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THE PSyCHology oF BoyS
Timea Farkas and Campbell Leaper

In the past several decades, much research and pub-
lic discussion in many industrialized societies has 
centered on ways that girls have been disadvantaged 
in academics and mental health. Much of the discus-
sion has addressed the stereotypes and gender 
socialization that may have led to negative conse-
quences for girls. More recently, a similar discussion 
has begun about the consequences of stereotyping 
and traditional gender socialization for boys (e.g., 
Levant, 2005). Historically, masculine-stereotyped 
traits were seen as desirable and adaptive because 
males in society generally enjoy higher status. How-
ever, recent research has shown that many of the 
traits associated with a traditional male socialization 
(e.g., emotional restriction, toughness, self-reliance) 
tend to have negative consequences for boys in rela-
tionships and sometimes in academics (e.g., Levant, 
2005; Levant, Graef, Smalley, Williams, & McMillan, 
2008; also see Leaper, 2015). In addition, because 
males have higher status than females in patriarchal 
societies, boys feel more pressure to conform to gen-
der stereotypes and tend to hold more rigid gender 
attitudes than do girls (see Leaper, 2015).

In this chapter, we discuss boys’ development in 
childhood and adolescence by focusing on areas in 
which average trends for boys and girls tend to 
differ. We consider how variations in boys’ social-
psychological development may be related to gender 
socialization pressures as well as to boys’ internal-
ization of traditional notions of masculinity. These 
outcomes include gender self-concepts and atti-
tudes, play, social competence, relationships (with 
parents, peers, and romantic partners), body image, 

academic achievement, and aggression. An impor-
tant caveat to highlight at the outset is that the 
available research literature on most topics is based 
on samples collected in Western industrialized soci-
eties (see Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). 
Therefore, many of the described patterns may not 
generalize to other populations.

GENDER SELF-CONCEPTS AND 
ATTITUDES

By age 3, a majority of children are familiar with 
gender labels and use them to categorize themselves 
and other people (Leinbach & Fagot, 1986). The 
ability to label individuals’ gender has been related 
to more gender-typed activities and preferences and 
to greater knowledge of gender stereotypes (Fagot & 
Leinbach, 1989). Throughout development, most 
children demonstrate gender-stereotypic traits, 
preferences, and activities (e.g., McHale, Kim, Dotterer, 
Crouter, & Booth, 2009). For boys, this includes an 
emphasis on agentic traits, preferences for physical 
and competitive activities, and aggressive themes in 
pretend play.

Most children also develop stereotypic attitudes 
about desirable (prescriptive) and undesirable (pro-
scriptive) gender role traits and behaviors (Davis, 
2007; McHale et al., 2009). For boys, these attitudes 
have traditionally emphasized the attainment of 
dominance and strength and the avoidance of emo-
tionality and vulnerability. As reviewed later, masculine- 
and feminine-stereotyped traits are not mutually 
exclusive, and many children (and adults) integrate 



© 20
16

 A
MERIC

AN PSYCHOLOGIC
AL A

SSOCIA
TIO

N. A
LL RIG

HTS RESERVED

Farkas and Leaper

358

both sets of behaviors into their self-concepts and 
behavioral repertoires.

Cognitions about gender include self-concepts, 
social identities, stereotypes, and attitudes. In 
Greenwald et al.’s (2002) unified model, the interre-
lationship between these factors has been conceptu-
alized in relation to a triangular model. Each corner 
of the triangle is represented by the self, a group 
(e.g., boys), and attributes (e.g., competitive, likes 
football). The self-concept is defined as positive 
links between the self and particular attributes (e.g., 
I am competitive; I like baseball). Social identities 
are defined as positive associations between the self 
and group identities (e.g., I am a boy). Stereotypes 
are based on associations between groups and attri-
butes (e.g., boys play football; boys are competitive). 
Attitudes reflect the positive or negative emotional 
valence linking a group with an attribute (e.g., boys 
+ football = positive; girls + football = negative). 
According to Greenwald et al., individuals seek to 
maintain balance in their self-concepts, social 
identities, and attitudes. Tobin et al. (2010) built on 
this model to propose their gender self-socialization 
model. One postulate of this model is that boys will 
most likely adopt the characteristics stereotypically 
associated with their gender if they identify 
strongly with their gender group (strong social 
gender identity) and also hold stereotyped attitudes 
about what it means to be a boy (strong gender 
attitudes).

As discussed in more detail below, boys, on aver-
age, tend to identify more strongly with their gender 
group than do girls; they tend to adopt more gender-
typed attributes and preferences; and they tend to 
hold more traditional attitudes about gender roles 
(and these trends continue into adulthood). These 
average gender differences may be explained by the fact 
that members of higher status groups have a larger 
stake in retaining the status quo (see Ridgeway & 
Bourg, 2004). Thus, on average, boys and men tend 
to be more concerned than girls and women in sup-
porting the current gender system whereby tradition-
ally masculine traits and activities have higher status 
than their traditionally feminine counterparts. In 
the following, we discuss research findings regard-
ing boys’ gender identities, self-concepts, and 
attitudes.

Gender Identity and Gender Self-Concepts
In early childhood, gender identity is conceptualized 
as knowledge of the gender category to which one 
belongs (Kohlberg, 1966; Martin, Ruble, & Szkrybalo, 
2002). More recently, Perry and his colleagues 
(Egan & Perry, 2001; Tobin et al., 2010) developed 
a multidimensional theory to understand gender 
identity in middle childhood and adolescence. In 
this model, gender identity is seen as the child’s self-
perceived gender typicality, gender contentedness, 
and felt pressure to conform to gender norms. These 
dimensions are not strongly correlated with one 
another, but they all predict adjustment for both 
boys and girls. However, boys tend to score signifi-
cantly higher than girls on all three dimensions 
(Egan & Perry, 2001). Thus, boys may be more 
motivated to adhere to group norms, to view them-
selves as typical members of their gender group, and 
to feel content with their group membership. This 
finding supports the idea that gender roles tend to 
be more clearly defined for boys than for girls.

Another dimension of gender identity that psy-
chologists have studied is gender centrality—how 
important membership in a gender group is to an 
individual. Unlike findings with typicality, content-
edness, and felt pressure, research on centrality has 
indicated that boys—in both childhood and 
preadolescence—tend to view their gender as less 
central to their identity than do girls (Turner & 
Brown, 2007; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2001). This may 
be explained by the tendency for lower status group 
members to be more aware of their group member-
ship than higher status group members (Tatum, 1997).

Once children establish a gender identity, they 
begin to find ways to define what it means to be a 
girl or a boy. The attributes that they associate with 
their gender constitute their gender self-concept. 
Specifically, boys’ gender self-concepts include their 
attribute self-perceptions (i.e., traits) and their activ-
ity preferences and interests (see Leaper, 2015).

Psychologists have conceptualized gender-
stereotypical traits in relation to two dimensions 
reflecting the degree to which individuals assert the 
self (i.e., agency, instrumentality, assertion) or establish 
connections with others (i.e., communion, expres-
siveness, affiliation). In earlier theoretical models of 
gender role self-concepts, these two dimensions 
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were considered to define psychological masculinity 
and femininity, respectively (e.g., Bem, 1974; Spence &  
Helmreich, 1978). This work also advanced the 
possibility that individuals could integrate both 
dimensions, which was called androgyny. However, 
some psychologists have moved away from using 
the terms femininity and masculinity to describe 
behaviors that are commonly observed in both girls 
and boys (e.g., Lott, 1981). Accordingly, we favor 
using agency or assertion to refer to the self-oriented 
(“masculine”) dimension and using communion or 
affiliation to characterize the other-oriented 
(“feminine”) dimensions.

Research comparing girls’ and boys’ self-ratings 
on measures of communion and agency has pointed 
to some average differences. The most consistent 
pattern has been for girls to score higher than boys 
on self-perceived communion. Many studies have 
found no average gender difference in self-perceived 
agency, but when significant differences are indi-
cated, they typically point to higher averages among 
boys than girls (Absi-Semaan, Crombie, & Freeman, 
1993; Boldizar, 1991; Hall & Halberstadt, 1980; 
McHale et al., 2009).

Average gender differences in agency and com-
munion also manifest in boys’ and girls’ social 
goals (see Rose & Rudolph, 2006, for a review). In 
middle childhood and adolescence, boys tend to 
report more agentic goals (e.g., control) and fewer 
relationship-supportive goals (e.g., intimacy) than 
do girls (Jarvinen & Nicholls, 1996; Rose & Asher, 
2000; Strough & Berg, 2000). Boys’ higher aver-
age endorsement of agentic goals may be related 
to their tendency to use more power-assertive and 
less affiliative communication strategies (e.g., P. M. 
Miller, Danaher, & Forbes, 1986; Strough & Berg, 
2000). When boys are disproportionately concerned 
with dominance goals—a pattern normalized by tra-
ditional masculinity ideology—their relationships 
may suffer.

In addition to gender-typed attributes, gender 
self-concepts include activity preferences and inter-
ests. Spence and Hall (1996) found that although 
both preadolescent boys and girls tended to favor 
gender-typed activities over cross-gender–typed 
activities, this tendency was significantly stronger 
for boys. A more recent longitudinal study found 

that both boys and girls reported gender-typed 
interests at age 13. Although all interests declined 
across adolescence for both genders, boys’ interest 
in feminine-stereotyped activities declined faster than 
did girls’, but girls’ interest in masculine-stereotyped 
activities did not decline faster than boys’ (McHale et al., 
2009). Katz and Ksansnak (1994) also found that 
boys in childhood and adolescence tended to report 
less flexibility in their gender-typed self-perceptions 
and preferences than did girls. However, self-flexibility 
tends to increase throughout adolescence for both 
boys and girls (Bartini, 2006).

Gender Stereotypes and Attitudes
Children and adolescents form stereotypes and atti-
tudes about other people’s gender. Gender stereo-
types refer to the attributes that individuals associate 
with each gender (e.g., “girls like dolls”), whereas 
gender attitudes refer to any positive or negative 
valence associated with gender–attribute associa-
tions. Gender attitudes can be prescriptive (“Girls 
should play with dolls”) or proscriptive (“Boys 
should not play with dolls”). Children quickly learn 
cultural gender stereotypes during early childhood. 
During both childhood and adolescence, more boys 
than girls tend to report lower tolerance for counter-
stereotypical behavior in others (Katz & Ksansnak, 
1994) as well as more traditional attitudes about 
gender relations (e.g., Crouter, Whiteman, McHale, &  
Osgood, 2007; Davis, 2007).

Gender attitudes have been conceptualized in 
various ways. Three approaches reviewed below 
include the traditional masculinity ideology model, 
the gender role attitudes model, and the ambivalent 
sexism model. These models are complementary 
and reflect somewhat different ways of framing gen-
der attitudes.

The masculinity ideology model specifically 
focuses on the attitudes that traditionally define 
many boys’ psychological development. A few inves-
tigators have advanced models of adolescent mascu-
linity ideology to capture the beliefs and attitudes 
that many adolescent boys have traditionally associ-
ated with their gender role identity. They have 
built on earlier conceptions of gender-role strain 
(e.g., Pleck, 1995) and traditional masculinity ide-
ology in adults (e.g., Levant et al., 2012). First, the 
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Adolescent Masculinity Ideology in Relationships 
Scale (Chu, Porche, & Tolman, 2005) is a single-
factor scale that combines items assessing emotional 
restriction, dominance in dating relationships, 
homophobia, self-reliance, and importance of sex. 
Second, Levant and his colleagues formulated the 
Male Role Norms Inventory for Adolescents. 
According to a recently revised version of this mea-
sure (Levant et al., 2012), traditional masculinity 
ideology includes three factors: emotionally 
detached dominance, toughness, and avoidance of 
femininity. Finally, Oransky and Fisher (2009) pro-
posed a similar model with their Meanings of Ado-
lescent Masculinity Scale. It consists of four factors: 
constant effort, emotional restriction, heterosexism, 
and social teasing.

Some work in psychology has shown that 
ethnic minority boys may endorse a variation on 
traditional masculinity as described above. For 
example, African American boys and men may 
be more likely to endorse a cool pose masculinity 
(Majors & Billson, 1992). When denied traditional 
routes to dominance and success, many low-income 
African American males may endorse a masculin-
ity that emphasizes control, strength, and pride. 
Other work has shown that Latino males tend to 
endorse a masculinity that encompasses dimen-
sions of machismo and caballerismo (Arciniega, 
Anderson, Tovar-Blank, & Tracey, 2008). Whereas 
machismo refers to interpersonal dominance, cabal-
lerismo emphasizes protective paternalism and fam-
ily involvement. In a study of Mexican American 
men (Arciniega et al., 2008), machismo—but not 
caballerismo—was related to some of the negative 
outcomes associated with traditional masculinity 
(e.g., aggression). On average, the men in the study 
tended to endorse caballerismo to a much stronger 
extent than machismo.

As with other gender attitude measures, boys 
have been found to endorse traditional masculinity 
ideology more strongly than girls (Levant et al., 
2008). In addition, endorsing traditional masculine 
norms may be related to lower self-esteem and 
higher anxiety among boys (Chu et al., 2005; Oransky & 
Fisher, 2009). Interestingly, endorsement of the 
Social Teasing subscale of the Meanings of Adoles-
cent Masculinity Scale, which normalizes teasing of 

boys by other boys, tends to be related to lower anx-
iety. It may be that endorsing the idea that teasing is 
a normal part of boyhood both leads boys to engage 
in teasing and normalizes its occurrence. However, it 
seems that endorsing traditional notions of mascu-
linity has mostly negative consequences for boys’ 
well-being (see Levant, 2005).

In addition to traditional masculinity ideology, 
psychologists have also measured adolescents’ atti-
tudes about gender role equality. One of the most 
commonly used measures has been the Attitudes 
Toward Women Scale for Adolescents (Galambos, 
Petersen, Richards, & Gitelson, 1985). Again, signif-
icantly more boys than girls in both childhood and 
adolescence have been observed to endorse tradi-
tional gender role attitudes (Crouter et al., 2007; 
Davis, 2007; Galambos et al., 1985). Some studies 
found that boys tended to become more egalitarian 
with age (Davis, 2007), whereas other research 
observed that boys’ attitudes became more egalitar-
ian in early adolescence but then turned more tradi-
tional again in later adolescence (Alfieri, Ruble, & 
Higgins, 1996). Crouter et al. (2007) found that this 
pattern may be especially true for boys whose par-
ents hold more traditional gender attitudes; boys 
whose parents held less traditional attitudes tended 
to increase in egalitarianism throughout adolescence.

The third approach to studying gender attitudes 
focuses on the endorsement of sexism. Sexist atti-
tudes refer to the favoring of gender inequalities that 
privilege male status and reinforce traditional gen-
der roles. According to Glick and Fiske’s (1996) 
ambivalent sexism model, sexism is inherently 
ambivalent because of (a) asymmetries in status and 
power between men and women and (b) male–female  
interdependence in family and heterosexual rela-
tionships. Hostile sexism refers to negative attitudes 
toward those who violate traditional gender stereo-
types. In contrast, benevolent sexism includes protec-
tive paternalism (i.e., belief that men must protect 
women) and complementary gender differentiation 
(i.e., belief that women and men are different and 
complement one another). Thus, hostile and benev-
olent sexism work interdependently to perpetuate 
gender inequality and traditional gender roles 
(Glick & Fiske, 1996). Because cross-gender con-
tacts and heterosexual interest increase for most 
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youths during adolescence, both hostile and benevo-
lent sexism are seen (see Leaper & Robnett, 2011).

Only a few studies have assessed both hostile and 
benevolent sexism in adolescent samples. One study 
conducted in Spain found that adolescent boys 
scored significantly higher than adolescent girls on 
both hostile and benevolent sexism (Ferragut, 
Blanca, & Ortiz-Tallo, 2014). In addition, other 
studies have considered possible correlates of sexist 
attitudes. Some reports have suggested that holding 
benevolently sexist attitudes may have negative and 
positive consequences among adolescent boys. 
Other studies with heterosexual adolescents in 
Spain (Montañés, de Lemus, Moya, Bohner, & 
Megias, 2013) and late adolescents in the United 
States (Robnett & Leaper, 2013) found many youths 
were attracted to traditional dating and marriage 
scripts (e.g., male pays for date, man proposes mar-
riage, woman takes man’s last name). However, in 
both studies, the participants’ personal endorsement 
of benevolent sexism moderated the likelihood of 
these preferences. Another study of adolescents in 
Spain found that hostile and benevolent sexism were 
positively correlated with tolerant views toward rape 
and spousal abuse (Durán, Moya, Megias, & Viki, 
2010). Finally, an investigation of Brazilian youths 
observed that benevolent sexism among boys (but 
not among girls) predicted lower rates of peer bullying 
(DeSouza & Ribeiro, 2005). The authors of this 
study speculated that boys who hold more benevolently 
sexist attitudes may view themselves as “chivalrous 
knights responsible for protecting others” 
(DeSouza & Ribeiro, 2005, p. 1031).

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
Boys are more likely than girls to view themselves in 
gender-typed ways. On average, boys tend to per-
ceive more compatibility between their own attri-
butes and their gender group than do girls (i.e., 
higher gender typicality and contentedness). At the 
same time, boys generally feel greater pressure to 
conform to traditional gender roles than do girls. 
These phenomena may lead boys to have a harder 
time on average than girls in successfully combining 
agentic (traditionally masculine) and communal 
(traditionally feminine) goals and behaviors.

In a related way, boys are also more likely than 
girls to endorse traditional gender attitudes. On 
average, boys tend to hold more traditional views of 
masculinity, gender role equality, and ambivalent 
sexist attitudes. These average tendencies may result 
from the higher status boys hold relative to girls, 
which may lead many boys to view adhering to tra-
ditional gender roles as a means by which to keep 
this higher status. Although much research has 
investigated boys’ (and girls’) gender self-concepts, 
future research should focus on the antecedents and 
outcomes of endorsing traditional masculinity ideol-
ogy and ambivalent sexism among boys. Although 
these attitudes have been extensively investigated 
among adults, much less is known about how 
endorsing the different components of traditional 
masculinity ideology may be related to boys’ rela-
tionships, academic achievement, and mental 
health. Similarly, research should address the link 
between ambivalent sexism and adolescent boys’ 
romantic relationship behaviors and satisfaction. 
For example, as with adults (Chapleau, Oswald, & 
Russell, 2007), endorsing hostile sexism and some 
components of benevolent sexism may be related to 
higher rape myth acceptance and potentially higher 
likelihood of engaging in sexual harassment.

PLAY

Most boys’ preferred play styles, games, and toys 
tend to differ from those of girls from an early age 
(see Maccoby, 1998). Boys tend to be more likely to 
engage in rough-and-tumble and competitive play; 
their pretend play tends to involve more heroic 
characters and pretend aggression; and they tend to 
prefer building toys, toy vehicles, and action figures 
to baby dolls and pretend domestic toys (e.g., 
kitchen sets). Research has shown that children tend 
to prefer toys stereotyped for their gender from as 
early as age 1 (Servin, Bohlin, & Berlin, 1999).

When children engage in play behaviors, they 
practice certain skills, and different games and toys 
afford different opportunities for practicing different 
behaviors (Leaper, 2000). For example, playing with 
blocks and other building toys may help children 
develop visual–spatial skills (Caldera et al., 1999). 
Engaging in pretend play with a domestic theme 
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may help children practice skills of social coordina-
tion and cooperation (Leaper, 2000). Research has 
also found that toys stereotyped for girls may lend 
themselves to more complex forms of play than toys 
stereotyped for boys (Cherney, Kelly-Vance, Gill, 
Ruane, & Ryalls, 2003). Thus, when they engage in 
mostly gender-typed play, boys may miss practicing 
important social and cognitive skills. In addition, 
the toys and games that most boys typically favor 
may reinforce the formation of masculine-typed 
social norms and characteristics such as competition 
and self-assertion unmitigated by affiliation. Con-
versely, when boys are encouraged to play in a vari-
ety of ways, they are given the opportunity to build 
a more varied repertoire of skills.

Parents are the first socialization agents in most 
children’s lives. From the time children are born, 
parents make decisions about their child’s environ-
ment, including what toys to buy. Very often, their 
choices are gender stereotypical. In a large meta-
analysis of studies conducted in Western countries, 
Lytton and Romney (1991) found that although par-
ents tended to treat their sons and daughters simi-
larly in many ways, one of the most important 
distinctions parents make on the basis of their child’s 
gender is the types of activities they encourage. Specif-
ically, parents tend to encourage masculine-stereotyped 
activities more and feminine-stereotyped activities 
less in sons than in daughters. Even when parents 
express a desire for their children to be less gender 
typed in their characteristics, they still tend to want 
their children to engage in gender-typed activities 
(Servin & Bohlin, 1999).

Parents’ gender socialization may be stricter for 
boys than for girls. In Lytton and Romney’s (1991) 
meta-analysis, results showed that parents, especially 
fathers, tended to encourage gender-typed behavior 
more so in sons than in daughters. More recently, 
through interviews with parents, Kane (2006) found 
that whereas many parents have positive feelings 
about their daughters’ counterstereotypical behavior, 
they were less positive about analogous behavior in 
their sons. In another study, when parents played in 
a laboratory with their sons, they spent most of their 
time playing with masculine-stereotyped toys. In con-
trast with daughters, they played with a more diverse 
array of toys (Wood, Desmarais, & Gugula, 2002).

Peers also reinforce children’s gender-typed play 
styles and toy preferences. Starting around the 3rd 
year of life, children self-segregate by gender (Maccoby, 
1998). Thus, for much of childhood, boys play 
mostly with other boys; and their play styles tend  
to be more similar to one another than seen among 
girls. This trend leads to a process whereby boys 
strengthen each other’s preferences and behavioral 
tendencies. Martin and Fabes (2001) demonstrated 
what they called the social dosage effect: The more 
time children spent with same-gender peers, the 
more they exhibited gender-typed behaviors. More 
specifically, the more boys spent time playing with 
other boys in the fall, the more their rough-and-
tumble play, aggression, and gender-typed play 
increased in the following spring.

Television and other forms of mass media can 
also influence children’s play preferences. As with 
most commercials in general, commercials aimed at 
children tend to be highly gender stereotypical 
(Signorielli, 2012). For example, one study of toy 
commercials in the United States and Great Britain 
found that boys and girls were never shown playing 
with counterstereotypical toys (Browne, 1998). 
Another study found that of all commercials aimed 
at children, toy commercials were the least likely to 
depict both boys and girls (Strom Larson, 2001). 
Thus, children receive the message that toys are 
either for boys or for girls. And, in fact, research has 
shown that children tend to draw conclusions about 
which gender a particular toy is meant for on the 
basis of the children portrayed in commercials 
(Pike & Jennings, 2005).

In addition to the various social factors reviewed 
above, boys’ gender-typed play preferences may be 
partly influenced by temperamental dispositions. On 
average, boys demonstrate higher levels of physical 
activity than girls. The magnitude of this difference 
is small during early childhood and becomes moder-
ate at older ages (Else-Quest, Hyde, Goldsmith, & 
Van Hulle, 2006). Additional research has suggested 
that more boys than girls may be attracted to moving 
objects beginning in infancy (Benenson, Tennyson, & 
Wrangham, 2011). In contrast, more girls than boys 
may be attracted to social stimuli as young as age 1 
(Alexander & Wilcox, 2012). Finally, another aver-
age dispositional difference recently identified is a 
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greater likelihood among boys than girls to demon-
strate intense interests in particular play activities 
(DeLoache, Simcock, & Macari, 2007).

Despite most children’s tendency to engage in 
stereotypical play and pressure from parents, peers, 
and the media, some children show a strong preference 
for counterstereotypical activities (see Haldeman, 
2000). These children often experience rejection by 
peers and parents (Rieger, Linsenmeier, Gygax, & 
Bailey, 2008). Preference for counterstereotypical 
activities has been pathologized by the diagnostic 
criteria for gender dysphoria (formerly called gender 
identity disorder; American Psychiatric Association, 
2013). The fact that boys have been twice as likely 
(or more) as girls to be labeled with gender identity 
disorder may reflect the stricter societal rules gov-
erning masculinity that lead more parents to be 
more concerned about gender nonconformity in 
sons than in daughters (Kane, 2006). Furthermore, 
according to one review (Haldeman, 2000), not 
much evidence has supported the idea that gender 
nonconformity in childhood leads most children to 
be unhappy with their assigned sex later in life.

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
Starting at an early age, boys and girls demonstrate 
average gender differences in toy, game, and play-
style preferences. Parents, peers, and the media rein-
force these preferences. Parents and peers may be 
especially likely to encourage gender-typical activi-
ties in boys compared with girls. This heightened 
concern with boys’ gender typicality may be at least 
partially responsible for the higher number of boys 
being referred to mental health professionals for 
gender identity–related problems.

For future research, we encourage continued 
study into the long-term impact of gender-typed 
play on the development of behavioral preferences 
and competencies in socioemotional and academic 
domains (see Leaper, 2000, 2015). To the extent 
that gender-typed play activities do foster particular 
competencies, one implication is to encourage a 
broader range of play activities in boys (Leaper, 
2000). It is already common for many girls to  
participate in both traditionally masculine- 
stereotyped play (e.g., sports) and traditionally 

feminine-stereotyped play (e.g., dolls). Given the 
greater rigidity in gender typing among boys, how-
ever, it is relatively rare to see boys participate in an 
analogous range of play activities.

SOCIAL COMPETENCE

Social competence refers to cognitive, emotional, and 
communication skills that enable individuals to 
interact with others in effective and harmonious 
ways. Social skills are related to peer acceptance and 
satisfaction in close relationships. Conversely, poor 
interpersonal skills can lead to aggressive behavior 
(see Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010; Underwood, 
2011). On average, boys are more likely than girls to 
demonstrate difficulties in some facets of social 
competence (see Leaper, 2015).

Social-cognitive skills involved in social compe-
tence include emotion decoding, empathy, perspec-
tive taking, and social problem solving. Emotion 
decoding refers to the ability to accurately recognize 
other people’s emotions, whereas empathy refers to 
the vicarious sharing of another person’s feelings. 
According to two meta-analyses, small average gen-
der differences favor girls in emotion decoding 
(McClure, 2000) and empathy (Eisenberg & Fabes, 
1998) during childhood and adolescence. Evidence 
has also pointed to a modest trend toward girls scor-
ing higher than boys on perspective taking (or the-
ory of mind) from early childhood into adolescence 
(e.g., Devine & Hughes, 2013; Smith & Rose, 2011; 
Walker, 2005). With advances in perspective taking, 
individuals are able to consider possible ways to rec-
oncile their own needs with those of others (Selman, 
1980). That is, prosocial or collaborative strategies 
(e.g., proposals for compromise, requests for clarifi-
cation) become more likely than aggression or with-
drawal (e.g., Selman, Beardslee, Schultz, Krupa, & 
Podorefsky, 1986). Although the number of studies 
is limited, there is some indication of a modest 
advantage among girls than boys in social problem 
solving from early childhood into adolescence (e.g., 
D. C. Miller & Byrnes, 2001; Selman et al., 1986; 
Walker, Irving, & Berthelsen, 2002).

When examining the social behaviors linked to 
social competence, there is also evidence of signifi-
cant average gender differences that are mostly small 
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in magnitude. One average difference is seen in the 
coordination of self-assertion and affiliation in 
speech acts. On the basis of a meta-analytic review 
(Leaper & Smith, 2004), boys were less likely than 
girls to use collaborative communication (i.e., 
expressing both self-assertion and affiliation; e.g., 
proposals for joint activity). In contrast, boys were 
more likely than girls to use controlling communi-
cation (i.e., expressing high self-assertion and low 
affiliation; e.g., directive statements). These patterns 
have been observed in samples of White and Black 
children from middle- and low-income backgrounds 
(e.g., Leaper, 1991; Leaper, Tenenbaum, & Shaffer, 
1999).

Emotion regulation is another facet of social 
competence that is associated with an average gen-
der difference. When children are aroused by nega-
tive emotions or high-intensity positive emotions, 
controlled cognitive processes typically suffer, and 
impulsive behavior may predominate (Valiente, 
Swanson, & Eisenberg, 2012). On the basis of a 
recent meta-analysis (Else-Quest et al., 2006), mod-
erate to large effect sizes indicated that girls tended 
to score higher than boys on measures of self-control. 
In turn, variations in emotion regulation appear to 
partly mediate some average gender differences in 
social behavior, such as aggression (e.g., Hay, 2007).

Summary and Future Directions
Small average gender differences in emotional 
decoding, empathy, perspective taking, and emo-
tion regulation indicate that more boys than girls 
may have difficulty in these areas of social compe-
tence. This small disadvantage may combine with 
some facets of traditional masculinity (e.g., empha-
sis of emotional stoicism) to have negative impacts 
on boys’ relationships with parents, peers, and 
romantic partners. We recommend continued 
research aimed at understanding the interplay of 
temperamental, cognitive–motivational, and social 
factors that may contribute to these average differ-
ences in social competence (see Leaper, 2015). Fur-
thermore, it would be helpful to understand 
whether interventions aimed at reducing boys’ con-
cerns with traditional masculinity might better 
enable the development of positive socioemotional 
functioning (e.g., Richmond & Levant, 2003).

RELATIONSHIPS WITH PARENTS

Parents are children’s first attachment figures. 
Throughout childhood, and to an extent in adoles-
cence, parents fulfill children’s needs for proximity 
seeking, for a safe haven during times of distress, 
and for a secure base from which to explore the 
world (Bowlby, 1969). In infancy and childhood, 
equal numbers of boys and girls are securely 
attached to parents (Solomon & George, 2008). By 
middle childhood, among children with insecure 
attachment styles, some evidence has shown that 
proportionally more boys than girls may manifest 
the insecure–avoidant pattern (DelGiudice, 2008). 
This pattern is consistent with the emotional with-
drawal that often characterizes traditional masculin-
ity among boys (e.g., Levant, 2005).

According to Lytton and Romney’s (1991) meta-
analysis of studies conducted in Western countries, 
parents tend to treat boys and girls with similar lev-
els of overall interaction, warmth, and discipline. 
However, research has identified a few differences in 
how parents treat boys and girls, which may con-
tribute to children’s gender-typed behaviors, cogni-
tions, and characteristics (Lytton & Romney, 1991). 
In addition, by adolescence, average gender differ-
ences emerge in parent–child relationships, with 
boys tending to show less closeness to parents in 
some ways than girls (Armsden & Greenberg, 
1987); at the same time, however, boys’ well-being 
may be more strongly related to parent relationships 
than is that of girls (e.g., Piko & Hamvai, 2010). In 
the following, we discuss differential socialization of 
boys by parents, changes in parent–son relationships 
in adolescence, and the possible role of traditional 
masculinity ideology in parent–son relationships in 
later adolescence.

Although Lytton and Romney’s (1991) meta-
analyses suggested that parents treated their sons 
and daughters similarly on most variables, sons and 
daughters were treated differently in a few impor-
tant ways. On average, parents tended to show less 
verbal interaction with sons than with daughters. In 
addition, parents tended to engage in more motor 
stimulation of sons than of daughters. Both of these 
differences were associated with small effect sizes. 
Coupled with boys’ initial tendencies and later 
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socialization by peers, these parental patterns of 
social interaction may contribute to boys’ later ten-
dency to engage in rougher play and lower levels of 
self-disclosure in adolescence.

Parent–son relationships remain strong in ado-
lescence. A strong attachment relationship remains 
important for adolescent boys’ well-being; parent 
attachment is related to lower depression and anxi-
ety and higher self-esteem and life satisfaction 
among late adolescent boys (Armsden & Greenberg, 
1987). Some evidence has indicated that perceived 
social support from parents and shared activities 
with parents are positively related to adolescent 
boys’ but not girls’ life satisfaction. In this research, 
girls’ life satisfaction was more strongly related to 
supportive friendships (Piko & Hamvai, 2010). 
Thus, as boys’ friendships become characterized by 
less intimacy based on self-disclosure across adoles-
cence, parents may prove to be a protective factor 
for many boys.

Another potential way parents may exert influ-
ence over their sons’ development is through their 
monitoring of peer relationships and activities. 
Parental monitoring involves parents’ knowledge of 
their children’s activities when parents are not pres-
ent (Dishion & McMahon, 1998). Children and 
adolescents whose parents engage in more monitor-
ing tend to have better adjustment and behavioral 
outcomes than do others whose parents engage in 
lower levels of monitoring (e.g., Patterson, Reid, & 
Dishion, 1992; Svensson, 2003).

Studies have shown that, on average, parents 
tend to engage in lower monitoring (i.e., knowledge 
of whereabouts and activities) of boys than of girls 
(Webb, Bray, Getz, & Adams, 2002; Svensson, 
2003). This difference may be related to average 
gender differences in spontaneous self-disclosure to 
parents. Stattin and Kerr (2000) have shown that 
the most common source of parental knowledge of 
children’s activities comes from children’s unsolic-
ited self-disclosure. As reviewed in more detail 
below, boys tend to self-disclose less to parents than 
do girls (Stattin & Kerr, 2000); in addition, parents 
of boys tend to receive more of the information they 
know about their child from other people than do 
parents of girls (Crouter, Bumpus, Davis, & 
McHale, 2005).

Some research has shown that the lower parental 
monitoring of boys may be related to boys’ higher 
likelihood of engaging in problem behaviors such as 
substance abuse (e.g., Webb et al., 2002). One study 
showed that low parental monitoring was related to 
deviance of peers and substance use among both 
girls and boys (Svensson, 2003). However, boys 
tended to be monitored by parents significantly less 
than were girls; at the same time, boys, on average, 
had significantly more deviant peers and engaged in 
more substance use than did girls. Thus, by know-
ing less about sons’ activities than about daughters’, 
parents may contribute to boys’ stronger tendency to 
associate with deviant peers and to engage in prob-
lem behaviors.

Some evidence has suggested that ethnic back-
ground moderates gender differences in parental 
monitoring. A study of mostly African American 
adolescents showed that, on average, parents tended 
to monitor boys and girls to a similar extent (Griffin, 
Botvin, Scheier, Diaz, & Miller, 2000). As in other 
studies, parental monitoring negatively predicted 
delinquent behavior for adolescents. The finding 
that African American boys and girls were moni-
tored equally in this sample is in line with other 
research findings that African American girls and 
women tend to be less gender typed than girls and 
women from other cultural groups (e.g., Harris, 
1996).

Another area of adolescents’ lives that parents 
tend to monitor is their dating activities. Research 
has shown that a majority of parents report using 
dating rules (Madsen, 2008). As with monitoring of 
general activities and peers, parents tend to monitor 
sons’ dating less than daughters’ (Madsen, 2008). 
This difference may have consequences for both the 
adolescent and the parent–child relationship. In one 
study, parental monitoring in preadolescence was 
related to later first sexual activity in adolescence; in 
the same study, boys tended to show earlier first 
sexual activity than girls, a possible outcome of 
lower parental monitoring (Longmore, Manning, & 
Giordano, 2001). In addition, although all adoles-
cents who date tend to have higher conflict with 
parents than adolescents who do not date, girls who 
date tend to have the highest parent conflict 
(Dowdy & Kliewer, 1998). Thus, lower dating 
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monitoring may help boys have less conflict with 
parents but may result in more undesirable out-
comes such as earlier sexual activity.

In general, boys tend to report parent relation-
ships that are less deep (Kawaguchi, Welsh, Powers, & 
Rostosky, 1998) and less warm (Mayseless, 
Wiseman, & Hai, 1998) than those of girls. Also, on 
average, adolescent boys report seeking out parents 
less often than girls when experiencing strong emo-
tions (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). In addition, 
boys tend to self-disclose less to their mother (the 
parent to whom both boys and girls disclose more 
often) than do girls (Buhrmester & Prager, 1995). 
Furthermore, mothers’ self-disclosure to their chil-
dren tends to be related to higher depression in boys 
(but lower depression in girls; Lichtwarck-Aschoff, 
Finkenauer, van de Vorst, & Engels, 2012). Lichtwarck-
Aschoff et al. (2012) speculated that because inti-
mate self-disclosure is not encouraged by traditional 
masculine socialization, boys may have an especially 
difficult time with this component of parent 
relationships.

There is evidence that among late adolescent 
(college-age) boys, traditional masculinity ideology 
is related to the quality of relationships with parents 
(Blazina & Watkins, 2000; DeFranc & Mahalik, 
2002). Specifically, boys who report higher gender 
role conflict (e.g., problem with emotional expres-
sion, problems with focusing too much on achieve-
ment) tend to report higher perceived psychological 
separation from parents, lower attachment to par-
ents, and more relationship problems with parents. 
Future research should examine the role of tradi-
tional masculinity ideology in younger adolescent 
boys’ relationships with their parents.

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
Most boys tend to experience good relationships 
with parents from infancy through adolescence. For 
their part, parents tend to treat sons and daughters 
similarly in many important ways; however, differ-
ential treatment by some parents—especially 
fathers—may contribute to the masculine socializa-
tion of many boys (e.g., less verbal interaction, more 
motor stimulation). One way that parents may treat 
boys and girls differently is by monitoring the 

activities, peer relationships, and dating activities of 
sons less than those of daughters. This lower moni-
toring may result in higher problematic behavior for 
some boys.

For many boys, adolescence is accompanied by 
changes to the parent–son relationship. In adoles-
cence, boys tend to report less warmth and more 
problems with self-disclosure to parents than do 
girls. At the same time, parent relationships seem to 
be more important to the well-being of boys than 
girls. These changes may partly come about because 
of the nature of boys’ friendships, whereby closeness 
based on intimate self-disclosure with same-gender 
friends declines for boys but not for girls (e.g., Way, 
2013). Future research might investigate factors that 
predict closer, more self-disclosing parent relation-
ships among boys. For example, longitudinal studies 
may shed light on how parents’ talk to children in 
early and middle childhood may be related to boys’ 
later self-disclosure to parents. Next, we discuss 
boys’ relationships with friends and peers.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH FRIENDS AND 
PEERS

Children’s and adolescents’ peer relationships occur 
in crowds, cliques, and dyadic friendships (Crockett, 
Losoff, & Petersen, 1984). Peers are important 
socializing agents for children—as playmates in 
early childhood and as classmates or close friends in 
middle childhood and adolescence (Leaper, 1991; 
Martin & Fabes, 2001; Oransky & Marecek, 2009). 
When examining peer relationships and gender 
development, it is relevant to distinguish between 
group and dyadic contexts (see Leaper, 2000, 2015). 
In peer groups, children tend to be more susceptible 
to conformity pressures and concerns about being 
accepted. In dyadic relationships, such as one-on-
one friendships, children usually have more flexibil-
ity to explore their personal interests.

Boys’ socialization by other boys begins in early 
childhood. During this period, boys and girls begin 
to increasingly segregate themselves by gender 
group (Maccoby, 1998). Young boys tend to engage 
in more competitive and rough-and-tumble play 
than girls; their fantasy play also involves more 
violent and heroic themes (see Leaper, 2015). 
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Furthermore, through what Martin and Fabes 
(2001) termed the social dosage effect, the more time 
boys spend playing with other boys, the stronger 
their tendency becomes toward aggressive behavior 
and gender-typed play. Not surprisingly, then, boys’ 
tendency to engage in similar play styles continues 
into middle childhood and adolescence (Leaper, 
2015).

Another average gender difference has been 
observed in the form of children’s peer relationships. 
In childhood, boys are more likely on average than 
girls to interact in large friendship groups (Lever, 
1976; Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974). Boys also tend to 
report being more concerned with their status in the 
social hierarchy and with group acceptance than 
girls (Azmitia, Kamprath, & Linnet, 1998; see 
Rose & Rudolph, 2006). For example, Azmitia et al. 
(1998) found that when forced to choose between a 
best friend and group acceptance, elementary school 
boys were more likely to choose group acceptance. 
However, by adolescence some of these gender dif-
ferences in peer relations diminish. Adolescent boys 
and girls report spending similar amounts of time in 
both friendship groups and dyads (Crockett et al., 
1984; Rose & Rudolph, 2006). In addition, by ado-
lescence, girls and boys are more likely to choose 
group acceptance over a best friend (Azmitia et al., 
1998).

Although the structure of peer relationships and 
friendships tends to become more similar for boys 
and girls with age, the content of these relation-
ships remains somewhat different. An important 
way in which some boys’ and girls’ friendships  
differ is in average levels of intimacy and self- 
disclosure. Self-disclosure is considered adaptive 
for emotional health and interpersonal closeness. 
On average, self-disclosure is less common among 
boys than girls with same-gender friends (see 
Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Boys also appear less 
likely than girls to provide supportive listening 
responses to friends (e.g., Brendgen, Markiewicz, 
Doyle, & Bukowski, 2001; Burleson, 1982; 
Leaper & Smith, 2004). There is some evidence 
that boys’ same-gender friendship quality differs by 
ethnic background. In a sample of ethnic-minority 
adolescent boys, Asian American boys were more 
likely to have disengaged friendships (e.g., low 

intimacy, low affection) than were African Ameri-
can and Latino boys (Way, Cowal, Gingold, 
Pahl, & Bissessar, 2001). In the same study, how-
ever, boys from all ethnic backgrounds were less 
likely than girls to have friendships characterized 
by high intimacy, high affection, and low conflict. 
Such average gender differences in social cognition 
and behavior are likely reinforced by the tradi-
tional peer cultures that many boys and girls expe-
rience. That is, the traditional masculinity norms 
emphasizing toughness, dominance, and emotional 
restraint may undermine many boys’ willingness to 
disclose personal feelings or to seek accommoda-
tion with others during conflict (Levant, 2005).

Observing average gender differences in intimacy 
may partly depend on the operational definition of 
intimacy (e.g., Hussong, 2000). Specifically, boys 
may experience intimacy more through companion-
ship and shared activities than through self-disclosure 
(McNelles, & Connolly, 1999). In addition, recent 
research has shown that the Internet may provide a 
good outlet for boys’ self-disclosure. Although 
instant messaging tends to help many adolescents 
increase their self-disclosure, some research has sug-
gested it may help more boys than girls (Schouten, 
Valkenburg, & Peter, 2007).

Whereas many boys tend to value group accep-
tance and shared activities more than they value 
dyadic friendships and self-disclosure, best friend-
ships are generally important for boys during ado-
lescence. Way (2013) conducted a longitudinal 
study of ethnically diverse (i.e., Asian American, 
African American, Latino, European American) 
boys’ friendships from early to late adolescence. 
Through interviews, she found that early adoles-
cent boys tended to express a deep appreciation 
for their best friendships. Furthermore, boys 
reported that the most important function of these 
friendships was the confiding of secrets. Thus, 
contrary to stereotypes and past findings, boys in 
this study reported valuing close friendships and 
self-disclosure. However, in later adolescence (age 
15 and older), the same boys began reporting talk-
ing with their best friends less often and less inti-
mately. The boys cited fears of being labeled gay 
among the reasons for this decline in their friend-
ship intimacy (see Chapter 26, this handbook).
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Many boys experience teasing by peers, especially 
the kind that calls into question their sexual ori-
entation and traditional masculinity (Oransky & 
Marecek, 2009; Phoenix, Frosh, & Pattman, 2003). 
Although teasing and bullying can always have neg-
ative emotional consequences, research has shown 
that homophobic bullying can lead to greater 
distress among boys than other kinds of bullying 
(Swearer, Turner, Givens, & Pollack, 2008). Fear 
of bullying serves to socialize boys into the tradi-
tional masculine role. Through interviews with 
high school students, Oransky and Marecek (2009) 
found that boys reported avoiding expressing emo-
tions to friends because they feared teasing. Also,  
many boys reported their friends encouraged  
them to suppress their emotions and to move on. 
Furthermore, boys saw teasing and encourage-
ment to suppress feelings as helpful in building each 
other’s masculinity. At the same time, many boys 
acknowledged that expressing their feelings to oth-
ers could have helped them feel better. Participants 
in Way’s (2013) study also reported apprehension 
at continuing intimate friendships with boys while 
also acknowledging that these friendships had 
helped them cope emotionally. Thus, by adolescence, 
many boys seem conflicted by close friendships 
with other boys.

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
Boys’ friendships in childhood and adolescence are 
mostly with other boys. These friendships help 
socialize boys into more gender-traditional ways of 
playing and behaving. Some characteristics of boys’ 
friendships include the tendency to interact in 
larger groups and to focus on status within these 
groups. Although boys also value dyadic best friend-
ships, these relationships may become less close as 
many boys get older and want to avoid appearing 
feminine or gay. Of course, there is variability in the 
extent to which different boys maintain close, inti-
mate friendships. Future research may examine 
what factors may lead boys to continue to self- 
disclose in close friendships in adolescence. For 
example, many adolescents in industrialized coun-
tries own cell phones. In one study, both boys and 
girls indicated they commonly used text messaging, 

although boys reported feeling less comfortable 
engaging in this activity than did girls (Pierce, 
2009). Future research could examine the content 
of boys’ messages to investigate whether text  
messaging is allowing boys an alternative outlet  
for self-disclosure with friends.

Furthermore, past research has shown that as 
boys become comfortable in a group setting, they 
willingly discuss the difficulties that traditional 
notions of masculinity pose for their relationships 
with other boys (Oransky & Marecek, 2009).  
Future research may also examine whether certain 
group interventions may help boys maintain close, 
helpful friendships in adolescence. Such interven-
tions may engage boys in discussions about the  
positive role of friendships in their lives and help 
them challenge the idea that close friendships 
between boys and masculinity are incompatible.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

Although the depth of many boys’ friendships may 
suffer from early to late adolescence (Way, 2013), 
romantic relationships tend to become more preva-
lent during this time (Collins, 2003). In the sec-
tions that follow, we first discuss trends in boys’ 
heterosexual romantic relationships (see Chapter 
26, this handbook). Afterward, we consider boys’ 
gay and bisexual romantic relationships.

Heterosexual Relationships
By age 16, more than half of adolescents reported 
having been in a romantic relationship during the 
past year and a half, and this percentage continues 
to increase with age (Collins, 2003). For adoles-
cent boys, a romantic relationship with a girl may 
be the one acceptable outlet for intimacy. In fact, 
whereas girls tend to self-disclose significantly 
more to friends than to romantic partners, many 
boys tend to report higher levels of self-disclosure 
to romantic partners than to friends (e.g., Pagano  
& Hirsch, 2007). However, the continuing influ-
ence of traditionally masculine socialization can 
create problems related to intimacy and power  
for boys in heterosexual romantic relationships 
(Pleck, Sonenstein, & Ku, 1993; Underwood & 
Rosen, 2009).
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Although most adolescent boys seek out and 
value romantic relationships with girls, many boys’ 
experiences in such relationships can be conflicted 
(Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson, 2007; Giordano, 
Longmore, & Manning, 2006). For example, adoles-
cent boys and girls reported similar average levels of 
emotional engagement in romantic relationships; at 
the same time, boys tended to report having lower 
confidence and feeling more awkward communicat-
ing in their romantic relationships than did girls 
(Giordano et al., 2006).

Many boys appear to be most conflicted regard-
ing issues of influence and power in romantic rela-
tionships with girls. In one study of heterosexual 
dating adolescents (Giordano et al., 2006), boys 
were more likely than girls to experience a power 
imbalance in their relationships favoring their part-
ner; boys similarly were more likely than girls to feel 
that their partner had tried to influence them. In 
other research (Bentley et al., 2007), boys were 
more likely than girls to experience feeling humilia-
tion in their romantic relationships as well as feeling 
that they had given in to their partners during a vid-
eotaped discussion; interestingly, the same boys 
reported feeling that they had more decision-making 
power in the relationship. Both of these reviewed 
studies were based on boys’ perceptions of their rela-
tionships, which may not reflect actual behavioral 
differences; nevertheless, they reveal the conflicted 
feelings that many boys have in romantic relation-
ships. Future studies need to complement assess-
ments of adolescents’ perceptions with observations 
of decision making in romantic relationships.

One factor that may account for variation among 
boys’ relationship experiences is their endorsement 
of traditional masculinity ideology. Research with 
adults has suggested that men’s endorsement of tra-
ditional masculinity ideology is related to more diffi-
culties with intimacy and lower satisfaction in 
dating and marital relationships (E. H. Thompson & 
Pleck, 1995). Similar findings have been shown with 
adolescents (Pleck et al., 1993). Boys who more 
strongly endorsed traditional masculinity ideology 
tended to report lower intimacy with a current 
romantic partner, more sexual partners in the past 
year, and viewing romantic relationships as 
adversarial.

Endorsement of traditional masculinity ideology 
may also lead some boys to perpetrate violence in 
romantic relationships. Among adults, traditional 
masculinity ideology has been linked to higher rape 
myth acceptance, higher hostility toward women, 
and higher acceptance of interpersonal violence 
(Murnen, Wright, & Kaluzny, 2002). Future 
research should investigate whether similar relation-
ships may be present among adolescent boys.

Statistics on dating violence have shown that 
adolescent boys and girls tend to report similar lev-
els of overall violence perpetration (Giordano, Soto, 
Manning, & Longmore, 2010; Halpern, Oslak, 
Young, Martin, & Kupper, 2001); in some cases, 
girls tended to report higher average levels of perpe-
tration than did boys (Swahn, Simon, Arias, & 
Bossarte, 2008). However, girls were more likely 
than boys to report being seriously injured by a 
romantic partner, whereas boys were more likely 
than girls to report being slapped and scratched 
(Windle & Mrug, 2009). In addition, boys are more 
likely than girls to perpetrate sexual violence in a 
dating relationship, and girls are more likely than 
boys to be victims of sexual violence in a dating rela-
tionship (Foshee, 1996; Swahn et al., 2008).

Some reasons for violence perpetration in roman-
tic relationships among boys include higher average 
perceptions of humiliation (Bentley et al., 2007). 
Another study found that boys’ feelings of having 
lower relative power in the relationship significantly 
predicted violence perpetration toward the partner 
(Giordano et al., 2010). Furthermore, sexual vio-
lence perpetration among boys may also be related 
to rape myth endorsement (Reyes & Foshee, 2013).

Gay and Bisexual Relationships
Research has paid much less attention to same-sex 
adolescent romantic relationships than to heterosexual 
ones. However, research with adults has shown that 
experiences of love and satisfaction in the romantic 
relationships of gay and lesbian couples tend to be 
similar to those of heterosexual couples (see Peplau &  
Fingerhut, 2007). Although this may also be true for 
younger couples, it is also possible that adolescents 
may experience more difficulties as they are first 
learning to navigate a sexual minority identity (i.e., 
gay, bisexual, or transgender for boys). One study 
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found that sexual minority boys (and girls) were 
more likely to report fears of not finding a good 
romantic partner; they also tended to report lower 
perceived control in their romantic relationships 
than did heterosexual adolescents (Diamond & 
Lucas, 2004).

Traditional masculinity ideology may also affect 
sexual minority boys’ romantic relationships. In 
general, late adolescent boys and young men who 
identify as gay score significantly lower on tradi-
tional masculinity ideology than do their hetero-
sexual counterparts (Wade & Donis, 2007). 
However, endorsement of traditional masculinity 
ideology is negatively related to romantic relation-
ship satisfaction among both gay and heterosexual 
boys and men. This research was conducted with 
mostly undergraduates and should be replicated 
with an adolescent sample.

In a retrospective study, gay men and lesbian 
women were asked to recall their process of becom-
ing aware of same-sex attraction in childhood or 
preadolescence (Savin-Williams & Diamond, 2000). 
On average, same-sex sexual contacts tended to 
occur at earlier ages for boys than girls. In addition, 
men who identified as gay or bisexual reported 
experiencing sexual contact before formulating a 
sexual identity as gay or bisexual, whereas women 
who identified as lesbian or bisexual reported the 
reverse pattern. The homophobia commonly associ-
ated with traditional masculinity may make it more 
difficult for sexual minority boys to self-identify as 
gay or bisexual.

On average, sexual minority boys (and girls) tend 
to experience higher psychological distress (e.g., 
depression, anxiety) and worse parent relationships 
than their heterosexual counterparts (Busseri, Wil-
loughby, Chalmers, & Bogaert, 2008). They also 
tend to report more fears about losing friends, and 
in fact, they report having lost more friends than do 
heterosexual adolescents (Diamond & Lucas, 2004). 
In addition, sexual minority adolescents tend to be 
the victims of bullying and homophobic teasing 
more often than their heterosexual counterparts 
(American Association of University Women, 2011; 
Berlan, Corliss, Field, Goodman, & Bryn Austin, 
2010). At the same time, adolescent boys of all sex-
ual identities tend to experience more homophobic 

teasing than adolescent girls (Collier, Bos, & Sand-
fort, 2013). In the middle school years, adolescents 
who identify as questioning tend to experience more 
teasing, victimization, depression, and substance use 
than heterosexual and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
students (Birkett, Espelage, & Koenig, 2009). Thus, 
the process of first questioning their sexual identi-
ties may be most difficult for adolescents.

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
Heterosexual boys tend to seek out romantic rela-
tionships with girls and to value the opportunities 
for self-disclosure that they provide. At the same 
time, their experiences in romantic relationships 
tend to be somewhat conflicted. Many boys report 
feeling high emotional engagement but lower confi-
dence than girls in heterosexual romantic relation-
ships. Boys also tend to experience some conflict 
around power issues in relationships.

Many boys who identify as gay or bisexual tend 
to adopt a nonheterosexual identity only after their 
first same-sex sexual contact; the homophobia asso-
ciated with traditional masculinity may make it 
more difficult for boys than for girls to adopt a gay 
or bisexual identity. Nonheterosexual boys also tend 
to experience more psychological distress and more 
problems in parent and peer relationships. More-
over, they tend to express more fears than their het-
erosexual counterparts about not finding a romantic 
partner. At the same time, research with adults has 
indicated that gay and bisexual adults tend to enjoy 
romantic relationships that are similar to heterosexual 
relationships. Future research should investigate all 
facets of same-sex romantic relationships among 
adolescents.

Traditional masculinity ideology may be respon-
sible for some of the negative experiences that some 
boys experience in heterosexual and same-sex 
romantic relationships; these include problems with 
intimacy, violence, and relationship satisfaction. 
However, most of this research has been conducted 
with adults. Future research should further examine 
the link between endorsement of traditional mascu-
linity and problems in heterosexual and gay romantic 
relationships among adolescent boys. For example, 
research should investigate whether adolescent boys 
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actually experience lower levels of control in their 
relationships or whether they just perceive lower 
control because they expect to have more control 
than their female partners. If the latter is true, these 
feelings should be especially prevalent among boys 
who endorse traditional masculinity ideology.

BODY IMAGE

Throughout their lives, girls and women experience 
body image problems—such as body dissatisfaction, 
body objectification, and weight loss concerns—to a 
greater degree than do boys and men (Cohane & 
Pope, 2001). However, researchers have begun to 
focus more attention on the body image problems 
encountered by many boys. In some ways, these 
problems are similar to those experienced by girls; 
however, there are also important differences.

Like many girls, boys tend to express concerns 
with their weight, and these concerns begin in child-
hood and continue into adolescence. Results of a 
study of boys ages 8 to 11 years showed that almost 
half the boys reported desiring a thinner body, and 
more than a fifth of them reported engaging in 
weight-loss strategies (Ricciardelli, McCabe, Lillis, &  
Thomas, 2006). Another study of adolescent boys 
ages 11 to 16 showed that almost 40% of partici-
pants reported engaging in weight-loss strategies, 
and around 25% reported engaging in weight-gain 
strategies (Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2003).

Gaining weight and building muscle also tend to 
be concerns among boys (Muris, Meesters, van de 
Blom, & Mayer, 2005). One study found that when 
asked to rate the attributes of the ideal attractive boy, 
most boys reported shape and build to be important, 
followed by height, and finally by weight (Jones, 
2001). Thus, it seems that most boys may be con-
cerned with appearing muscular and tall. Ricciardelli 
and McCabe (2003) found that almost half of their 
sample of adolescent boys reported frequently using 
strategies to increase muscles. Furthermore, the 
extent of muscle-gain strategies was moderately  
correlated with the use of supplements such as 
steroids.

Some evidence has suggested that ethnic back-
ground moderates the extent to which boys feel dis-
satisfied with their bodies. For example, African 

American boys have been shown to prefer a larger 
ideal body than European American boys (S. H. 
Thompson, Corwin, & Sargent, 1997). At the same 
time, African American boys have been found to 
report more positive body image than boys from 
other ethnic backgrounds (Siegel, Yancey, Aneshensel, &  
Schuler, 1999).

Researchers have identified multiple factors that 
predict boys’ desire and use of strategies to change 
their bodies. Body mass index is one of the strongest 
predictors of body dissatisfaction and weight-loss 
strategies (Jones, Vigfusdottir, & Lee, 2004; Muris 
et al., 2005; Ricciardelli et al., 2006). Thus, boys 
with higher body mass indexes tend to report more 
dissatisfaction with their bodies and to engage in 
more weight-loss strategies.

Parents can influence boys’ body-related attitudes 
and behaviors. Boys who reported more felt pressure 
from parents to change their bodies tended to be 
more likely to increase their use of strategies to 
change their bodies in childhood (Ricciardelli et al., 
2006) and in adolescence (Peterson, Paulson, & 
Williams, 2007; Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2003). 
More specifically, boys were more likely to report 
body dissatisfaction when they heard negative com-
ments about their weight from parents or observed 
their parents model body dissatisfaction and body-
change strategies (Phares, Steinberg, & Thompson, 
2004; Smolak, Levine, & Schermer, 1999).

Felt pressure from peers has also been linked to 
boys’ body-change strategies (Ricciardelli et al., 
2006). In childhood and adolescence, many boys 
report overt teasing or criticism from peers about 
their bodies; not surprisingly, such criticism is posi-
tively related to body dissatisfaction (Jones et al., 
2004; Oliver & Thelen, 1996; Phares et al., 2004). 
Body dissatisfaction among boys also tends to be 
related to the extent to which they compare them-
selves with peers (Jones, 2001) as well as the extent 
to which they converse with friends about body-
related topics (Jones et al., 2004).

Finally, the media can have an influence on boys’ 
body dissatisfaction. The media tend to emphasize 
idealized portrayals of muscular bodies for boys and 
men. Adolescent boys who reported more pressure 
from the media to look a certain way tended to 
report higher body dissatisfaction than did other 
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boys (see Barlett, Vowels, & Saucier, 2008, for a 
review; McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2003; Muris et al., 
2005). In addition, boys who reported higher con-
cerns with body images in the media (e.g., compar-
ing their bodies with bodies in magazines) tended to 
report more muscle building than did other boys 
(Smolak & Stein, 2006).

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
In summary, although body dissatisfaction tends to 
be less prevalent among boys than girls, there is evi-
dence that many boys do worry about the appear-
ance of their bodies and engage in body-change 
strategies (see Chapter 27, this handbook). Like 
many girls, boys tend to worry about attaining an 
ideal weight; however, they also tend to worry 
about building a muscular body and may engage in 
steroid use. Parents, peers, and the media can all 
contribute to boys’ body dissatisfaction and use of 
body-change strategies. Future research should 
focus on creating and evaluating intervention strat-
egies to help boys with body image concerns. Some 
interventions that target self-esteem and media lit-
eracy have been shown to be effective in reducing 
girls’ body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness  
(see Littleton & Ollendick, 2003, for a review). 
Future intervention programs should take into con-
sideration boys’ drive for muscularity and steroid use.

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Historically, it has been girls who have been seen as 
disadvantaged in the academic domain compared 
with boys; accordingly, much research has focused 
on girls’ academic performance and attitudes, espe-
cially in stereotypically male-dominated fields such 
as math and science. However, recently, in light of 
what some commentators have called the “boy cri-
sis” (e.g., Hoff Sommers, 2000; Sax, 2009), increas-
ing attention has been paid to boys and academics. 
These commentators have argued that schools are 
structured to privilege girls to the detriment of boys. 
In the following we argue that this interpretation mis-
represents the problem (see Chapter 29, this hand-
book). We review evidence showing that girls are not 
performing better at a cost to boys. Furthermore,  

evidence has suggested that traditional gender social-
ization may hinder boys in some ways in school.

There are several reasons why the term crisis  
may not accurately characterize what is hap-
pening regarding boys’ academic performance. 
First, although girls have made some gains in 
performance, especially in historically masculine-
stereotyped subjects, boys’ performance on stan-
dardized tests has not declined in the past 4 decades 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). 
Second, whereas boys are less likely to graduate 
from high school than are girls, this difference was 
recorded as early as 1870 and has remained the case 
for most of the past century. In fact, the gap between 
male and female graduation rates has narrowed. In 
1950, 26.3% of girls and 22.7% of boys graduated 
from high school; in 2012, the corresponding num-
bers were 88% for girls and 87.3% for boys. Third, 
although men are now less likely than women to 
attend and graduate from college, men are still 
much more likely than women to receive degrees 
in fields related to engineering and the physical sci-
ences, which are likely to lead to some of the highest 
paying jobs (National Science Foundation, 2013). 
For example, men are awarded 59% of bachelor’s 
degrees in the physical sciences, 82% of degrees in 
engineering, and 82% of degrees in computer sciences. 
Thus, although there is certainly some cause for 
concern for boys and education, the term boy crisis 
may exaggerate the extent of the problem.

Some other trends in boys’ academic attitudes 
and performance may be causes for concern. First, 
boys in elementary and secondary education tend to 
report lower levels of engagement in and more nega-
tive attitudes toward school than do girls (Orr, 
2011; Wang, Willett, & Eccles, 2011). Second, boys, 
on average, tend to attain lower grades in school 
than girls (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006; National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2013). Third, boys, 
on average, tend to engage in more problematic 
behaviors in school. For example, in 2012 boys were 
twice as likely to report having been in a fight at 
school in the past year than girls; boys were also 
more likely to report feeling too unsafe to go to 
school than girls. Finally, men are somewhat less 
likely than women to attend and graduate from col-
lege, with men receiving only 43% of all bachelor’s 
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degree (National Science Foundation, 2013). Thus, 
there are some overall trends that may be problem-
atic for boys as a group in education.

The gender gap regarding many indicators of 
school success from elementary school into college 
is even wider among youths from Latino and African 
American backgrounds (National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics, 2013). The latter problems can be 
compounded by possible teacher prejudices and dis-
crimination. For example, evidence has suggested 
that African American and Latino boys may be sub-
ject to disproportionate rates of disciplinary action 
for school misbehavior (Losen, 2011).

Research has shown that traditional gender 
socialization may account for some of boys’ academic 
problems. These findings contradict the interpre-
tation of authors who write about the boy crisis. 
Authors such as Sax (2009) have suggested that 
school settings should be changed to allow boys to be 
more stereotypically masculine. However, research 
has contradicted this argument. For example, in a 
study of kindergarten children (Orr, 2011), boys’ 
achievement and liking of school were negatively 
correlated with participation in certain masculine-
stereotyped activities (e.g., playing games and sports 
with parents) and positively related to participation 
in particular feminine-stereotyped activities (e.g., 
reading and doing art projects with parents).

Traditional notions of masculinity may actually 
interfere with boys’ school-related attitudes and 
performance. Jackson and Dempster (2009) have 
highlighted that boys’ ideas of masculinity may be 
incompatible with academic effort. Furthermore, 
such attitudes can influence boys’ achievement. A 
recent study with high school students found that 
adherence to traditionally masculine norms was 
negatively related to math achievement among boys 
(Santos, Galligan, Pahlke, & Fabes, 2013). In addition, 
Van Houtte (2004) found that high school boys 
tended to experience an academic culture that is less 
study oriented than that of girls. Thus, traditional 
gender socialization and ideologies may contribute 
to boys’ school-related attitudes and behaviors, 
which may have a negative impact on their 
achievement.

Boys’ performance and attitudes tend to vary by 
subject area, partly depending on the historical 

gender stereotyping of the subject. As we review 
boys’ performance in language arts, math, and sci-
ence below, we discuss boys’ achievement (e.g., 
grades, test scores) as well as their expectancy 
beliefs and valuing of each subject area. Expectancy 
beliefs and values directly influence students’ moti-
vation and may also influence their achievement as 
well as their likelihood of pursuing further educa-
tion and occupations in that field (Wigfield & 
Eccles, 2000).

Language arts (e.g., reading and writing) is a sub-
ject area that has been thought of as stereotypically 
feminine (Guimond & Roussel, 2001). Although 
boys tend to receive lower average grades than girls 
in all school subjects, this gender gap is widest in 
language arts (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006; 
Pomerantz, Altermatt, & Saxon, 2002). Boys’ lower 
grades in language arts are not paralleled by lower 
scores on reading and language arts standardized 
tests. Duckworth and Seligman (2006) suggested 
that boys’ lower average scores on self-control may 
partly account for the discrepancy between their 
grades and test scores. In other words, girls may be 
more self-disciplined than boys, which may help 
them in the classroom.

Other research has also suggested that traditional 
gender socialization may contribute to boys’ aca-
demic achievement. The results of a longitudinal 
study showed that boys’ time spent reading at age 10 
correlated significantly with their interest in lan-
guage arts at age 12 (McHale, Kim, Whiteman, & 
Crouter, 2004). Alarmingly, boys reported spending 
little more than half the time girls did on reading 
during a typical week. Much research has shown that 
boys tend to show somewhat lower interest in and 
valuing of reading and writing than do girls (Jacobs, 
Lanza, Osgood, Eccles, & Wigfield, 2002; Pajares & 
Valiante, 2001). Boys’ and girls’ ability beliefs in lan-
guage arts tend to be similar in elementary school; by 
middle and high school, boys report lower ability 
beliefs than do girls (Jacobs et al., 2002; Pajares, 
Miller, & Johnson, 1999; Pomerantz et al., 2002).

Mathematics is a historically masculine- 
stereotyped subject in many countries. However, 
recent research in the United States has indicated 
that this gender gap has considerably narrowed. 
In terms of average math grades in elementary and 
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secondary school, girls tend to achieve slightly better 
than boys (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2013). On standardized mathematics tests in the 
United States, no gender difference is seen in ele-
mentary school, and only a small average difference 
(favoring boys) is seen in high school (Else-Quest, 
Hyde, & Linn, 2010; Lindberg, Hyde, Petersen, & 
Linn, 2010). A more consistent pattern of difference 
continues to be seen when comparing boys’ and girls’ 
values and ability beliefs regarding math (see Leaper, 
2015). In elementary and secondary school, boys 
tend to value and expect success in math more than 
do girls (e.g., Ganley & Vasilyeva, 2011; Herbert & 
Stipek, 2005; Simpkins, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 2006; 
Watt, 2004). Boys may have higher average self-
concepts in math because many children still tend 
to stereotype math as a masculine subject (Steele, 
2003). Cultural stereotypes of math being for boys 
can also help boys to outperform girls in testing situ-
ations, where girls may suffer from stereotype threat 
(Ambady, Shih, Kim, & Pittinsky, 2001). Evidence 
has suggested that lower test anxiety may partly 
account for boys’ average advantage over girls in 
standardized math scores (Hannon, 2012).

Science is another historically masculine- 
stereotyped field that has subfields that are still 
dominated by boys and men. Although women are 
now awarded more bachelor’s degrees in the United 
States when all science fields are combined, men are 
awarded significantly more degrees in the physical 
and atmospheric and oceanic sciences (National Sci-
ence Foundation, 2013). As is the case with math, 
the gender differences in pursuing science careers 
may be due somewhat to performance but also to 
attitudes and ability beliefs. Some research has sug-
gested that girls tend to attain higher average grades 
in science than do boys in the United States 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). 
However, performance may also vary by subfield of 
science. In U.S. high schools, boys tend to attain 
slightly higher average grades than girls in the phys-
ical sciences, but girls tend to do similarly or slightly 
better than boys in average life science grades (Britner, 
2008; National Center for Education Statistics, 
2013). In terms of outcome expectations and valu-
ing of science, boys also appear to have an average 
advantage. On the basis of an analysis of data from 

50 countries, boys tended to show higher ability 
beliefs in science than did girls; boys also tended to 
show higher interest in engineering and computer 
sciences (Sikora & Pokropek, 2012).

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
The picture of boys and education in the United 
States (and in other Western industrialized coun-
tries) is complicated and depends on the level and 
subject area of analysis. Overall, boys’ secondary 
school achievement in the United States has not 
declined in the past several decades. However, boys 
tend to report lower engagement and more negative 
attitudes in school than girls; they are also less likely 
than girls to go on to college. However, in histori-
cally masculine-stereotyped subjects (i.e., math and 
science), men tend to have higher ability beliefs and 
are more likely to receive college diplomas than 
women. More research is needed to test the premise 
that traditional masculine socialization and ideolo-
gies contribute to some boys’ school-related prob-
lems. Future research should consider whether 
engaging boys in both feminine- and masculine-
stereotyped activities fosters better school attitudes 
and achievement among boys (see Eliot, 2009). One 
possibility is designing interventions that involve 
boys and girls working together in groups. The 
social dosage effect suggests that when boys and 
girls spend time with cross-gender peers, they are 
less likely to adopt strong gender-typed behaviors 
(Martin & Fabes, 2001). Mixed-gender groups in 
the classroom may reduce some boys’ tendency 
toward problem behaviors that undermine academic 
achievement. Finally, more cross-cultural compari-
sons of gender and academic achievement are 
needed. Average gender differences in achievement 
may be smaller in countries with greater gender 
equality in the larger society (see Leaper, 2015).

AGGRESSION

Most average psychological and behavioral gender 
differences tend to be small or negligible (Hyde, 
2005; Leaper, 2015). Aggression is one of the excep-
tions: Meta-analyses have pointed to a moderate 
average gender difference in aggression during 
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childhood, adolescence, and adulthood (Archer, 
2004; Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008; see 
Chapter 28, this handbook). However, the type of 
aggression is a significant moderator. Researchers 
have differentiated between direct aggression and 
indirect aggression. Direct aggression can involve 
physical or verbal hostile behaviors that are overtly 
expressed to the victim. In contrast, indirect aggres-
sion (also known as relational or social aggression) 
involves covert hostile acts such as negative gossip 
or social exclusion. According to recent meta- 
analyses, boys demonstrated significantly higher 
average levels of direct aggression than girls; the 
magnitude of the effect sizes was moderate for  
physical aggression and small for verbal aggression. 
In contrast, girls were significantly higher than boys 
in indirect aggression, but the magnitude of the  
difference was negligible (Card et al., 2008).

There is some evidence that gender differences in 
aggression may vary by ethnic background, with 
African American elementary school boys exhibiting 
higher aggression than European American boys as 
well as girls of both ethnicities (Putallaz et al., 2007). 
Other studies have also shown that African American 
children tend to be rated as more aggressive than 
their European American counterparts (e.g., Österman 
et al., 1994). However, these results are often based 
on teacher or peer ratings, which may be biased by 
negative racial/ethnic stereotypes or confounded by 
participants’ ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. 
To illustrate, a study of self-reported aggression 
showed no ethnic group differences between African 
American and European American adolescents 
(Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001). The authors 
stated that their study was conducted in “a city  
of fairly homogeneous socioeconomic status”  
(Prinstein et al., 2001, p. 481).

Boys also tend to play a more prominent role in 
bullying than do girls. One study found that boys 
were appreciably more likely than girls to play the 
role of bully or to support others’ bullying behavior 
(Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkquist, Österman, & 
Kaukiainen, 1996). Boys were also much less likely 
to defend victims or to stay out of bullying situations 
than girls. When bullying occurs, boys tend to act 
more aggressively toward other boys than toward girls 
(Russell & Owens, 1999). However, during the course 

of adolescence, many boys become increasingly likely 
to sexually harass girls (see Leaper & Robnett, 2011). 
This includes sexually derogatory comments, unwanted 
sexual attention, and unwelcome sexual contact.

Sexual harassment occurs in both cross-gender 
and same-gender interactions. According to one 
major survey of 13- to 18-year-olds in the United 
States (American Association of University Women, 
2011), boys were more likely to harass other boys 
than were girls. Also, girls sometimes harassed boys. 
Being called gay in a derogatory manner and unwelcome 
sexual comments were the most commonly reported 
forms of sexual harassment experienced by boys. In 
the survey, students’ most commonly cited reason 
for sexually harassing boys was that they were not 
considered athletic or masculine. In contrast, girls 
who were physically developed or especially pretty 
were more likely mentioned as targets. Thus, sexual 
harassment of girls and boys may be viewed as func-
tioning to reinforce traditional notions of masculinity 
and the objectification of females.

Multiple factors contribute to the development of 
average gender differences in aggression. The bio-
psychosocial model proposes that biological (e.g., 
temperament), early experience (e.g., relationships 
with parents), and sociocultural (e.g., media) factors 
combine to influence individuals’ psychology, which 
in turn influences their propensity to act aggressively 
(Dodge & Pettit, 2003). In the following section, we 
review research on how biological, early experience, 
sociocultural, and cognitive factors may play a role 
in boys’ aggression.

Some evidence has shown that biological factors 
may contribute to between- and within-gender dif-
ferences in aggression. Hormones, especially testos-
terone and other androgens, have been popularly 
thought to play a role in male aggression. Evidence 
has suggested that prenatal exposure to androgens 
(which is typically higher for genetic males than 
females) may be partly related to later aggression 
(see Hines, 2013). However, the link between con-
temporaneous testosterone levels and aggression in 
humans is less clear than many laypeople assume 
(see Archer, 2004). During puberty, boys’ testoster-
one levels increase, whereas their aggression levels 
do not. In addition, injecting individuals with 
testosterone does not seem to increase their 
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aggressiveness. However, some evidence has shown 
that other androgens may be present at higher levels 
in boys with conduct disorder (van Goozen, Matthys, 
Cohen-Kettenis, Thijssen, & van Engeland, 1998). 
Also, in boys and girls, testosterone levels increase 
in response to perceived threats. Some research has 
suggested that higher average emotional reactivity 
among boys may increase the likelihood of perceiv-
ing threats and acting in aggressive ways (Hay, 2007).

Early experiences in relationships with parents 
and peers may also contribute to boys’ levels of 
aggression. Parent-related variables may predict 
aggression in boys in several ways. First, parents 
may teach their children aggression through modeling. 
In one study, boys whose fathers showed aggression 
toward their romantic partners were more likely to 
show aggression toward peers; boys whose mothers 
showed aggression toward their partners were more 
likely to show aggression toward their own romantic 
partners (Moretti, Obsuth, Odgers, & Reebye, 
2006). Parents may also influence boys’ aggression 
through the ways in which they interact with their 
sons. Parents who use power-assertive methods 
such as physical punishment and threats tend to 
have sons who are more aggressive later (Haapasalo & 
Tremblay, 1994; Olweus, 1980). Other research has 
shown that parents, on average, tend to use physical 
punishment significantly more with sons than with 
daughters (Lytton & Romney, 1991); thus, this 
parenting behavior may partly account for average 
gender differences in aggression.

As described in previous sections, peers are 
important socialization agents. Starting in early 
childhood, boys tend to spend most of their time 
playing with other boys, which tends to intensify 
preexisting behavioral preferences. In their illustra-
tion of the social dosage effect, Martin and Fabes 
(2001) found that the more time boys spent with 
other boys in the fall, the more their aggressive 
behavior increased by the following spring. Results 
of another study showed that when boys were 
brought together for an experimental playgroup, 
their aggressive behavior increased over just the 
5 weeks spent together (Dodge, Coie, Pettit, & Price, 
1990). Thus, smaller average gender differences in 
aggression may grow into larger ones through peer 
socialization (e.g., Archer, 2004; Chang, 2004).

Peer rejection is also related to boys’ aggression. 
Boys who are rejected by peers tend to be more 
aggressive (e.g., Dodge et al., 1990). In addition, 
boys who are rejected are more likely to be bullies 
as well as victims of bullying among their peers 
(Salmivalli et al., 1996). Because gender socializa-
tion processes teach many boys that anger and 
aggression are more acceptable than other types of 
emotional expression, more boys than girls may 
use aggression to deal with the pain of rejection 
(Brody, 2000).

In addition to biological and social-relational 
factors, cultural factors may also influence boys’ 
aggression. Two such factors that may be especially 
important predictors of boys’ aggression are media 
depictions of violence and a traditional masculinity 
ideology that emphasizes characteristics that may 
facilitate aggression. Much research has shown  
that children can learn aggressive behaviors from 
observing models (see Bussey & Bandura, 1999), 
including models depicted in the media (see 
Anderson et al., 2003). A meta-analysis of experi-
mental and survey studies found small to medium 
effect sizes of watching violent television on boys’ 
later aggressive behavior (Paik & Comstock, 
1994). Furthermore, the effect was somewhat 
stronger for boys than for girls. This may not be 
surprising, considering that males are more often 
depicted as aggressive in the media (Signorielli, 
2012), and children are more likely to learn from a 
model who is similar to themselves (see Anderson 
et al., 2003). More recent longitudinal research has 
shown that males’ TV viewing in childhood did not 
predict their TV viewing in adulthood, but did  
predict their aggressive behavior in adulthood 
(Huesmann, Moise-Titus, Podolski, & Eron, 2003).  
In addition, this effect was magnified for those 
males who believed that the media depicted the 
world as it really is.

Parents, peers, and the media partly influence 
boys’ gender development by communicating  
traditional expectations for masculine-stereotyped 
behavior. Traditional masculinity ideology pre-
scribes qualities such as toughness, self-reliance, 
and emotional stoicism as ideals for boys and men 
(Levant et al., 2007). A recent study found that  
in a sample of high school football players, the 
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endorsement of traditional notions of masculinity 
was positively related to bullying behavior (Stein-
feldt, Vaughan, LaFollette, & Steinfeldt, 2012). In 
another study of college students, endorsement of 
traditional masculinity mediated the relationship 
between video-game playing and aggression 
(Thomas & Levant, 2012). Finally, boys referred to 
group therapy for aggressive behavior expressed 
that they engaged in such behavior to avoid looking 
weak in front of other boys (Richmond & Levant, 
2003). Thus, traditional masculinity ideology is a 
sociocultural variable that is communicated to boys 
by the media and peers, and it serves to promote 
aggressive behavior in those boys who most 
strongly endorse it.

The combination of biological, early relation-
ship experience, and sociocultural factors may lead 
to some average gender differences in psychological 
factors that may play a role in aggression. For 
example, research has shown that boys, on average, 
tend to score lower on empathy and perspective 
taking than girls, and both of these variables have 
been negatively linked to aggression (e.g., Carlo, 
Raffaelli, Laible, & Meyer, 1999). In fact, Carlo 
et al. (1999) found that among adolescents the rela-
tionship between gender and aggression was partly 
explained by average gender differences in 
empathy.

In addition, the results of a meta-analysis 
showed that the gender difference in aggression 
tends to be most pronounced under conditions 
of small to moderate arousal (Knight, Guthrie, 
Page, & Fabes, 2002). When individuals were not 
aroused above baseline, the gender difference was 
small; when individuals were very highly aroused, 
the gender difference was negligible. Knight et al. 
(2002) argued that because boys and men tend to 
have a more difficult time regulating their emo-
tions, arousal level may account for the gender 
difference at small to moderate levels of arousal 
(at high arousal, all participants are likely to have 
more difficulty with emotion regulation). Thus, 
socializing boys into a gender role that emphasizes 
understanding and considering the emotions of 
others and of oneself over that of toughness and 
emotional stoicism may be beneficial to reducing 
the average gender difference in aggression.

Summary and Suggestions for Future 
Directions
Biological, parental, peer, and media variables may 
all contribute to higher average aggression rates in 
boys than in girls. The evidence for hormonal influ-
ences is complicated, but there is some reason to 
believe that androgens may play a role in aggression. 
Parents’ modeling of aggression and physical pun-
ishment (which tends to be more likely with boys 
than with girls) can also contribute to boys’ aggres-
siveness. In addition, boys may socialize each other 
to be more aggressive. Watching violence on mass 
media has been shown to have a stronger effect on 
boys’ aggression than on that of girls. Finally, tradi-
tional notions of masculinity that include ideals 
such as emotional stoicism and toughness may con-
tribute to boys’ lower levels of empathy and proso-
cial behavior toward others and their higher levels 
of aggression. Encouraging perspective taking, emo-
tional openness, and a more balanced combination 
of assertive and affiliative goals may help narrow the 
gender gap in aggression (see Leaper, 2015).

CONCLUSION

In many ways, the psychological development of 
boys is very similar to that of girls. Most boys and 
girls highly value their relationships with their par-
ents, peers, and romantic partners. Conversely, 
many boys and girls experience insecurities regard-
ing their body image and encounter problems get-
ting along with their peers. Furthermore, boys as 
well as girls face difficulties in academic domains.

At the same time, the higher status of males and 
the socialization of traditional masculinity lead to 
some important average gender differences during 
development. Because of the high status associated 
with the dominant male role, boys are often pres-
sured to embrace attitudes and behaviors empha-
sizing personal agency and dominance and to 
downplay concerns with affiliation or emotional vul-
nerability. Hence, the socialization of gender tends 
to be more rigid for boys than girls. Correspond-
ingly, boys tend to hold more rigid and sexist gender 
attitudes than do girls. These patterns may be 
related to higher rates of academic difficulty among 
boys than girls. As a group, boys also tend to 
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experience some difficulties with social competence 
skills, which may lead to problems in their close 
relationships. Traditional notions of masculinity 
emphasize the importance of toughness, which may 
lead some boys to experience concerns with muscu-
larity and to engage in aggression. We propose that 
boys as well as girls will benefit if greater balance is 
attained during development. Many aspects associ-
ated with traditional masculinity (e.g., personal 
agency) can be complemented with some of the 
strengths associated with traditional femininity (e.g., 
communion with others). We encourage researchers 
and policymakers to explore possible interventions 
in schools, homes, and the media that may mitigate 
the more negative components of a traditional mas-
culine socialization. Our goal should be to find ways 
to help all children attain their potential and to con-
tribute positively to society.
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