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Socialization of Boys and Girls in Natural Contexts 
Carolyn Pope Edwards, Lisa Knoche, and Asiye Kumru

Introduction 

Socialization is the general process by which the 
members of a cultural community or society pass on 
their language, rules, roles, and customary ways of 
thinking and behaving to the next generation. Sex role 
socialization is one important aspect of this general pro-
cess. In common language, socialization means some-
thing like “learning to function in a social setting,” as in 
“socialization of children in child care.” This usage im-
plies that the young children acquire social competence 
through the concerted efforts of adults, who carefully 
train and mold them to behave appropriately (thus we 
also speak of “puppy socialization”). In the social sci-
ences, however, the meaning of “socialization” is more 
complex and does not carry the implication that chil-
dren are simply the passive recipients or objects of the 
socialization process. 

Rather, in recent years, concepts of socialization in 
general, and sex role socialization in particular, have been 
transformed along both theoretical and empirical dimen-
sions. The theoretical aspect includes efforts to integrate 
social learning and cognitivist perspectives through a 
focus on self-socialization. Self-socialization can be de-
fined as the process whereby children influence the di-
rection and outcomes of their own development through 
selective attention, imitation, and participation in partic-
ular activities and modalities of interaction that function 
as key contexts of socialization. For example, many chil-
dren prefer to observe and imitate same-gender models 
rather than the opposite gender, and to interact and par-
ticipate in gender-typical activities. The empirical aspect 
of the reconceptualization of socialization thus involves a 
renewed focus on context. Whereas earlier studies of be-
havioral sex differences typically involved appraising in-
dividual behavioral dispositions across contexts, the new 
approach seeks ways to understand behavior within spe-
cific relational interactions and activity settings (e.g., the 
conversation of boys and girls in small or large groups) 
or in settings with children of mixed-age (e.g., in neigh-
borhood games) versus the same age group (e.g., class-
mates at school). 

Thus the goals of earlier work were to understand 
how, why, and at what age girls and boys begin to vary 
behaviorally along such dimensions as “nurturance,” 
“aggression,” and “dependency,” including determina-
tion of how sex-typical dispositions are influenced by 
cultural factors. In contrast, the new approach seeks to 
answer such questions as the following. How are differ-
ent kinds of gender-specific social behaviors called out 
or elicited by different contexts of socialization? How 
are gender differences influenced by children’s relation-
ship to their social companions-for example, their gen-
der, age, status, and kinship relationship? How are gen-
der differences influenced by different activity contexts 
(e.g., school, work, play) that we know are differentially 
distributed across cultural communities, depending on 
such factors as adult subsistence strategies, leisure pat-
terns, family structures, household organizations, and 
forms of social networks? Finally, how are gender dif-
ferences affected by where children are found, their lo-
cation in space (e.g., distance from home)? 

Children’s Companionship: Age, Gender, 
and Kinship 

Children’s companions are those individuals whom 
they watch, imitate, and interact with in natural settings 
of home, school, neighborhood, and community. These 
social partners influence children’s emerging gender ex-
pectations through face-to-face relationships in which 
children give and receive care, help, instruction, sup-
port, and cooperation, or where they engage in dom-
inance struggles, conflicts, arguments, and fights. As 
they interact with different companions, children learn 
to discriminate the different categories of people in so-
ciety, such as infants, elders, older versus younger sib-
lings, extended family, household guests and visitors, 
and passers-by. 

To understand the different socialization experiences 
of boys and girls, it is important to know what factors 
possibly influence children’s companionship. Children 
around the world have different opportunities with re-
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spect to social companions. Their cultural community, 
developmental age, gender, and kinship composition 
strongly determine the company they keep. Cultural 
community shapes children’s companionship through 
such macro features as the following: geographic lay-
out, settlement pattern, cooperative networks, house-
hold composition, and age/gender division of labors 
(Whiting & Edwards, 1988). For instance, in a commu-
nity where the mother’s primary responsibilities keep 
her in the vicinity of the house and adjacent garden ar-
eas, while the father’s work takes him to a nearby town, 
the mother’s companionship would necessarily be more 
salient to young children during the day than would the 
father’s. In a community where families live in extended 
families with bilateral kinship, they will often have 
many houses where they can freely visit and play and 
a wide variety of cousins from both sides of their family 
with whom to interact. 

Children’s age has a strong influence on their choice 
of companions, much more so than does their gender 
in the early years. Age-related changes in children’s 
physical, social, and intellectual capacities are neces-
sarily related to changes in their social settings and 
their companions. For example, infants and toddlers re-
quire constant supervision and show dependency be-
haviors such as seeking comfort, protection, and food 
from the primary caregiver or designated guardians. 
They are more likely to be in the company of mothers 
or other female adults (grandmothers, aunts, or hired 
caregivers) rather than male adults in almost all cultural 
communities. 

Preschool-age children expand their capabilities 
to do more things with more companions in a wid-
ening variety of settings (Garbarino & Gilliam, 1980). 
They can now have younger as well as older compan-
ions in their playgroup, and they begin to learn about 
their position in the “pecking order” of childhood. As 
they become aware of their gender identity, they begin 
to show preferences for same-sex playmates and their 
cross-gender interaction decreases in settings when 
they can choose their companions, as at preschool or 
childcare. 

During middle childhood, the experiences of children 
in different communities become even more divergent 
according to gender, as well as according to educational 
opportunities. In cultures where schooling is present for 
both girls and boys, children experience the very impor-
tant transition of moving from a more home-centered to 
a more school-centered existence. School-age children 
interact frequently with same-age peers, the majority of 
whom are not kin, during half the day light hours. At 

this age, children seem to seek interaction with compan-
ions who are not their family members but who are like 
them in other ways. They may show avoidant or exclu-
sive behavior toward children not of their gender, espe-
cially when they are playing in large groups (Whiting 
& Edwards, 1988). Research shows that children’s play 
in these single-gender groups involves high proportions 
of both egoistic conflict and sociability/ play behaviors, 
as if the children are using the group as a “laboratory” 
for learning how to negotiate and get along with peers 
in the culturally approved masculine or feminine way 
(Maccoby, 1998). 

The age gap between the children and their com-
panions is also important. When children interact with 
children who are older than they are by 3 or more 
years, they tend to display certain dependency behav-
iors (seeking proximity, exchanging information/in-
quiring, and watching/imitating) (Whiting & Edwards, 
1988). Toddlers and preschool-aged children seem es-
pecially motivated to imitate the behavior of older chil-
dren, and learn much from contact with older siblings. 
When older children interact with younger and smaller 
children, they are much more likely to take on a dom-
inant style of interaction than they are when they are 
with peers or older persons. Older children (especially 
boys) tend to decrease their contact with female family 
adults once they begin to attend school, but their con-
tact with fathers may actually increase in communities 
where sons are allowed to help their fathers in work 
(Whiting & Whiting, 1975). 

Thus children’s gender interacts with their age in in-
fluencing their preferred patterns of companionship. 
Throughout the world’s cultures and subcultures, gen-
der segregation for play and leisure are seen during the 
years of middle childhood. The same-gender peer play 
seems to appear around age 3 years (Hartup, 1983; Jack-
lin & Maccoby, 1978), and to become predominant dur-
ing the ages of 6-9 (Feiring & Lewis, 1989; Whiting & 
Edwards, 1988). These patterns may reflect in part the 
child’s own preferences for friends and playmates (self-
socialization) as well as their parents’ and other institu-
tions’ structuring of the social environment (Cochran & 
Riley, 1987). 

Children tend to compare their appearance, skills, 
and behavior with their same-gender peers who are 
close in age to them. Thus, interacting with same-gender 
companions may help them to establish gender identity 
and roles. However, girls usually have more access to 
adult females than boys do to adult males in their daily 
settings (Whiting & Edwards, 1988). As a result, boys 
seem to seek out interaction with boys who are older 
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than themselves, who may serve as models. Boys have 
more daily contact with male playmates in their dy-
adic settings than girls do with girl playmates (Feiring 
& Lewis, 1989). 

Finally, the organization of people in space and the 
social structure of households and neighborhoods af-
fect the availability of kin versus non-kin companion-
ship for children. For instance, in communities where 
children are restricted to the home environment, their 
main companions are usually their siblings and cous-
ins, as observed among Abaluyia children of Kisa, Ke-
nya (Weisner, 1984). Instead, where they have more 
autonomy to explore the neighborhood and more ac-
cess to communal play areas or schools, they have 
more contact with nonrelatives and more chances to di-
vide themselves into gender- and age-segregated play-
groups, as is common in North America. In a study 
of United States social networks, Feiring and Lewis 
(1989) found that children aged 3, 6, and 9 years had 
a greater number and more daily contacts with non-
kin than with kin. With increasing age, children signif-
icantly increased the number of kin with whom they 
were in contact, but they decreased nonsignificantly 
in their frequency of daily contact. Though boys and 
girls were not different in the proportion of kin versus 
nonkin with whom they were in contact, an increasing 
trend found that, with age, girls had more daily con-
tact with kin than did boys. 

Children’s Activities 

Activity settings allow children around the world to 
try out and experience different kinds of roles and oc-
cupations and to learn to navigate social relations with 
family and peers. As children move around different 
settings, they encounter different opportunities for 
work, play, learning, and sociability, and come in con-
tact with different standing patterns of behavior and 
toys, objects, and natural materials to be manipulated. 
Boys and girls may or may not engage in the same 
sorts of activities, resulting in divergent socialization 
processes. A general review of the literature finds that 
parents behave surprisingly similarly in their explicit 
treatment of sons versus daughters, for example, in the 
rules they enforce (Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974). How-
ever, they do assign boys and girls to different set-
tings (e.g., work vs. play) and encourage different pat-
terns of companionship (e.g., time spent in mixed-age 
groups containing infants). Perhaps it is the cumula-
tive effect of these large and small differences in task 

assignments, work, and play experiences that result in 
divergence of socialization experiences and outcomes 
for boys and girls (Morelli & Tronick, 1991). 

Children’s activities in rural subsistence communi-
ties are often focused on responsible work (e.g., clean-
ing, gardening, herding, childcare), whereas in contem-
porary industrial communities, children are often put 
into organized play settings (e.g., preschools, schools, 
and afterschool programs). Around the world, girls and 
boys engage in different proportions of work versus 
play (Whiting & Edwards, 1988), and these differences 
contribute to the gender-socialization process. 

Activities can be thought of as “directed” or “undi-
rected” (Munroe et al., 1983; Munroe, Munroe, & Shim-
min, 1984). Directed activities are ones that are spe-
cifically assigned to children by an authority figure, 
perhaps a parent or older sibling. They include such 
things as caring for younger siblings, household work, 
and errands outside the home. The age at which chil-
dren are directed toward particular activities depends 
upon their society. In communities where women take 
a leading role in subsistence work, children (but espe-
cially girls) are recruited by their mothers to take on 
more responsible tasks at a younger age (Edwards & 
Whiting, in press). In communities where boys can be 
easily incorporated into the work of the adult men 
(hunting, fishing, farming), and where that work is 
time consuming and labor intensive, boys move rela-
tively early into work roles. Undirected activities are 
less structured, leaving the child to set the course for 
the event, as for example in free play or idle sociability. 
Both directed and undirected activities can be identified 
across cultural contexts, and both contribute to gender 
role development. 

In a study of Australian youth aged 6–7 years, boys 
were found to be more engaged in competitive sports, 
and girls in ballet and dance (Russell & Russell, 1992). 
In many studies (e.g., Edwards, 2000), girls have 
been more often observed playing with dolls, han-
dling household objects, and participating in dress-up 
and art activities. Their play activities and toy prefer-
ences more often focus on domestic roles and nurtur-
ance. In contrast, boys are often found playing with 
store-bought or handmade vehicles, weapons, build-
ing materials, sports equipment, or other objects con-
sidered culturally masculine. In Senegal, the pretend 
play of girls focuses on domestic activities over the 
course of childhood; boys engage in domestic pretend 
play at age 2, but increasingly tum to themes involving 
transportation and hunting as they get older (Bloch & 
Adler, 1994). 



So c i a l i z at i o n  o f  Bo y s a n d Gi r l s  i n  Nat u r a l  Co n t e x t s    37

Types of play vary considerably by context. A re-
analysis of the Six Culture data found that in locations 
where work predominated over play, all children were 
relatively unlikely to engage in fantasy play, perhaps 
because they were enacting such scenarios in real life. 
For example, instead of playing with dolls, young chil-
dren could care for infant siblings, tend their house-
hold fire, and handle sharp cooking tools (Edwards, 
2000). Furthermore, in communities where children 
had freedom to venture beyond the bounds of the im-
mediate home and yard, they engaged in considerable 
amounts of creative-constructive play (e.g., building 
dams, making whistles and mud pies out of natural 
materials, and creating slingshots). The most “playful” 
children were found in Taira, Okinawa, where their 
workloads were light and they were supervised by all 
of the village adults collectively, giving them consid-
erable freedom to move around the village (Edwards, 
2000). 

In some cultures, gender roles are impressed upon 
young children through directed, often work-related, 
activities. Through work, children can learn adult roles 
and skills (Nsamenang, 1992). In the Children of Dif-
ferent Worlds project, boys as young as age 4 years 
were trained to care for livestock (Whiting & Edwards, 
1988). In fact, animal care was generally a male task, 
especially with large animals such as cattle or water 
buffalo. In Rogoff’s (1981) study of Guatemalan chil-
dren, children were beginning to perform gender-spe-
cific work tasks by age 5 or 6, with boys gathering fire-
wood and feeding animals, and girls running errands 
and doing cleaning. This same division of labor was 
noted for an American middle-class sample (Bloch 
& Walsh, 1985), where girls at age 5-6 years were di-
rected to perform more housework, and again in a Ca-
ribbean sample of youth (Lange & Rodman, 1992). 
Likewise, in a study of Senegalese children, girls were 
assigned more responsible work than boys starting 
at age 5 and 6 years (Bloch & Adler, 1994). Certainly, 
however, children’s work is not always gender spe-
cific. Mothers with heavy workloads recruit both sons 
and daughters to help (e.g., with gardening), and in 
households where there is no child of the appropriate 
gender to perform a gender-specific activity, children 
may be expected to cross over and do opposite-gender 
chores; for example, boys will clean or care for infants, 
and girls will tend to animals or repair fishing equip-
ment (Ember, 1973; Lange & Rodman, 1992). 

Task assignment is thus a strong influence of the so-
cialization process. Ember (1981) describes task assign-
ment as an unconscious effort on the part of caretakers 

to transmit gender-specific information. For exam-
ple, mothers in Senegal were found to be more likely 
to ask girls than boys to do work, and more likely to 
pull girls away from their play activities to perform 
responsible work (Bloch & Adler, 1994). Across soci-
eties, girls are generally engaged in more responsi-
ble work than boys (Whiting & Edwards, 1973). In a 
West African community, girls aged 8-10 years were 
often found caring for younger siblings, family mem-
bers, and neighbor children (Nsamenang, 1992). In 
most cultures, females continue to be seen as responsi-
ble for children, and as young females become adults 
they expect to take on responsibility for children (Best 
& Williams, 1997). 

In sum, cultures around the world socialize boys and 
girls, through both direct and indirect means, to un-
derstand their gender role in society. The work activi-
ties of children reflect gender differences, with girls en-
gaged in more household tasks and responsibilities than 
boys. Leisure and play activities between the sexes also 
vary, with girls focusing more on domestic scenarios 
and nurturance, and boys engaging in competitive and 
large-motor activities. Socialization through these activ-
ities, while discrete, generally results in separate soci-
etal rules and roles for the sexes. The activities in which 
children engage-both work and leisure-provide impor-
tant learning opportunities for children, to help them 
become knowledgeable, informed participants in their 
culture. 

The Settings of Socialization 

Just as the activities in which children engage con-
tribute to gender socialization, where children work 
and play also has important implications. The settings 
in which children spend their time shape those behav-
iors they can observe, tryout, rehearse, and master. 
The impact on socialization is directly related to the 
strength of the setting. Some contexts of development 
are considered “strong” and other situations “weak” 
(Snyder & Ickes, 1985). In strong contexts, the range 
of behaviors that an individual is permitted to dis-
play is limited. The situation almost dictates the indi-
vidual’s response. Weak contexts allow more variabil-
ity; the situation does not demand a specific behavioral 
or emotional response. With regard to gender social-
ization, many social situations are relatively strong, 
particularly for older children who are more aware of 
gender stereotypes and expectations. These strong con-
texts demand gender-appropriate behaviors, whereas 
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weak-context environments allow children more flex-
ibility in behaving outside or beyond the bounds of 
gender constraints. 

Girls and boys tend to occupy different locations 
in space, along with some shared venues (Maccoby, 
1998). In general, boys tend to play outdoors and in rel-
atively large groups. When possible, they combine un-
directed play with their work, for example, interspers-
ing roughhousing and chasing games with tending 
animals in the fields. Girls are more likely to be found 
playing with two to three peers in an indoor setting, or 
assisting inside with household chores, or outside per-
forming errands such as going to the market or getting 
water or fuel. Girls also spice up their work with fun, 
especially through conversation, games, or singing. 
They engage in conversations more readily than boys 
do, while boys engage in more physical activity (Best 
& Williams, 1997). 

The school setting can be seen as both a “strong” 
and “weak” context for gender behaviors, depend-
ing on the specific location. For example, the cafete-
ria is a strong context, where boys and girls separate 
to different tables if given the choice. Likewise, on 
the playground, boy and girl groups take over sepa-
rate spaces. Girls usually play around the periphery of 
the playground, while boys occupy a larger more cen-
tral space. In fact, boys take up 10 times more space 
on the playground and often invade girls’ activities 
(Maccoby, 1998; Thorne, 1994). The Children of Differ-
ent Worlds project found that in societies where all the 
boys and girls go to school together, same-gender in-
teraction was very high during free play, thereby re-
sulting in more gender segregation than was gener-
ally found in the homes and neighborhoods (Whiting 
& Edwards, 1988). Within the classroom, however, cre-
ative and constructive activities, such as art, manipu-
lative, and dramatic play, can promote gender integra-
tion. For instance, in a social studies project, boys and 
girls can work cooperatively on tasks and are more 
likely to overlook gender differences than outside in 
the playground. The teacher’s presence can attract both 
girls and boys to circle around nearby, causing them to 
mingle and interact. 

Neighborhoods are generally “weaker” contexts 
than school settings with respect to gender roles. Ow-
ing to the limited number of playmates available, they 
often promote play that is mixed as to gender and age, 
and many favorite group games (such as “hide-and-
seek;’ kick ball, and tag) attract children of all ages, 
boys and girls equally. Cross-gender play is also com-
mon when children collect in small groups or pairs, 

and when children have known one another for a long 
period of time and have built up trust and friendship. 
The more children are present in a space, and the more 
unfamiliar they are with one another, the more likely 
they will segregate based on gender. 

The Children of Different Worlds spot observa-
tions revealed boys to be generally farther from home 
than were girls, in contexts that are considered weak 
in regard to gender socialization but strong in terms 
of peer pressure. Girls’ movement away from the 
home was restricted in some societies, and they left 
the home area most often when following a predict-
able path doing a “directed” chore such as gathering 
water, collecting firewood, or going to the shop (Whit-
ing & Edwards, 1988). Boys had more freedom to wan-
der beyond the home environment in undirected play 
where they were less accountable to figures of author-
ity and perhaps more free to experiment in their be-
havior and follow their curiosity. On the other hand, 
we know from other research that when boys play to-
gether in groups, they strongly pressure one another 
toward what they consider masculine behavior (by 
ridiculing boys who do not measure up) (Carter & Mc-
Closkey, 1984; Fagot, 1984). Thus, boys tum their free 
play away from home into strong contexts for gender 
role socialization. 

The Children of Different Worlds project found that 
during directed activities, boys were found farther from 
home than girls in four of the six communities, and 
these differences were maintained during undirected 
play. In fact, it was during undirected activities that 
gender differences were maximized. Boys spent more 
time in locations and activities (such as rough-and-tum-
ble play) that accentuated gender differences. Girls were 
generally nearer the home environment, more often en-
gaged in directed activities with specific task or supervi-
sion responsibilities, interspersed with undirected inter-
vals of leisure and socializing. 

Children’s Behavior: Nurturance, 
Dependency, Prosaically Acts, and 
Aggression 

In this final section, we discuss four categories of 
child behavior (nurturance, dependency, pro social acts, 
and aggression) that appear at an early age and are im-
portant outcomes of the kinds of socialization processes 
we have described. Children’s behavior seems to have 
certain similar characteristics across cultures because of 
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their universal developmentally-based needs and de-
sires. However, there are also important differences tied 
to cultural experiences. All four categories of behavior 
are particularly reciprocal in the child’s dyadic interac-
tion with their companions, and they are subjected to a 
cultural channeling that specifies under what circum-
stances and to whom the child can display them. 

Nurturance can be defined as offering help and sup-
port to an individual who is in a state of need. Al-
though there are variations in the styles and situations 
in which it is expected to express nurturance, it is a rec-
ognizable universal across culture. With age, children 
are more capable of perceiving, understanding, and 
meeting others’ needs and wants, and then responding 
to them. For example, they learn how to offer food to 
distract a crying toddler or how to encourage a friend 
with a smile. 

In almost all societies, infants and toddlers receive 
higher proportions of nurturance than do older chil-
dren because of their relative helplessness and vul-
nerability as well as their cute and endearing physi-
cal characteristics (Braten, 1996; Edwards, 1986, 1993; 
Whiting & Edwards, 1988). Infant crying seems to elicit 
nurturance behavior from even very young children 
(Zahn-Waxler, Friedman, & Cummings, 1983). When 
infants grow older and become more mobile, indepen-
dent, and demanding, they still need to be watched, 
protected, and instructed. However, toddlers are in 
many ways harder to care for than infants. They are 
still small and defenseless, but they seem to elicit many 
pro socially dominant behaviors from others (for in-
stance, commands to desist from dangerous and an-
noying behaviors, and suggestions about how to eat 
their food properly) rather than the pure nurturance 
behavior that they formerly received (Whiting, 1983; 
Whiting & Edwards, 1988). 

Both older boys and girls tend to be highly nurtur-
ing toward babies. However, girls are more nurturing 
than boys to toddlers, other children, and adults (Whit-
ing & Edwards, 1988). In most societies, girls are as-
signed as caretakers of babies and have more oppor-
tunity to practice nurturance than do boys. Girls are 
more frequently in the company of their mothers and 
more eager to imitate the maternal role. In their play, 
girls are more likely to act out scenes from familiar set-
tings, such as the home and school where they can re-
hearse and create domestic roles involving nurturing 
interpersonal relationships and nurturance (Edwards, 
Knoche, & Kumru, 2001). Thus, girls seem to have 
more opportunities in everyday life to practice nurtur-
ance than do boys. 

Dependency behavior can be described as seeking 
help, attention, permission, information, emotional 
support, or material resources. Because of the help-
lessness of the human infant, dependency behavior is 
strong at the beginning of life and is elicited and re-
warded by caretaking adults at least some of the time. 
One would expect that the dependency would then de-
crease as the child becomes more mature and compe-
tent. However, research has documented no clear-cut 
changes in age in overall levels of dependency behav-
ior during childhood. Maccoby and Masters (1970) dis-
cussed these findings with reference to the different 
types of dependent behaviors. They noted that cling-
ing and proximity-seeking behavior decrease with 
age, while help- and attention-seeking behavior re-
main high. Similarly, Whiting and Edwards (1988) 
suggest that a child’s dependency tendencies toward 
mother does not so much decrease as change in style 
from early to middle childhood. Children’s preferred 
style tends to shift from more physical and intimate 
modes toward ones like help, attention, information, 
and permission-seeking that rely on verbal skills and 
help them act in accord with cultural values. Thus, 
children’s dependency changes in format with age, 
becoming less intimate and proximal, but it does not 
disappear. 

Findings on gender differences in child’s dependency 
are decidedly mixed. Luo boys from Kenya were ob-
served to exhibit significantly more dependency behav-
ior than were the girls (Ember, 1973). However, many 
studies from Western and non-Western societies have 
shown little or no sex differences in overall dependency 
behavior (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Whiting & Edwards, 
1973). Ember (1981) suggested that girls and boys might 
exhibit different types of dependency behavior. For in-
stance, in the Six Cultures data, girls tended to seek help 
and physical contact more than boys in the 3-6-year-old 
age range, but boys seemed to seek attention and mate-
rial goods more than girls once they were about 7 years 
old (Edwards & Whiting, 1974). 

Prosocial behavior can be described as voluntary acts 
intending to meet the needs of others. Pro social be-
havior tends to increase with age because of devel-
opmental changes in children’s cognitive, socio-emo-
tional, and physical competence (Eisenberg & Fabes, 
1998). In most societies, children are expected to carry 
more responsibility at home as they become mature 
and to display more pro social acts. Studies with West-
ern and non-Western samples show that older children 
displayed higher proportions of prosocial behaviors 
compared with their younger peers (Eisenberg, 1992; 
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Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Whiting & Edwards, 1973, 
1988; de Guzman, Edwards, & Carlo, 2002). 

Socialization pressures and learning might play an 
important role in children’s prosocial tendencies. From 
toddlerhood on, children experience socialization pres-
sure to learn the rudiments of pro social behavior (Whit-
ing & Edwards, 1988). In cultures where children have 
more opportunities to interact with infants, they seem to 
acquire capacities for prosocial behavior naturally and 
smoothly. Likewise, where they grow up in the com-
pany of elders who need their assistance, they learn pro-
social values about respect and care of the very old. 

Literature about gender differences in pro social be-
havior has produced mixed conclusions. For example, 
studies conducted in contemporary Western societies 
suggest that girls seem to perform more pro social be-
havior than boys, at least during late childhood and ad-
olescence (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). Barry, Bacon, and 
Child (1957) found that socialization pressure toward 
nurturance, obedience, and responsibilities was much 
higher for girls than for boys across 110 societies. How-
ever, some studies have produced contrary results. For 
example, de Guzman et al. (2002) found no gender dif-
ferences in prosocial behaviors for the Gikuyu children 
of Ngecha, Kenya; for these children, social contexts of 
work and childcare proved to be strong socialization 
settings that elicited high levels of prosocial behavior 
from both boys and girls. 

Finally, aggression can be defined as satisfying the 
actor’s own needs through an ascendant or command-
ing style that inflicts some kind of injury or loss of re-
sources to the other. Although psychologists con-
tinue to debate about whether aggression is innate 
or learned, research has documented that positive re-
inforcement and permissive conditions increase the 
level of aggressive behaviors. Indeed, Western re-
search shows that parents who reward and encour-
age aggression seem to have aggressive children (Ban-
dura & Walters, 1963). The same is true of mothers in 
non-Western societies, who have high levels of con-
trolling and reprimanding behavior and who uphold 
children’s dominant/aggressive and insulting behav-
iors to meet their egoistic needs (Whiting & Edwards, 
1988). Indeed, societies where people value and re-
ward aggression produce highly aggressive individ-
uals (Chagnon, 1968; Ember & Ember, 1994). Punitive 
socialization promotes rather than decreases chil-
dren’s hostility and aggression (Zigler & Child, 1969). 
This can occur in cultural communities with extended 
family households where outward aggression cannot 
be tolerated with so many people living together (Har-
rington & Whiting, 1972). 

Whiting and Edwards (1988) found that physical 
teasing, assaulting, and insulting occurred at similar lev-
els whether older children are interacting with younger 
ones, or vice versa. However, there was also very con-
sistent evidence of gender differences in aggression, and 
this has been confirmed across both Western and non-
Western societies. Past about age 3, boys generally show 
more aggression than girls (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; 
Whiting & Edwards, 1973). 

Children seem to come into the world with simi-
lar but not identical endowments for dyadic interaction 
across cultures. Cultural scripts in many societies then 
set girls and boys on different courses by exaggerat-
ing, reducing, or redirecting any emerging gender dif-
ferences through the mechanisms of constraining the 
company that children keep, the activities they per-
form, and the locations in which they spend their time. 
Children too are active in their own gender socializa-
tion and, whenever they can, make predictable choices 
about whom they will observe and imitate, how, where, 
and with whom they will play, and when and how they 
will contribute to the care of others and the useful work 
needed to carry on daily life in their community. 
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