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Brief Report

Decision-Making Processes Between Friends:
Speaker and Partner Gender Effects

1

Campbell Leaper2

University of California, Santa Cruz

Decision -m akin g processes were exam in ed in con versation s between

sam e-gender and cross-gender friends. Participan ts were university students

(m ean age = 19 years) from m ostly m id d le-class, European -Am erican

backgro u n d s. E ach pa ir of frien ds was asked to partic ip ate in two

d ecision -m akin g topics for 5 m in u tes each . Tran scrip ts of the taped

conversation s were coded for suggestion s, agreem ent, disagreem ent, and

abstention s (i.e., neith er agreem ent nor d isagreem en t). There were n o

significan t differences between either the women or the men friendship pairs

or between the women and men partners within the mixed-gender pairs in any

of the observed behaviors. However, when speaker gender and partner gender

interaction effects were analyzed, it was  found  that women  with a woman

friend were more likely to receive supportive responses and less likely to receive

negative responses to their suggestions than were women with a man friend.

There were no partner gender effects on responses to men’s suggestions. The

resu lts h igh ligh t w ays in wh ich w om en an d m en m ay h an dle jo in t

decision -making with friends dependin g on both the speaker’s gender and the

partner’s gender.

Researchers studying gender variations in communication style have often

argue d that men are more like ly than women to dominate in decision-mak-
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ing situations, whereas women are more like ly to act in a supportive manner

(see Wood, 1994 for a recent review). These differences have been inter-

preted as reflecting corresponding diffe rences eithe r in women’s and men’s
social norms (e.g., Maltz & Borker, 1982; Tannen, 1990) or in women’s
and men’s relative social status and power (e.g., Henley & Kramarae , 1991;

Kollock, Blumstein, & Schwartz, 1985; West & Zimmerman, 1991) . The

social norms explanation is base d on the notion that separate “gende r cul-

tures” tend to result from girls’ and boys’ gende r-segregate d peer relation-

ships. In contrast, the social status and power explanation emphasize s that

men’s greater assertion and women’s greater support is a manifestation of

sexism and male dominance .

Some researchers (e.g., Carli, 1989a; Leape r, 1994) have sugge sted that

the social norms and the social status/powe r explanations are not neces-

sarily incompatible . For example , Carli (1989) argued that diffe rences in

assertiveness may be better explaine d by the status and power interpreta-

tion, whereas diffe rences in expre ssiveness may be better explaine d by the

social norms interpretation. She offered evide nce from a study of inte rac-

tions between unacquainte d pairs that gende r diffe rences in assertiveness

occurred only in cross-gende r interactions, whereas gende r differences in

expre ssive language occurred only when same-gender inte ractions  were

compare d. It is uncle ar, however, if the kinds of patte rns described in

Carli’s (1989) study base d on observations of inte ractions between unac-

quainte d partne rs generalize when close relationships are examined. For

example , there is reason to believe that manifestations of male dominance

are less like ly between women and men in friendships give n the emphasis

on mutuality in this type of  re lationship (McWilliams &  Howard,  1993;

Monsour, Harris, Kurzweil, & Beard, 1994). Thus, to explore possible

speaker and partne r gender effects on the use of decision-making processes

furthe r, the present study inve stigate d decision making between women-

women, men-men, and men-women pairs of friends.

Forms of instrumental and supportive speech during decision making

were analyze d. Of particular relevance was the extent to which partne rs

diffe red in their uses of diffe rent strategies. In his developmental mode l

of interpersonal negotiation, Se lman (1989) makes a distinction between

decision-making strategie s that either assert one ’s own perspective or go

along with the other’s wishes. Disagreements were analyze d as a form of

self-assertive speech, while agre ements were coded as a form of obliging

speech. Se lman also characte rized withdrawing  as  a relative ly  immature

unilate ral strategy. Therefore , abstaining response s were coded when par-

ticipants did not respond with either agreement or disagre ement to a sug-

gestion. To the extent that imbalance s occur between partners in the use

of the previously described strategies, corresponding imbalance s in power
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are implied (Kollock et al., 1985) . According to the power and status mode l,

gende r diffe rences in these strategies should be greatest within the mixed-

gende r friendships. However, according to the social norms explanation,

diffe rences should be greatest when same-gender pairs are compared.

METHOD

Sample

Pairs of undergraduate psychology stude nts from mostly middle -class,

European-American backgrounds participate d. There were 25 women pairs,

19 men pairs, and 24 mixed pairs of friends. Participants were recruited

from psychology classe s. The notice for the study was titled, “Issues and

Opinions.” Prospective participants were informe d that they would need to

bring a friend with them and they would be asked to discuss different issues

toge ther. Require ments for participation  were  as follows:  Both partne rs

were between 18-21 years of age (M = 19 years); there was no sexual or

romantic inte rest between the friends; and that the friends had known one

anothe r for at least 2 months (M = 12 months) . There was no significant

diffe re nce betwee n women-women, men-men, or women-men pairs in

length of friendship.

Procedure

Each pair was seated in a unive rsity research office. There were four

diffe rent 5-minute conversation sessions that followed in succession. For

each topic, the pair was told they had 5 minutes to discuss the topic. After

explaining each topic assignment, the researcher left the room and returned

in 5 minutes to assign the next topic. Conversations were audio-tape re-

corded using lavalie re microphone s attached to each person’s shirt.

During the first session, the participants were asked to talk about what-

ever they wante d (see Leape r & Holliday, 1995). The orde r of the remain-

ing sessions was counterbalance d across participating pairs. For one of the

other sessions, participants were asked to discuss how the ir family relations

had changed since they entered college (see Leaper, Carson, Baker, Hol-

liday, & Myers, 1995). The present study focuses on the conve rsations dur-

ing the remaining two sessions. One involve d assigning the participants the

following decision-making task: “A person is going to be strande d on a de-

sert island for one year. Decide together what you think the 10 most im-

portant items for that person to bring.” The othe r task involve d asking the

participants to plan how they would spend a day together from morning
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until night. Both tasks were designed to emphasize joint decision-making

with the “desert island” topic being relative ly impersonal and the “plan a

day together” task be ing more personal.

Transcripts of the  conve rsations were  code d for the  instance of the

following: suggestions (e.g., “We need to bring water” or “Let’s begin with

breakfast at Zachary’s”), agreements (e.g., “Okay” or “That is a good idea”),

disagreem ents (e.g., “No” or “Is that necessary? ”), and abstentions whereby

there is  ne ither  agreement nor  disagre ement to othe r’s  sugge stion  (e .g.,
“hmm” or silence). Reliability was judged by having two researchers inde-

pendently code 10 sets of transcripts. The kappa coefficients for inte r-coder

agre ement were high for suggestions ( k = .85) and for the response cate-

gories ( k = .77) .

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In addition to reporting the results from the tests of statistical signifi-

cance , eta2 scores are presented. Eta2 is a measure of the proportion of

variance that is accounte d by a variable (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1984) .

Conversation Topic Effects

Initially, a set of 3 ´ 2 mixed-de sign ANOVAs were performed to test

for the effects of friendship group (women pairs, men pairs, mixed-gender

pairs) and conve rsation task (desert island or plan a day) on each pair’s
numbe r of sugge stions and the proportions of sugge stions receiving either

agre ement, disagre ement, or abste ntion. Conve rsation task main effects

were obtaine d for total suggestions, F(1, 65) = 28.91, eta2 = .31, p < .001,

proportion of agreements, F (1, 65) = 9 44, eta2 = .13, p < .01, and pro-

portion of abstentions, F(1, 65) = 17.43, eta2 = .21, p < .001. Sugge stions

and agre ements were more like ly during the plan-a-day task than during

the desert island task. In contrast, abste ntions were more like ly during the

desert island task. By design, the plan-a-day task was more personal and

relationship-orie nted, whereas the desert island survival task was more im-

personal. Thus, perhaps it should not be surprising that friends expressed

more verbal agreement and demonstrated fewer abstentions with one an-

other during the more personal decision-making task.

The topic effects  underscore  the  point that  not  all  de cision-making

situations are the same. To the extent that people favor particular topics

for conversation, the nature of the topic may tend to lead to a correspond-

ing style of inte raction. For example , studie s indicate that many men favor

relative ly impersonal topics of discussion whereas many women prefer rela-
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tively personal conversation topics (Bischoping, 1993) . Gende r diffe rences

in topic preferences may thereby emphasize corresponding differences in

conve rsational style associated with any joint decision-making that occurs.

G ender Effects

There were no significant Friendship Group ´ Conve rsation Task in-

teractions. Therefore , subseque nt analyse s of gende r effects were carried

out by collapsing across the two conve rsation tasks. Additionally, the sta-

tistical procedure described by Carli (1989a) was used in order to consider

the inde pende nt effects of speake r gende r and partne r gende r. As Carli

pointed out, when comparing same-gender and mixed-gender inte ractions,

speaker gende r and partne r gende r are not inde pende nt. To handle this

situation, first, Carli compared the women pairs and the men pairs using

gende r as a between-group factor. Next, she compared the women and men

partners within the mixed-gende r pairs using gende r as a within-group fac-

tor. Finally, Carli  used a t-test  that  compared the magnitude of  ge nder

diffe rence between the same and the mixed gende r pairs (see Carli, 1989a,

1989b, for the formula for computing the t-test). By comparing the relative

gende r difference in  same -gender  versus mixed-ge nde r  interactions, it is

possible to detect a way in which decision-making processes varied depend-

ing on the combined influe nces of the person’s ge nde r and the othe r

friend’s gende r.

G ender Main Effects. When the women and the men in the same-gen-

der friendship pairs were compared, there was no significant difference in

the numbe r of sugge stions, F(1, 42) = .02, eta2 = .00, ns; the proportion

of agre ements, F(1, 42) = 2.37, eta2 = .05, ns; the proportion of disagre e-

ments, F(1, 42) = .18, eta2 = .00, ns; or the proportion of abstentions, F(1,

42) = 2.97, eta2 = .07, p < .10. The latter trend indicate d a somewhat

higher proportion of abstentions among men pairs than women pairs. The

comparison of women and men partne rs within the mixed-ge nde r pairs

similarly did not indicate any significant gender effects for sugge stions, F(1,

23) = .49, eta2 = .01, ns; agreements, F(1, 23) = 1.88, eta2 = .04, ns; dis-

agre ements, F(1, 23) = 2.01, eta2 = .05, ns; or abstentions, F(l, 23) = .82,

eta2 = .02, ns. Thus, there were no diffe rences between women and men

either in same- or mixed-gender friendships in the ir use of task-dire cted

speech (i.e ., sugge stions) or in their like lihood of influencing the outcome

of the decision making (i.e ., proportion of sugge stions receiving agre ement,

disagre ement, or abste ntion) .

The absences of significant gender main effects when comparing either

the two same gende r groups or the women and men partners within the

mixed-ge nder pairs may be partly due to the present study’s focus on inte r-
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actions between actual friends. Most prior studies on gender and social in-

teraction have been base d on observations of unacquainte d strange rs. There

is some evidence  that ge nder is more apt to act as a status characte ristic when

little is known about the othe r person (Wood & Karten, 1986). Conve rsely,

recent research sugge sts that issues of dominance and power may be less

salient between women and men in friendships given that this type of rela-

tionship is typically base d on mutuality (McWilliams & Howard, 1993) . In-

deed, cross-gender friendships may well serve as an important context for

fostering gender equality (Leaper, 1994; Leaper & Anderson, 1997).

Speaker G ender and Partner G ender Interaction Effects. The last type of

statistical test compare d the same- and mixed-ge nder pairs as a way to dis-

entangle speaker gender and partner gender effects (see Carli, 1989a). No

diffe rence occurred regarding the number of suggestions used, t(66) = .47,

eta2 = .00, ns. However, there were significant effects for agre ements, t(66)

= 3.03, eta2 = .12, p < .01; disagreements, t(66) = ¯2.13, eta2 = .06, p < .05;

and abstentions, t(66) = ¯2.88, eta2 = .11, p < .05. An inspection of the  mean

proportions revealed that women¯but not men¯received different response s

to the ir suggestions depending on their friend’s gender. Women were more

like ly to receive agre ements in same-gender pairs (M = 75% ) than in mixed-

gender pairs (M = 67% ). Conversely, women were more like ly to receive

disagreements in mixed-gender friendships (M = 13% ) than in same-gender

friendships (M = 9% ). Similarly, women were more apt to receive absten-

tions in mixed-gende r pairs (M = 20% ) than in same-gender pairs (M =

15% ). In contrast, for the men, there were no differences between same- and

mixed-ge nder friendships in receiving agre ements (M = 71% vs. M = 72% ,

respectively) , disagre ements (M =  10% vs. M=  10% , respectively), or absten-

tions (M = 19% vs. M = 18% , respective ly).

The latte r set of results sugge st that men received basically the same

type of treatment following the ir sugge stions from either a man or a woman

friend. Women, however, were more apt to receive relative ly positive re-

sponses (i.e ., agreements) from a woman friend and relative ly negative re-

sponses (i.e ., disagreements or abstentions) from a man friend. Thus, for

women, be ing with a woman friend compare d to being with a man friend

was associate d with an increased like lihood of having one ’s ideas accepted

and a decreased like lihood of having one ’s suggestions either negate d or

ignored. It is difficult to infer to what extent either social norms or social

power may have influenced the obse rved gende r-related variations in de-

cision-making processes. According to Carli’s (1989a) argument, the social

norms interpretation would apply best if gende r diffe rences were seen be-

tween women pairs  and men pairs  whereas  the   social power and  status

explanation would apply if diffe rences were seen within the cross-gender

pairs. However, neither pattern occurred. Instead, what we see is a more
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complex interaction between speaker gende r and partner gende r. There-

fore, perhaps to some degree both explanations are relevant.

The social norms explanation may partly account for why women were

more positive than were men in response to women friends’ suggestions. At

the same time, the social dominance explanation may help explain why men

were more self-assertive and unresponsive than women when with women

friends. The comple x inte raction between speaker gender and partne r gender

in the foregoing results highlights the subtle ties inherent in many gender-re-

lated variations in behavior. The results associate d with the partne r gender

effects—in addition to the previously mentioned conve rsation topic main ef-

fects—unde rscore  the importance of conte xtual factors when studying ge nder

and behavior (Deaux & Major, 1987; Huston, 1985).

The results suggest that gendered power dynamics may play a role in

some  cross-ge nde r frie ndships. This inte rpretation is consiste nt with

O’Meara’s (1989) sugge stion that overcoming traditional gender-role patte rns

associate d with power and dominance may act as a special challenge in cross-

gender friendships. In contrast, other investigators (McWilliams & Howard,

1993; Monsour et al., 1994) have argue d that the typical friendship norm of

mutuality makes open displays of dominance less like ly between women and

men. Thus, there appears to be support for both of these perspectives, as is

the case with the social norms and the power/status explanations.

In closing, some of the limitations of the present study are worth not-

ing. First, several individual characte ristics about the participants may have

moderated the like lihood of gende r effects. Factors such as sexual orien-

tation (e.g., Kurdek & Schmitt 1986) , gender-role self concept (Kelly, Wild-

man, & Urey, 1982) , and friendship qualitie s (e.g., Veniegas  & Peplau,

1997) may be better predictors of social behavior than an individual ’s gen-

der per se. Second, the analyse s focuse d on only the verbal component of

social inte raction during decision making. Nonverbal aspects of communi-

cation such as head nods, eye contact, and voice tone are also important

channe ls to investigate (e.g., Henley, 1995) . Third, the use of an experi-

mental procedure with assigne d topics may not generalize to everyday de-

cision making between friends. Although more difficult to carry out, more

naturalistic or semi-naturalistic conversations between friends are needed

to complement laboratory studies. Fourth, our coding scheme did not dif-

ferentiate between diffe rent type s of suggestions, agre ements, or disagre e-

me nts. We made a broad distinction be twe en unilate ral self-asse rtive

strategie s (e.g., disagreement) and unilate ral other-emphasizing strategies

(e.g., agre ement). However, Selman’s (1989) model of inte rpersonal nego-

tiation also allows for collaborative strategie s that coordinate both self and

other perspectives. Finally, the ten-minute length of interaction that was

analyze d in the present study may not accurate ly reflect the more comple x
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dynamics that occur over longer stretches of time. For example , Wheelan

and Verdi (1992) presented evidence that gende r diffe rences in verbal in-

teraction decreased over time in groups interacting toge ther several hours.

Despite these limitations, the present study suggests that gende r may partly

influence decision making processes in some friendships. Moreove r, it is

one of the few empirical studie s that has looke d at inte ractions between

actual friends.

REFERENCES

Bischoping, K. (1993) . Gende r differences in conve rsation topics, 1922-1990. Sex Roles, 28,
1-18.

Carli, L. L. (1989) . “Gende r differences in interaction style and influence”: Correction. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 964.

Carli, L. L. (1989) . Gende r differences in interaction style and influence. Journal of Personality
& Social Psychology, 56, 565-576.

Deaux, K., & Major, B. (1987) . Putting ge nder into context: An interactive model of gende r-

related behavior. Psychological Review, 94, 369-389.

He nley, N. M. (1995) . Body politics revisited: What do we know today? In P. J. Kalbfleisch
& M. J. Cody (Eds.), G ender, power, and com m unication in hum an relationships. Hillsdale,

NJ: Lawre nce Erlbaum Associates.

He nley, N. M., & Kramarae , C. (1991) . Gende r, power, and miscommunication. In N. Cou-

pland, H. Giles, & J. M. Wiemann (Eds.), “Miscom munication” and problem atic talk. New-
bury Park, CA: Sage Publications.

Huston, A. C. (1985) . The deve lopment of sex typing: Themes from recent rese arch. Devel-

opm ental Review, 5, 1-17.

Kelly, J. A., Wildman, H. E., & Ure y, J. R. (1982) . Gende r and sex role differences in group

decision-making social interactions: A behavioral analysis. Journal of Applied Social Psy-
chology, 12, 112-127.

Kurdek, L. A., & Schmitt, J. P. (1986) . Relationship quality of partners in heterosexual married,

heterosexual cohabiting, and gay and lesbian relationships. Journal of Personality and So-
cial Psychology, 51, 711-720.

Leaper, C. (1994) . Exploring the conseque nces of gende r segregation on social re lationships.

In C. Leaper (Ed.), Childhood gender segregation: Causes and consequenc es (New Direc-
tions for Child De velopment, No. 65). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Leaper, C., & Anderson, K. J. (1997) . Ge nder developme nt and heterosexual romantic rela-
tionships during adolesce nce. In W. Damon (Series Ed.) & S. Shulman & W. A. Collins

(Issue Eds.), Romantic relationships in adolescence: Developm ental perspectives (New Di-
rections for Child Developme nt, No. 78) . San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Leaper, C., Carson, M., Baker, C., Holliday, H., & Myers, S. B. (1995) . Self-disclosure and

listener verbal support in same-gende r and cross-gende r friends’ conversations. Sex Roles,
33, 387-404.

Leaper, C., & Holliday, H. (1995) . Gossip in same-gende r and cross-gender friends’ conver-
sations. Personal Relationships, 2, 237-246.

Maltz, D. N., & Borker, R. A. (1982) . A cultural approach to male-female miscommunication.
In J. J. Gumperz (Ed.), Language and social identity (pp. 196- 216). Cambridge : Cam-

bridge University.

McWilliams, S., & Howard, J. A. (1993). Solidarity and hierarchy in cross-sex friendships.

Journal of Social Issues, 49, 191-202.

Monsour, M., Beard, C., Harris, B., & Kurzwe il, N. (1994) . Challenges confronting cross-sex

friendships: “Much ado about nothing? ” Sex Roles, 31, 55-77.

132 Leaper



O’Meara, J. D. (1989) . Cross-sex friendship: Four basic challenges of an ignored relationship.

Sex Roles, 21, 525-543.
Rosenthal, R., & Rosnow, R. L. (1984). Essentials of behavioral research: Methods and data

analysis. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Se lman, R. L. (1989) . Fostering intimacy and autonomy. In W. Damon (Ed.), Child develop-

ment today and tomorrow. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Tannen, D. (1990). You just don ’t understand: Women and men in conversation . Ne w York:

Morrow.

Veniegas, R. C., & Peplau, L. A. (1997) . Power and the quality of same-sex friendships. Psy-
chology of Women Quarterly, 21, 279-297.

West, C. & Zimmerman, D. H. (1985) . Ge nder, language, and discourse. In T. A. van Dijk
(Ed.), Handbook of discourse analysis: Vol. 4. Discourse analysis in society (pp. 103-124) .

London: Academic Press.
West, C., & Zimmerman, D. H. (1991) . Doing ge nder. In J. Lorber & S. A. Farre ll (Eds.),

The social construction of gender (pp. 13-37) . Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Whee lan, S. A., & Verdi, A. F. (1992) . Differences in male and female patterns of commu-

nication in groups: A methodological artifact? Sex Roles, 27, 1-15.
Wood, J. T. (1994) . G en dered lives: Com m unication ,  gender.  and culture. Belmont, CA:

Wadsworth.
Wood, W., & Karten, S.J. (1986) . Sex differences in interaction style as a product of perceived

sex differences in compe tence . Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 50, 341-347.

Gend er Effects on Decision -Making Between Friends 133




