into traditional gender categories.

The issue of contextual variance in category salience that 
is central to intergroup theory is also seen in one anthropologist’s 
reflections on the origins of some cultural dimensions. Clifford 
Geertz (1995) pointed to this topic in his descriptions of the 
language training he  received in preparation to work on field 
projects in Morocco and Indonesia. He  explained that the 
person teaching him Arabic would admonish him harshly when 
he  made gender-based grammar errors, whereas the person 
teaching him the Javanese language was more concerned with 
mistakes with status-related terms. Geertz demonstrates that 
while place/language gender was a critical form of social 
distinction in one place, status was a salient factor in another. 
Geertz’s point reinforces the central claims of intergroup theory, 
specifically that the importance ascribed to a social category 
is contextually variant and that membership in these categories 
leads to conformity to the group’s norms for some forms of 
social participation.

This convergence of ideas across scientific disciplines  
(e.g., developmental psychology and anthropology) and the 
widespread recognition that the salience of social concepts 
varies across social/cultural contexts point to potentially using 
the same-gender preference as a means to better understand 
variations between social contexts. Developmental psychologists 
have used the same-gender preference as a way of describing 
the features of the peer group and of assessing how the peer 
system changes with age. Studies of variations in the same-gender 
preference have typically focused on differences between 
individual children using measures of gender schemas (Powlishta 
et  al., 1993), social behavior (Sippola et  al., 1997), and activity 
preferences (Martin et  al., 2013) all measured at the level of 
the person. Contextual analyses of variations in the same-gender 
preference have been far less frequent. Given that a basic point 
of intergroup theory is that the salience of gender categories 
will derive from environmental/contextual factors, understanding 
between-context differences would appear to be  of critical 
importance. This general inattention to place differences is not 

entirely surprising in light of the overall paucity of research 
on cultural differences in many aspects of development.

CONTEXT DIFFERENCES IN THE  
SAME-GENDER PREFERENCE

An important exception to the lack of attention paid to contextual 
differences in the same-gender preference is the study of Whiting 
and Edwards (1988) of the social interactions between girls and 
boys in different contexts including communities in India, Kenya, 
Mexico, Peru, Liberia, Guatemala, the Philippines, Okinawa, and 
the United States. In this extensive study, titled Children of Different 
Worlds, Whiting and Edwards made careful observations of the 
amount of contact that girls and boys had with their same-gender 
and other-gender peers. From the outset, they used concepts from 
theory and research on cognitive development to form hypotheses 
about age differences in the preference for same-gender peers. 
Similar to other researchers (e.g., Maccoby, 1999), they expected 
that the rigid use of categories by young children would promote 
a strong in-group identification that would lead to a same-gender 
preference. They also proposed that a basic curiosity to know 
what it means to be  a male or female within their own culture 
would lead children to pay more attention to the peers whom 
they perceived to be  like the self rather than to those whom 
they perceived to be different. In this way, they ascribe a functional 
self-related purpose to having a primary affiliation with same-
gender peers. It is important to note that an implicit feature of 
this reasoning is that gender role conformity is a consequence 
of gender segregation rather than an antecedent of it.

The study of Whiting and Edwards (1988) of Different Worlds 
revealed similarities and variability across the contexts they 
studied. A general preference for same-gender peers was observed 
in each of the contexts they observed. In every community, 
school-age children were more likely to associate with members 
of their own gender than members of the other gender. More 
importantly, the magnitude of this preference varied considerably 
across contexts. For example, when children’s peer interactions 
were observed in a free-play context, children in all communities 
were more likely to be  in gender segregated peer groups. In 
one Kenyan community, the percentage of children in same-
gender peer groups was 55, collapsed across boys and girls. 
The corresponding percentages for children from two other 
communities in Kenya as well as in communities in Guatemala, 
the United  States, and Peru were 63, 74, 61, 80, and 100%. 
The variance across these groups is, to us, vastly more impressive 
than the claim that groups in each community show a same-
gender preference.

Strough and Cavatto (2002) have noted that in Gold and 
Gold’s (1982) comparative study of school-age children in Sweden, 
Australia, England, and North America, the same-gender preference 
was weaker with the Swedish children than for the children 
from the other contexts. A more complicated set of findings 
observed by Cohen et  al. (1980) points to the challenge of 
assessing the degree of desired contact with the other gender. 
In their study, preadolescent children from Sweden and the 
United  States were asked to choose the peers whom they would 
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like to have as a partner in a school-related task (i.e., help with 
homework) or in a personal exchange (i.e., sharing a secret). 
Three important findings were observed. First, on the school 
task, 34% of the boys from the United  States chose at least one 
other-gender peer, whereas only 5.3% of the girls did the same. 
No differences were observed between the Swedish girls (11%) 
and boys (12%). Second, similar findings were observed with 
the personal task. The boys from the Unites States chose an 
other-gender peer more frequently (18%) than did the girls from 
the United  States (2%). Again, no differences were observed 
between the Swedish girls (19%) and boys (14%). Third, a direct 
comparison demonstrated that the American boys (34%) were 
more likely than the Swedish boys (12%) to choose a girl for 
the school task, but there were no differences on the personal 
task (18 and 14%, respectively). A different pattern was observed 
with the girls. On both tasks, boys were chosen more frequently 
by Swedish girls than by girls from the United  States (11.4 and 
5.3% for the instrumental task and 18.6 and 1.8% for the expressive 
task for the American and Swedish girls, respectively). These 
findings indicate that the tendency to choose other-gender peers 
as associates varies as a function of context, type of task, and gender.

The findings of contextual variations reported by Whiting 
and Edwards (1988) and by Cohen et  al. (1980) are intriguing. 
They reveal substantial between-context variability in the 
orientation toward same- and other-gender peers. It is hard 
to overlook the variability revealed by their findings. At the 
same time, however, this is only a beginning as these data 
are descriptive rather than explanatory. They present evidence 
of variability but they fail to explain the source or the 
consequences of this variability across national contexts.

SAME-GENDER PREFERENCE AS 
EXPERIENCE

The same-gender preference is, of course, much more than 
just an interesting descriptive feature of children’s and adolescent’s 
peer groups. Instead, it is a powerful structural factor that 
defines the social-developmental environment across the lifespan, 
from childhood through adolescence and into adulthood. By 
affecting how and with whom a child can, or should, associate, 
these social and cultural barriers and/or biases have a direct 
effect on the day-to-day experiences and interactions that children 
and adolescents have in social spaces, particularly in the school 
context. Moreover, by providing direct evidence of the dimensions 
that organize the social context, these same-gender preferences 
may reinforce the constructs that account for intergroup 
conditions. Such exclusionary preferences may also reify and 
strengthen the belief in rigid and traditional gender categories.

Contextual variations in the strength of the same-gender 
preference are also likely to have important consequences on 
development. Peer experiences, for example, are known to promote 
well-being via several processes including opportunities for 
acceptance and validation, the promotion of social skills, and 
protective experiences that minimize the effects that may result 
from negative experiences within the family (Rubin et  al., 2016). 
In this capacity, interactions and relationships with peers can 

function as social assets and developmental protective factors. 
When access to other-gender peers is foreclosed by a sharp divide 
between the same- and the other-gender peer groups, the range 
of these beneficial functions of peer relationships can be  limited.

Two processes may be  especially important to consider. The 
first is that segregation by gender limits access to social capital. 
It is known that well-being derives from being accepted by both 
same- and other-gender peers (Bukowski et  al., 2017). Seclusion 
to one’s own gender minimizes access to the benefits of being 
accepted by the other gender. The second process is concerned 
with protective factors. Some children are not liked by same-gender 
peers (Bukowski et  al., 1999). Within the same-gender peer 
group, they may be  friendless or have very few positive social 
connections or many negative social connections as a function 
of peer rejection and bullying. For these children, positive and 
supportive other-gender peer relationships may provide an 
important protective refuge. Thus, for such children, opportunities 
for interactions and relationships with other-gender peers may 
have the potential to reduce the negative effects of problems 
with same-gender peers. When these opportunities are not available 
because of a structural and/or socially normative separation 
between the two gendered peer groups, the possibility of finding 
a protective shelter with other-gender peers may be  limited.

Between-context differences in the orientation toward the 
same- and other-gender peers are also likely to have consequences 
for gender identity development. Gender identity development 
is a complex and multifaceted construct (Perry et  al., 2019). 
We  speculate that two of its basic components may be  affected 
by variations in gender segregation. One of these components 
is the degree to which a person identifies with being a member 
of their own gender category (i.e., being a female or male). 
It is likely that this aspect of gender identity will be  stronger 
in contexts, where gender segregation is strong. It is also the 
case that the negative consequences of not identifying with 
one’s gender category may be  more drastic in highly gendered 
contexts. A second aspect of gender identity that may vary as 
a function of the same-gender preference may be  the level of 
flexibility in the features that define what it means to be female 
or male. One can predict that greater flexibility will be observed 
when gender segregation is weak. That is, one can expect that 
gender roles will be  more fluid or less fixed when there is a 
more balanced orientation toward same- and other-gender peers.

This balance may be  especially important in the current 
historical context. The discursive landscape about characteristics 
linked to sex and gender and the intersection between them 
has never been as open and as active as it is in the present 
moment. Ideas about what it means to be  a woman or a man 
and how the concepts of femininity and masculinity are defined 
and expressed have been issues throughout history. In the present 
moment, however, these issues have become especially poignant. 
More so than at any other time, discussions of the variability 
in the features that define the biological sex-based categories 
of women and men and that define the social gender-based 
categories of female and male appear on a nearly daily basis 
in multiple forms and media. This attention has been accompanied 
by a movement away from a binary conceptualization of gender 
categories toward more fluid and non-binary definitions and labels.
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A full assessment of the claims we  have made about the 
importance of assessing the gender segregation as a feature 
of cultural contexts may need to be  studied from a multilevel 
approach. The consequences of being in a small context, such 
as a school environment, in which there is a high level of 
gender segregation may vary as a function of the prevailing 
level of segregation in the broader social environment, such 
as the community where the school is located. The effects of 
gender segregation may also need to consider the degree to 
which it promotes or limits cross-gender comparison. It has 
been reported that within-gender social comparisons decrease 
gender differences in self-representations, whereas between-
gender comparison increases gender differences (Guimond et al., 
2006). If, as we have proposed, high levels of gender segregation 
foster a view of the other gender as the “other,” then one can 
expect individuals in these contexts to see themselves in more 
stereotypical manners. Alternatively, it may be  that  
gender segregation will have the opposite effect. It may promote 
within-gender comparisons that, in turn, will decrease gender 
differences in self-representations. Along these same lines, 
gender segregation may be  motivated by multiple factors, 
including religious traditions, historical factors, and culture-
based conceptions of gender. The reasons underlying gender 
segregation may moderate the effects of functioning in a context 
with a division between males and females. Accordingly, a 
key feature of research on the effects of gender segregation 
should be  an assessment of whether the strength and features 
of these effects vary as a function of the cultural factors that 
cause this divide. All of these issues need to be  addressed in 
empirical studies.

CONCLUSION/BOTTOM LINE

Our main point is that there is value in studying gender, 
peer relations, and culture in an integrated manner. An 
initial starting point for a research program that brings these 
domains together should be  variations in the same-gender 
preference. This construct provides a direct means of 
characterizing societies according to the affective and 
participatory divide between females and males. It is a feature 
of the day-to-day experiences of females and males across 
the lifespan. Already, there is evidence that the same-gender 
preference varies across cultures. This evidence that the 
cultural variation in a gender-related construct is manifested 
in a form of social experience is consistent with the claim 
of Geertz (1973) that “Behavior must be attended to…because 

it is through the flow of behavior – or, more precisely, 
social action – that (cultural) forms find articulation” (p. 17).

There are practical implications of this work as well. To 
consider these implications, let us first review what we  know. 
First, we know that gender segregation occurs. Second, we know 
that gender segregation occurs across the lifespan, within various 
groups, structural settings, nation states, and cultures. 
We  importantly realize, however, that there are also significant 
and potentially meaningful variations in the degree of gender 
segregation across contexts. Thus, if we  aim to move toward a 
more gender integrated – rather than segregated – world, we must 
first recognize baseline similarities (i.e., gender segregation is 
likely to occur) as well as differences (i.e., gender segregation 
will vary across contexts). Accounting for these similarities and 
differences in our research programs will help us to also more 
accurately anticipate the degree, source, and outcomes associated 
with gender segregation within and between various contexts. 
It is only through such an adaptive understanding that we  can 
begin to think about designing intervention and prevention efforts 
to support a more gender integrated and socially equitable world.

A key advantage of studying of gender segregation is that 
it can be  studied with simple, easy-to-implement techniques. 
Many studies of the same-gender preference have used traditional 
sociometric methods to measure the degree to which children 
are drawn to same- and other-gender peers. These data can 
be  used to assess the same-gender preference at the level of 
each individual child; these data can then be  used to create 
group means. These same data can be used in network analyses 
to create indices of gender integration. Regardless of how one 
analyzes the data, the study of cultural variations in the 
same-gender preference provides a powerful and direct way 
of learning about gender, peer relations, and culture all within 
the same analysis.
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