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Empirical studies on children’s peer relationships 
document a number of gender- and age-related pat-
terns in their friendships. One of the most recorded 
patterns in peer relationships is the tendency to pre-
fer friends of the same sex (e.g., Belle, 1989; Feiring 
& Lewis, 1987; Pitcher & Schultz, 1983). This phe-
nomenon has been observed in children as young as 
33 months (Jacklin & Maccoby, 1978), and appears 
to increase in intensity with age until middle child-
hood (Belle, 1989; Benenson, Apostoleris, & Parnass, 
1998; Maccoby, 1988, 1990). This same-sex friend-
ship preference is a robust phenomenon, observed 
across children’s interactions (e.g., Boyatzis, Mal-
lis, & Leon, 1999; La Freniere, Strayer, & Gauthier, 
1984), their nominations of friends (e.g., Graham, 

Cohen, Zbikowski, & Secrist, 1998), and their socio-
metric ratings of peers (Lockheed, 1986). 

In addition, early peer friendships have been 
found to differ considerably between girls and boys 
and across age groups. For example, girls’ friend-
ships and social networks tend to be smaller in size 
(Belle, 1989; Benenson, 1990, 1993; Berndt & Hoyle, 
1985; Lever, 1976; Waldrop & Halverson, 1975) but 
more intimate than boys’ friendships and social 
networks (Belle, 1989; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; 
Lansford & Parker, 1999; Pitcher & Schultz, 1983). 
Boys have been found to prefer to play outdoors, to 
play longer, to play more competitive games, and 
to have more age-heterogeneous groups than girls 
do (Lever, 1976). 
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With regard to developmental changes, chil-
dren’s peer relationships have been described as 
evolving on a variety of levels—from the intraper-
sonal to the interpersonal, on dyadic and group lev-
els (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 1998). For example, 
older children spend more time with peers (Feir-
ing & Lewis, 1989) and attribute more importance 
to peer relationships than do younger children 
(Berndt, 1981; Berndt & Hoyle, 1985; Buhrmester & 
Furman, 1987; Pitcher & Schultz, 1983). Older chil-
dren’s friendships also tend to be more stable (Ber-
ndt, 1981; Berndt & Hoyle, 1985), and, at least for 
girls, more intimate (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987). 
Lastly, children’s conceptions of friendship evolve 
to focus on more affective, motivational, and pro-
social intentions and less on external characteris-
tics (Furman & Bierman, 1983). Thus, with age, chil-
dren’s friendships become more delineated and 
stable, and conceptions of friendship become more 
sophisticated. Children’s friendships additionally 
tend to become more central, more exclusive, and 
less transient with age. 

Although the various gender- and age-related 
patterns in children’s friendships are well rep-
resented in the empirical literature, the study of 
those patterns among children outside the United 
States has been mostly neglected. There is reason 
to believe that children’s peer relationships might 
not necessarily be similar across cultures. Ecologi-
cal theorists argue that children’s relationships can 
differ as a function of the structure and other as-
pects of the environments in which they are raised 
(Tietjen, 1989). Different immediate environments 
offer different opportunities for interactions, and 
there are studies that suggest that children’s be-
haviors and ways of interacting can vary in ways 
consistent with contextual factors (e.g., Benenson, 
Markovits, Roy, & Denko, 2003; Donohue, Perry, & 
Weinstein, 2003). 

In addition, societies differ considerably in their 
belief systems and attitudes toward socializing chil-
dren that could ultimately be reflected in children’s 
early relationships. For example, it has been sug-
gested that parental values and their views about 
independence and interdependence, and views re-
garding the importance of peers and social compe-
tence, together influence eventual peer interaction 
patterns (Schneider, 1993). 

Indeed, some aspects of children’s friendships 
have been found to differ around the world, though 
some of the cross-cultural findings are consistent 
with patterns found in children’s friendships in the 

United States. After re-analyzing observational data 
from a wide sampling of cultures around the world, 
for example, Whiting and Edwards (1988) reported 
gender-segregating patterns in children’s interac-
tions across societies, but found some cross-cultural 
differences in the relative amounts of time younger 
and older children spent in same-sex settings. Sim-
ilarly, Harkness and Super (1985) found same-sex 
friendship preferences among children in Kenya, 
but the pattern emerged about 6 years later than it 
does in the United States. This relatively late emer-
gence of same-sex friendship preference coincided 
with parental and social expectations at that age, 
such as the allocation of particular tasks to girls and 
boys and the relative freedom they are given, which 
result in the permitted choice of companions. Unfor-
tunately, little else is known regarding the extent to 
which the same patterns can be found among chil-
dren outside the United States. It appears that al-
though some of the patterns, such as same-sex pref-
erence, do emerge in children of other societies, 
their timing and manifestation are sometimes differ-
ent. Needless to say, there is a need to augment re-
search on children’s peer relationships outside the 
United States in order better to understand the ex-
tent to which age- and gender-related patterns are 
or are not universal. 

This Study: Brazilian Children 

This study represents an exploratory examination 
of the friendships and peer relationships of children 
in Brazil. The goal was to examine whether some of 
the robust age- and gender-related differences found 
in prior empirical literature would be found in Bra-
zilian children. On the basis of the theory and re-
search reported above, the age- and gender-related 
patterns we examined include (a) children’s same-
sex friendship preference, and its greater intensity 
among older children; (b) higher exclusivity among 
girls and higher inclusiveness among boys; and 
(c) generally higher exclusivity and inclusiveness 
among older children. In addition, because some re-
searchers (Sippola, Bukowski, & Noll, 1997; Smith, 
Davidson, & Ball, 2001) have suggested that chil-
dren’s bias toward same-sex friendship and interac-
tions can be a function of distinct dimensions (e.g., 
liking same-sex peers and disliking cross-sex peers), 
we examined both best friend nominations and neg-
ative peer ratings. 

The sample for this study is from the southern-
most region of Brazil, which is considered to be the 
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most Westernized and industrialized in the coun-
try (Lang, 1988; Poppino, 1973). This area of Bra-
zil is relatively highly populated compared to the 
other regions of the country, and is the center of the 
country’s agriculture, technology, and manufactur-
ing. By many measures, the quality of life in this 
area is also higher than that of other parts of Bra-
zil with lower infant mortality rates, higher income, 
and a high rate of education among children. Porto 
Alegre has 1.2 million inhabitants, and it is the Bra-
zilian state capital with the best quality of life. The 
population of Porto Alegre is mostly of European 
descent. 

On a macrosocietal level, scholars have sug-
gested that Brazilians tend more toward collectiv-
ism rather than individualism (Gouveia, de Albu-
querque, Clemente, & Espinosa, 2002; Gouveia & 
Ros, 2000) and that they have a strong familistic ori-
entation (Schurz, 1964; Smith, 1972; Topik, 1991). 
On a microsocietal level, the classroom context 
of Brazilian children is somewhat different from 
what U.S. children experience. For example, Bra-
zilian children from public schools attend classes 4 
hr per day, 5 days per week, whereas most children 
in U.S. public schools attend classes approximately 
7–8 hr per day, 5 days per week. Like many U.S. 
children, Brazilian school children have mixed-sex 
classrooms, though this sometimes changes with 
the grade level. Preadolescent Brazilian school chil-
dren have fewer mixed-sex classrooms than Brazil-
ian elementary school-aged children. Furthermore, 
school children from Brazil have both nonstruc-
tured and organized activities, and teachers tend 
to gender mix the groups for the latter. Together, 
these macro- and microlevel characteristics might 
exert some influence on the interactions of Brazilian 
children with their peers, though it is unclear how 
the patterns might emerge given the lack of stud-
ies that directly examine peer friendship prefer-
ences in Brazilian school children. Although the ex-
ploratory nature of this study makes it difficult to 
develop specific hypotheses, some broad patterns 
can be expected based on the existing literature on 
peer relationships found in the United States and in 
other select countries. First, age differences are ex-
pected in the friendship preferences of Brazilian 
children and adolescents. As children enter into ad-
olescence, peer friendships become increasingly im-
portant and take a more prominent role in their so-
cial networks (Berndt & Hoyle, 1985). At the same 
time, increasing cognitive sophistication better al-
lows children to delineate who their friends are and 

to define friends in terms of less superficial factors. 
Indeed, children’s friendships have been found to 
differ in their nature across age groups (Rubin et 
al., 1998). As such, older Brazilian children were 
expected to identify fewer friends than younger 
children and also to rate a higher number of class-
mates negatively. Second, because of the robustness 
of findings of gender segregation among children, 
and because some studies do indicate that same-sex 
preferences exist among children outside the United 
States (e.g., Whiting & Edwards, 1988), a same-sex 
preference was also hypothesized among Brazilian 
children. However, there were no specific expecta-
tions regarding whether this preference would in-
crease with age or at what age it emerges. As was 
the case in the earlier cross-cultural studies of this 
phenomenon (Harkness & Super, 1985; Whiting & 
Edwards, 1988), it is difficult to predict specific pat-
terns in gender segregation because of various cul-
ture-or context-specific factors. Lastly, on the basis 
of research regarding gender differences in the size 
of friendship groups, girls were expected to have or 
name more friends and rate more peers negatively 
than boys were. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 210 Brazilian students (110 
boys, 100 girls) from predominantly White, mid-
dle-class public schools in an urban area in south-
east Brazil (Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul). Most 
of these children came from two-parent households 
with parents who were self-employed in small busi-
nesses and with approximately 11–15 years of edu-
cation. Children’s ages ranged from 3.0 to 10.5 years 
with a mean of 6.8 years. Participants were divided 
into four age groups that result in relatively equal 
numbers of participants—32–60 months (27 boys, 
28 girls), 61–84 months (26 boys, 27 girls), 85–108 
months (32 boys, 29 girls), and 109–131 months (25 
boys, 15 girls). These age groups also roughly corre-
spond to divisions in the Brazilian school structure, 
which includes preschool, early elementary, late ele-
mentary, and middle school. The numbers of classes 
surveyed for each age group was 5 in preschool, 7 in 
early elementary, 4 in late elementary, and 3 in mid-
dle school. The mean number of students for each 
class within each age group was 18.89 (SD = 3.83), 
12.60 (SD = 3.12), 23.57 (SD = 3.35), and 26.90 (SD = 
0.63), respectively. 
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Procedure

Participants were interviewed individually in a 
room separate from the classroom. Each interview 
took 10–15 min and was conducted in their native 
Brazilian Portuguese language. The first part of the 
interview entailed asking the child to name all of his 
or her “melhores amigos” (best friends). Responses 
for this question were coded for the total number of 
children named and total named for each gender. 
Children were asked to limit their responses to in-
clude only children within their class. 

On the basis of class rosters, children were also 
asked to rate how much they liked or disliked each 
of their classmates. A scale of 1–5 was used where 1 
= “gosto como melhor amigo” (like as a best friend); 
2 = “gosto muito” (like a lot); 3 = “gosto” (like); 4 = 
“gosto um pouco” (like a little); and 5 = “não gosto” 
(do not like). Like the best friend nominations, these 
scores were coded separately for the number of 
same- and cross-sex classmates rated. 

Results 

To adjust for the size and gender composition of 
the children’s reference groups (i.e., class size and 
the number of boys and girls in the class), propor-
tion scores were computed for each dependent vari-
able. This was partially based on suggestions by La 
Freniere et al. (1984) that preference scores should 
take into account actual reference group compo-
sition that might influence scores, or in this case, 
nominations and ratings. The computation of these 
scores is described in each section. A series of age 
(4 levels) × sex (2 levels) ANOVA were computed 
for the overall best friend nominations and the neg-
ative peer ratings, and a series of age (4 levels) × sex 
(2 levels) × gender of friend (2 within-group levels: 

same- and cross-sex) mixed-group ANOVAs was 
computed for the gender-specific nominations and 
ratings.* 

Tests for Inclusiveness: Best Friend Nominations 

For best friend nominations, proportion scores 
were computed to account for class size. Propor-
tion scores reflect the percentage of classmates nom-
inated as best friends. Descriptive statistics are 
summarized in Table I. The ANOVA revealed a sig-
nificant age group difference, F(3, 201) = 16.30, MSE 
= 0.01, p < .001. Results of LSD pairwise comparisons 
(p < .05) show that the preschool children nominated 
a significantly higher percentage of best friends than 
did the other age groups; the middle school children 
nominated the smallest percentage of best friends. 

Tests for Exclusiveness: Classmates Rated as “Don’t Like 
at All” 

For classmates rated as “don’t like at all,” a pro-
portion score was computed by dividing the total 
number of 5 ratings (“Don’t like at all”) by the to-
tal number of children rated. Thus, each score re-
flects the percentage of children in a class rated as 
“don’t like at all.” Descriptive statistics are summa-
rized in Table I. The ANOVA revealed a main ef-
fect for sex, F(1, 202) = 5.86, MSE = 0.03, p < .02; girls 
rated a higher proportion of classmates negatively, 
and there was also a main effect for age, F(3, 202) = 
6.44, p < .001. LSD pairwise comparisons (p < .05) 
show that early and late elementary school age chil-
dren negatively rated more classmates than did pre-
school and middle school age children. These main 
effects were subsumed by an age group × sex inter-
action, F(3, 202) = 3.81, p <.01. 

 

Table I. Overall Best Friend Nominations and Negative Ratings (Means and Standard Deviations) 

                             Preschool                   Early elementary              Late elementary                 Middle school                      Total 

Proportion of classmates nominated as best friends 
Boys 	 0.18 (0.09) 	 0.15 (0.06) 	 0.13 (0.04) 	 0.11 (0.02) 	 0.14 (0.07) 
Girls 	 0.16 (0.06) 	 0.15 (0.03) 	 0.13 (0.03) 	 0.08 (0.02) 	 0.13 (0.05) 
Total 	 0.17 (0.08) 	 0.15 (0.05)	  0.13 (0.04) 	 0.10 (0.02) 	 0.14 (0.06) 
Proportion of classmates rated 5  (“Don’t like at all”) 
Boys 	 0.20 (0.17)	  0.16 (0.11) 	 0.21 (0.19) 	 0.09 (0.09)	  0.17 (0.15) 
Girls 	 0.12 (0.10) 	 0.28 (0.23) 	 0.33 (0.25)	  0.17 (0.18) 	 0.23 (0.22) 
Total 	 0.16 (0.14) 	 0.22 (0.19) 	 0.27 (0.23)	  0.12 (0.14) 	 0.20 (0.19) 

* Additional analyses were also conducted using raw scores, which 
yielded similar but slightly weaker findings. 
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Simple effects test of the age group × sex inter-
action, conducted separately by age group, indi-
cate significant effects of sex for preschool, F(1,53) = 
4.06, MSE = 0.02, p < .05, early elementary, F(1,51) 
= 5.39, MSE = 0.03, p <  .02, and late elementary, 
F(1,59) = 4.64, MSE = 0.05, p = .04), but not for the 
middle school children. Among preschoolers, boys 
rated a higher proportion of their classmates nega-
tively than did girls; and among early and late ele-
mentary children, girls rated a higher proportion of 
their classmates negatively than did boys. 

Same-Sex Preferences: Same-Versus Cross-Sex Best 
Friend Nominations 

To account for the number of peers nominated 
and the actual class composition, a relative propor-
tion score was computed for the number of same- 
and cross-sex peers nominated as best friends. The 
relative proportion score of same-sex peers nomi-
nated = (No. of same-sex best friends nominated/to-
tal number of best friends nominated)/(No. of same-
sex classmates/total number of classmates). For 
example, if a child has 12 same-sex, and 10 cross-sex 
classmates, and nominates 4 same-sex and 2 cross-
sex classmates, the corresponding relative propor-
tion score would be (4 same-sex nominations/6 to-
tal nominations)/(12 same-sex classmates/22 total 
classmates) = 1.22. Thus, the same-sex nomination 
relative proportion scores reflect the degree of de-
viation between the ratio of same-to cross-sex class-
mates nominated, and the actual gender composi-
tion of the class. Similar scores were computed for 
cross-sex nominations. Descriptive statistics are 
summarized in Table II. 

A mixed-groups ANOVA was conducted to test 
for age (4 levels) × sex (2 levels) × gender of best 
friend (2 within-group levels: same- and cross-sex) 
differences in the relative proportion of same- and 

cross-sex nominations. Results revealed significant 
effects of gender of best friends, F(1, 200) = 578.37, 
MSE = 0.98, p < .001, sex, F(1, 200) = 31.36, p < .001, 
and age, F(3, 200) = 3.41, p < .02. These were sub-
sumed by gender of best friends × age, F(3, 200) = 
13.04, MSE = 0.98 p < .001, and age × sex, F(3, 200) = 
5.34, MSE = 0.06, p < .001, interactions. 

Simple effects test of the gender of best friends 
× age interaction, conducted separately by age 
showed significant effects of gender of friend for all 
age groups—preschool, F(1,54) = 45.25, MSE = 0.54, 
p < .001, early elementary, F(1,50) = 105.57, MSE = 
0.52, p <.001, late elementary, F(1,60) = 293.59, MSE 
= 0.38, p < .001, and middle school, F(1, 40) = 406.63, 
MSE = 0.16, p < .001. In each of these age groups, 
more same-sex compared to cross-sex best friends 
were nominated. 

Simple effects test of the sex × age interaction, 
conducted separately by sex, revealed no simple 
effects for boys, and an effect of age for girls, F(3, 
95) = 0.93, MSE = 0.16, p < .001. LSD pairwise com-
parisons (p < .05) revealed that the late elementary 
school girls nominated a higher proportion of same-
sex in contrast to cross-sex best friends, compared to 
all other girls. 

Same-Sex Friendship Preferences: Same- and Cross-Sex 
Classmates Rated as “Don’t Like at All” 

Relative proportion scores were computed for neg-
ative peer ratings in a manner similar to those com-
puted for same- and cross-sex best friend nomina-
tions. To examine the number of same-sex in relation 
to cross-sex classmates rated as “don’t like at all,” a 
mixed groups ANOVA was conducted to test age 
(4 levels) × sex (2 levels) × gender of best friend (2 
within-group levels: same- and cross-sex) differences 
in the relative proportion same-to cross-sex ratings. 
Descriptive statistics are summarized in Table III. 

Table II. Same- and Cross-Sex Nominations Relative Proportion Scores (Means and Standard Deviations) 

                             Preschool                   Early elementary             Late elementary                Middle school                        Total 

Proportion of same-sex best friend nominations 
Boys 	 2.30 (1.23) 	 2.31 (1.35)	  2.63 (0.75) 	 2.64 (0.49)	  2.47 (1.01) 
Girls 	 1.75 (0.97) 	 2.54 (0.76)	  2.72 (0.80) 	 1.94 (0.68)	  2.27 (0.91) 
Total 	 2.02 (1.13) 	 2.42 (1.09) 	 2.67 (0.77)	 2.37 (0.66) 	 2.38 (0.97) 

Proportion of cross-sex best friend nominations 
Boys	  0.70 (0.87) 	 0.46 (0.81)	  0.13 (0.49) 	 0.00 (0.00) 	 0.32 (0.69)
Girls 	 0.71 (0.71)	  0.31 (0.68)	  0.14 (0.44)	  0.13 (0.34)	  0.34 (0.63) 
Total 	 0.71 (0.79)	  0.38 (0.75)	  0.13 (0.46)	  0.05 (0.22)	  0.33 (0.66) 
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Results revealed significant effects for gender of 
friend, F(1, 171) = 13.91, MSE = 0.82, p < .001, sub-
sumed by a gender of friend × age interaction, 
F(3,171) = 7.62, MSE = 7.62, p < .001. In addition, 
there was an age × sex interaction, F(3,171) = 9.03, 
MSE = 0.03, p < .001. Follow-up of the gender of 
friend × age interaction revealed effects of gender 
of friend for the early, F(1, 49) = 5.41, MSE = 0.89, p 
<.02, and late elementary children, F(1, 49) = 62.01, 
MSE = 0.47, p < .001. In both age groups, more cross-
than same-sex peers were rated negatively. Follow-
up of the age × sex interaction revealed an age ef-
fect for boys, F(3, 91) = 2.87, MSE = 0.07, p < .04, and 
girls, F(3, 80) = 8.61, MSE = 0.05, p < .001. Follow-
up analyses using LSD (p < .05) pairwise analyses 
indicate that late elementary boys negatively rated 
more cross-sex classmates than did all other boys. 
Late elementary girls negatively rated fewer same-
sex classmates than all other girls. 

Discussion 

This study was an exploratory examination of 
patterns in the peer and friendship preferences of 
children in Brazil. The aim was to examine whether 
gender- and age-related patterns that are well doc-
umented among U.S. children are also evident in 
Brazilian children. A number of interesting results 
emerged from the analyses. 

First, consistent with the hypotheses, older chil-
dren nominated fewer best friends, and early and 
late elementary school children rated more class-
mates negatively than did preschoolers. Past re-
search suggests that older children have more so-
phisticated views of friendships (Rubin et al., 1998) 
and draw clearer lines between friends and non-
friends. Thus, although children value friendships 
more with age, and peer relationships become more 

central as they enter adolescence (Buhrmester & Fur-
man, 1987), it is possible that their groups of friends 
also become more differentiated. 

However, somewhat unexpectedly, the middle 
school Brazilian children negatively rated a signifi-
cantly lower number of children than did both the 
early and late elementary school children. Two non-
mutually exclusive processes might explain this pat-
tern. Perhaps peers become increasingly important 
as children enter adolescence, and the drop might re-
flect an unwillingness of older children to rate their 
peers negatively. Alternatively, children at this age 
might be more aware of norms, and might therefore 
show an increased desire to “fit in” the peer group, 
and thus there is a decline in willingness to rate oth-
ers negatively. Consistent with this latter possibil-
ity, middle school Brazilian children have been re-
ported to show more self-presentational concerns 
than North American children, and are more aware 
of norms than are preschoolers (Biaggio, 1976, 1984, 
1988). The age-related pattern of differences with 
older children disliking more peers than younger 
children merits further investigation. 

Second, our results partially support the hypothe-
sized gender differences in the number of friendship 
nominations and negative ratings. Girls rated more 
classmates negatively than boys, which suggests a 
higher degree of exclusivity among girls. No gen-
der difference, however, was found for best friend 
nominations. Thus, it appears that girls disliked 
more peers in this sample, but boys did not show a 
liking for more peers. Research suggests that girls’ 
groups tend to be smaller. Boys have more friends 
and wider social networks than girls, and girls have 
fewer friends but more intimate friendships (Belle, 
1989; Benenson, 1990, 1993; Berndt & Hoyle, 1985; 
Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Lansford & Parker, 
1999). However, whether it is because girls dislike 
more peers or that boys have more friends that un-

Table III. Same- and Cross-Sex Negative Ratings Relative Proportion Scores (Means and Standard Deviations) 

                            Preschool                    Early elementary              Late elementary                Middle school                        Total 

Proportion of same-sex negative ratings 

Boys	  0.80 (0.62)	  0.67 (0.58)	  0.51 (0.55)	  1.20 (0.60)	  0.77 (0.63) 
Girls 	 1.11 (0.78)	  0.90 (0.79)	  0.32 (0.45) 	 0.89 (0.69)	  0.78 (0.74) 
Total	  0.94 (0.70)	  0.79 (0.70)	  0.42 (0.51)	  1.07 (0.65)	  0.78 (0.68) 

Proportion of cross-sex negative ratings 

Boys	  1.08 (0.70) 	 1.33 (0.64) 	 1.59 (0.60)	  0.81 (0.92)	  1.22 (0.75) 
Girls 	 0.91 (0.80) 	 1.14 (0.67) 	 1.42 (0.36) 	 1.07 (0.63)	  1.15 (0.64) 
Total 	 1.00 (0.74) 	 1.23 (0.65)	  1.50 (0.50)	  0.92 (0.81) 	 1.19 (0.70) 
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derlies this gender difference has not been fully ex-
amined. In the present sample, it appears that the 
gender difference in peer preferences is more a func-
tion of girls being more exclusive rather than boys 
being more inclusive. It is interesting that a similar 
gender difference in negative ratings was not evi-
dent in the oldest age group. It is possible that mid-
dle school girls and boys both are also concerned 
with self-presentation and with peer acceptance. 

Third, generally consistent with literature on chil-
dren’s same-sex preference, results of both the best 
friend nominations and the negative peer ratings in-
dicated a clear preference for peers of the same sex. 
Across the age groups, children nominated more 
same-sex best friends, and early and late elementary 
children rated more cross-sex classmates negatively. 
This finding is compatible with the suggestion that 
same-sex preference and segregation tendencies are 
also present among children outside of the United 
States (Maccoby, 1998). 

However, the data deviated somewhat from the 
patterns documented in the literature with regard 
to the age differences in negative ratings of cross- 
and same-sex peers. When both girls and boys in 
the current sample were asked how much they liked 
or disliked their classmates, the children did not 
start to show a disproportionately higher dislike 
for cross-sex peers until the early elementary school 
age. Moreover, this higher proportion of dislike for 
cross-sex in contrast to same-sex peers was evident 
in early and late elementary school children, but was 
not apparent in preschool or in middle school chil-
dren. That is, among the youngest and oldest age 
group, Brazilian children here rated just about as 
many same-and cross-sex peers negatively. In con-
trast, studies among U.S. children generally indicate 
a same-sex bias that begins in preschool and con-
tinues to increase through middle childhood (e.g., 
La Freniere et al., 1984). Perhaps these culture-spe-
cific patterns of same-sex exclusivity are due to dif-
ferences in the frequency of mixed-sex activities and 
the different number of hours that children in Bra-
zil and in the United States spend in school. Clearly, 
cross-cultural studies are needed to examine and 
confirm these findings. 

Fourth, consistent with prior researchers’ asser-
tions (Sippola et al., 1997; Smith et al., 2001), chil-
dren’s peer preferences were variably a function of 
two distinct processes, namely their liking of particu-
lar peers and disliking of others. And although these 
two factors sometimes were consistent with each 
other, this was not always the case, that is, the pat-

terns of age differences in negative ratings and best 
friend nominations did not completely coincide. 

Across the four age groups, children consis-
tently nominated more same-sex classmates as best 
friends. In contrast, early and late elementary school 
children rated more cross-sex classmates negatively, 
but the preschool or middle school children did not. 
Moreover, Brazilian girls rated more classmates 
negatively than did Brazilian boys, but girls did not 
nominate more best friends than boys did. In addi-
tion, same-sex preferences in best friend nomina-
tions emerged even among preschoolers, but higher 
negative ratings of cross-sex peers only emerged 
among early and late elementary children. 

As has been suggested by other researchers (Sip-
pola et al., 1997; Smith et al., 2001), therefore, exami-
nations of children’s same-sex friendship preferences 
should take into account potentially distinct underly-
ing processes, particularly the exclusion or dislike of 
some peers, and the inclusion or liking of others. Sim-
ilarly, the nomination of best friends might not neces-
sarily involve the same processes that go into dislik-
ing others. For example, best friends might be limited 
to few people, while disliking can be felt toward 
many. Moreover, one might dislike others for a host 
of reasons while calling someone a best friend seems 
to connote more specific and more exclusive choices. 
Thus, future studies that examine children’s friend-
ships and same-sex friendship preferences, in partic-
ular, should take these distinct variables into account. 

In summary, interesting patterns emerged in the 
data to indicate gender and age differences in friend-
ship preferences and negative peer ratings, as well 
as in the same-sex preferences, of Brazilian children. 
First, there were gender differences in exclusivity, or 
dislike of peers starting at the early elementary age. 
Particularly, girls rated more classmates negatively 
than did boys. Second, older Brazilian children were 
simultaneously disliked more peers and nominated 
more friends than younger children, with the excep-
tion that the middle school children gave fewer neg-
ative ratings than preschool and elementary school 
children. And third, there was a clear same-sex bias 
both in the best friend nominations and negative rat-
ings of peers, though the latter emerged only among 
early and late elementary school children. These 
gender- and age-related differences suggest that 
distinct processes might indeed underlie peer pref-
erences among Brazilian children, that is, that both 
liking and disliking peers together bring about peer 
preferences and that those two variables represent 
distinct processes. Overall, the findings reiterate the 
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importance of investigating gender and age-related  
peer preferences in peer relationships and friend-
ships in children from different societies. 
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