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Gender Similarities and Differences in Children’s Social Behavior: Finding Personality in Contextualized Patterns of Adaptation Audrey L. Zakriski
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Brown University



Marion K. Underwood University of Texas at Dallas This research examined how a contextualist approach to personality can reveal social interactional patterns that are obscured by gender comparisons of overall behavior rates. For some behaviors (verbal aggression), girls and boys differed both in their responses to social events and in how often they encountered them, yet they did not differ in overall behavior rates. For other behaviors (prosocial), gender differences in overall rates were observed, yet girls and boys differed more in their social environments than in their responses to events. The results question the assumption that meaningful personality differences must be manifested in overall act trends and illustrate how gender differences in personality can be conceptualized as patterns of social adaptation that are complex and context specific. Keywords: gender differences, personality assessment, aggression, withdrawal



debated whether we should stop studying such differences altogether (Baumeister, 1988; Eagly, 1987; Lott & Eagly, 1996). We suggest that the study of personality and context need not conflict; rather than receding as the mosaic grows, personality is revealed in the mosaic itself. In our view, legitimate criticisms of research on gender differences in personality arise more from the limitations of acontextual trait models than from the concept of personality per se. Studies of gender and personality have often focused on overall behavior rates, average trait ratings, or summary checklist scores (see meta-analyses by Feingold, 1994). This is consistent with other research on individual differences in which behavior inventories attempt to “filter out” situational variation to assess the “stable and enduring” features of the person (Barkley, 1988). One of the clearest theoretical justifications for such methods can be found in the act frequency approach to personality (Buss & Craik, 1983), which defines a disposition as an act trend, or the number of relevant acts a person displays over a period of observation. Although contemporary theorizing about personality often embraces more complex and dynamic views of traits (Johnson, 1999; Roberts & Caspi, 2001), the predominance of act frequency methods perpetuates the notion that “consistency across situations lies at the core of the concept of personality” (Weiten, 2004, p. 478; see also Gray, 2002). It is the clash between this concept of personality and the context dependence of gender differences in aggression, affiliation, helping, and other behaviors (Archer, 2000; Caldera & Sciaraffa, 1998; Eagly & Crowley, 1986) that has led some to reject the notion of gender differences in “underlying traits or abilities” (Leaper, 2000, p. 391). There have long been alternative views of personality that more explicitly incorporate context. G. W. Allport (1937) discussed the need to understand how contexts elicit behavior and advocated idiographic approaches that could reveal response styles that distinguish one individual from another. F. Allport (1924) argued that



Over the last few decades, explanations of gender differences in social behavior have increasingly focused on context. Social interactive models have highlighted the variability of gender-related behavior and traced gender differences (and similarities) to interpersonal dynamics and situational demands (Deaux & Major, 1987). Recently, the two cultures view has suggested that girls and boys differ in their social behavior largely because their sexsegregated peer groups elicit behaviors that may not be characteristic of them in other social contexts (Maccoby, 1998, 2002). These and related views have clarified why gender differences are variable over studies and have identified social forces that might contribute to differences previously assumed to be inherent or “essential” (Archer, 1996; Eagly, 1995; Leaper, 2000). In place of a few stable, enduring, and broad gender differences in behavior, what has emerged is a mosaic consisting of small differences in some contexts, no differences in others, and “reversed” differences in others. As the mosaic’s complexity grows, the usefulness of studying gender differences in personality seems to recede (see Leaper, 2000; Maccoby, 1998). Indeed, some have
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