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Gossip in same-gender and cross-gender
friends’ conversations

CAMPBELL LEAPER axp HEITHRE HOLLIDAY

University of California at Santa Cruz

Abstract

Gossip initiations and listener responses were examined in conversations between 25 female—female, 19
male-male and 24 female~-male pairs of friends. Participants were 18 to 21 years of age (mean age = 19) and
had known one another at least 2 months {mean length = 24 months). Transcribed tape recordings of 5-minute
unstructured conversations were analyzed for gossip initiations { evalutive comments about a familiar third
person) and gossip responses (discouraging, neutral, mildly encouraging, moderately encouraging, highly
encouraging). Overall, encouraging responses were more likely than discouraging or neutral responses. Group
differences were also observed. Negative gossip was more likely to occur between female pairs than between
male pairs or cross-gender pairs. Also, among female pairs only, negative gossip was more likely than positive
gossip. Furthermore, the female pairs tended to respond to evaluative gossip with highly encouraging
comments. There were no gender differences within the cross-gender pairs associated with any behaviors. The

findings suggest that women may be more likely than men to use and encourage gossip in same-gender
friendships in order to establish solidarity and make social comparisons.

Gossip is typically defined as social evalu-
ations about a person who is not present
(Eder & Enke, 1991). This form of commu-
nication can promote solidarity and inti-
macy in a relationship through the creation
of a “we-against-them” climate (Eckert,
1990; Gottman & Mettetal, 1986; Rysman,
1977,Suls, 1977; Tannen, 1990). Additionally,
evaluative comments implicitly or explicitly
establish norms for appropriate behavior
(Eckert, 1990; Eder & Enke, 1991; Fine,
1977; Gottman & Mettetal, 1986; Suls, 1977,
Tannen, 1990). Eckert (1990) argued that
these functions are especially important in
women'’s friendships due to their traditional
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reliance on close relationships to establish a
sense of self-worth and power. Consistent
with her proposal, popular sterotypes as-
sume that women gossip more than men
{Rysman, 1977). Yet, to date, Levin and Ar-
luke (1985) is the only published empirical
study that specifically tested for gender dif-
ferences in gossip behavior. Their analyses
of gossip collected from observations in an
undergraduate student lounge revealed no
significiant gender differences in either
positive or negative gossip. Thus, despite
widespread assumptions to the contrary,
there is no clear empirical basis for the claim
that women gossip more than men. Given
the discrepancy between the findings from
this study and the popular beliefs regarding
gender differences in gossip among both the
general public and some social scientists,
further research i1s warranted. The present
study sought to investigate the relationship
between gender and gossip through an
analysis of friends’ conversation.

Although Levin and Arluke’s investiga-
tion is the sole study to compare women’s
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and men’s likelihood of making evaluative
comments about another person, several
studies have tested for gender differences
in discussions about other people in gen-
eral. The findings consistently indicate that
talk about other people is more common
in conversations between women than be-
tween meén (see Bischoping, 1993, for a re-
view). This difference is consistent with the
relational orientation traditionally empha-
sized more in women’s than in men's
friendships (Aries, 1987, Eagly, 1987;
Leaper, 1994). As previously noted,
women’s greater relational orientation and
concern for social comparison are the
bases for hypothesizing that women gossip
more than men. In particular, Eckert
(1990) proposed that a gender difference
in the importance of social comparison in
close relationships is based on traditional
differences in women’s and men’s access
to power:

Wheras a man’s personal worth is based on accu-
mulation of goods, status, and power in the mar-
ketplace,a woman’s worth is based on her ability
to maintain order in, and control over, her do-
mestic realm .... Whereas men compete for
status in the marketplace, women must compete
for their domestic status .. .. The marketplace
establishes the value of men’s [status], but
women'’s [status] must be evaluated in relation to
community norms for women’s behavior. The es-
tablishment and maintenance of these norms re-
quire regular monitoring, and, because it is
women who must compete in relation to these
norms, it is they who have the greatest interest in
this monitoring. To the extent that they can con-
trof norms, women can increase their competitive
edge. (pp.93-94)

Thus, Eckert proposed that women make
competitive social comparisons with one
another through gossip, to establish norms
for behavior that reflect well on their self-
worth, Her model provides part of the con-
ceptual background for the present study’s
investigation into young adult friends’ use
of gossip.

Although Eckert’s interpretation pro-
vides a rationale for predicting that gossip
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would be more likely between female
friends than between male friends, Levin
and Arluke’s (1985) study did not indicate
any gender difference in evaluative refer-
ences about others. However, some charac-
teristics of Levin and Arluke’s study may
account for their null results. The first factor
worth considering is the operational defini-
tion of gossip that they employed. As with
any construct, how one defines gossip is apt
to shape the kinds of results one finds.
Levin and Arluke defined gossip very
broadly as a “conversation about any third
person, whether present or absent from the
group” (p. 282). Included in this definition
were references to personal relationships as
well as to public figures. Although they
found that men’s talk centered more on dis-
cussions of public figures, while women’s
talk focused more on personal relation-
ships, they did not distinguish between
these two topics when comparing women’s
and men’s use of positive and negative gos-
sip. Therefore, their analyses did not specifi-
cally test for gender differences in evalu-
alive comments about perscnal versus
impersonal relationships. This distinction
was made in the analyses reported here.,
Another methodological consideration
1s whether or not gossip behavior is studied
as an interactional process between two
speakers. Levin and Arluke (1985) exam-
ined the overall extent to which certain
forms of gossip are used. In contrast, some
recent qualitative conversational analyses
have highlighted the potential benefit of
also analyzing people’s responses to gossip
(Eckert, 1990; Eder & Enke, 1991). For ex-
ample, Eder and Enke (1991) interpreted
16 gossip episodes from adolescents’ con-
versations with peers. Their analyses sug-
gested that the way people respond to one
another’s evaluations can reveal potentially
important aspects of a relationship. For in-
stance, they interpreted challenges to nega-
tive evaluation as reflecting the partici-
pants’ relative status and power to ome™
another. Thus, another aim of our research
was to examine the degree to which friends
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provide encouraging or discouraging re-
sponses to one another’s gossip.

In addition to considering how one
measures gossip, it is also important to note
whom one is observing. As recent research
on sex-typing and gender roles has under-
scored (Deaux & Major, 1987; Eagly, 1987;
Hustorr, 1985; Leaper, 1994}, observing gen-
der differences in behavior often depends
on the nature of the social context. One
especially influential aspect of the interac-
tive context is the relationship between the
interactants. In this regard, friends and ac-
quaintances have been found to differ on
various measures of conversational behav-
ior (Planalp, 1993). Significantly, Levin and
Arluke (1985) did not determine the de-
gree of familiarity between the subjects in
their study. Evaluative comments about an-
other person are more likely to occur be-
tween friends rather than between strang-
ers or casual acquaintances. With friends,
there is less risk of appearing too critical or
petty by, say, offering negative evaluations.
If, indeed, gossip serves such relational
functions as fostering solidarity and estab-
lishing social norms, then it would be more
likely to occur between friends than be-
tween strangers. Accordingly, the present
study specifically examined conversations
between actual friends.

The gender composition of the interac-
tants has also been found to influence the
quality of social interactions. Levin and Ar-
luke (1983) did not report any comparisons
of same-gender and cross-gender gossip be-
havior. This is a relevant consideration be-
cause some gender differences in social be-
havior appear to be more likely with
same-gender friends, whereas other differ-
ences occur more often with cross-gender
friends (Carli, 1990; Leaper, Carson, Baker,
Holliday, & Myers, in press; Winstead,
1986). In this regard, Carli’s (1990) research
called attention to whether differences in
men’s and women’s social behavior reflect
underlying gender differences in social
norms and values, or whether they refiect
underlying asymmetries in power and
status. Her research suggested that norm-
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based gender differences in social behavior
(e.g., greater relational orientation in
women’s friendships) are more likely in
same-gender than in cross-gender interac-
tions. For example, she found that women
used more expressive language that men—
but only when same-gender interactions
were compared. By extension, we predicted
that gender differences in the use and en-
couragement of gossip would be more ap-
parent when pairs of female friends were
compared to pairs of male friends.

In contrast, Carli’s research indicated
that status-based gender differences in so-
cial behavior are more likely in cross-gen-
der interactions due to men’s traditionally
higher status. For example, she found that
men use more assertive language than
women in cross-gender interactions, but not
in same-gender interactions. To extend
Carli’s model to the study of gossip, a chal-
lenging response to someone’s gossip (es-
pecially a negative evaluation) is a highly
assertive act, given the normal obligation to
provide a supportive response (Eder &
Enke, 1991). Therefore, we expected that if
there were any gender differences in dis-
couraging responses to evaluative gossip—
especially negative gossip-—it would be
more likely for men in cross-gender interac-
tions. However, it should be noted that pre-
vious studies emphasizing the impact of
gender-as-status in cross-gender social in-
teractions have based their analyses on
either unacquainted partners (e.g., Carli,
1990) or groups of peers (e.g., Eder & Enke,
1991). There has been little consideration of
how men and women mteract with one an-
other as friends (O’Meara, 1989). It is pos-
sible that the power dynamics are less sali-
ent between women and men when they
are friends (McWilliams & Howard, 1993).

In summary, the present study sought to
extend previous investigations of gender
differences in friends’ gossip. To this end, we
examined the structure of gossip initiations
and listener responses between same-gen-
der and cross-gender friends. Using verba-
tim transcriptions of unstructured 3-minute
conversations, we tested three hypotheses.
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First, we hypothesized that there would be
more gossip among female than among
male friends. In contrast, we did not expect
gender differences within the cross-gender
pairs. Second, we hypothesized that female
friends would provide more encouraging re-
sponses to one another’s gossip than male
friends. Again, gender differences were not
predicted within the cross-gender pairs. Fi-
nally, we predicted that men would make
more discouraging responses than women
within the cross-gender pairs, whereas no
gender differences were expected between
men and women within same-gender pairs,

Method
Sample

Participating in the study were 69 pairs of
young adult friends between the ages of 18
and 21 years (M = 19.40 years, SD = 1.02).
There were 25 female-female pairs, 24 fe-
male-male pairs, and 20 male-male pairs.
However, one of the male-male pairs was
excluded from the study after it was learned
that the two were cousins. Thus, the analy-
ses reported here are based on a sample of
68 pairs of friends.

Students were recruited from under-
gracduate psychology classes at a California
university. Participants received either
course credit or were entered in a raffle
drawing for a personal stereo. Three criteria
were specified for participation in the study.
First, participants had to be between 18 and
21 years old. Second, participants needed to
bring a friend whom they had known for at
least 2 months. Third, the friends were not
supposed to have any romantic interest in
one another. The mean lengths of friend-
ship were 31.52 months (SD = 39.38) for
the female friends, 21.63 months (§D =
21.72) for the male friends, and 18.29
months (SD = 17.00) for the cross-gender
friends. Although the mean length of
friendship for the female pairs was higher
than for the others, the three groups did not
significantly differ, F (2, 635) = 1.48, n.s.

C. Leaper and H. Holliday

Proceduire

Each pair was seated in a university research
office. There were four conversation ses-
sions that followed. For each one, the two
friends were left in the room by themselves
for 5 minutes while their conversations were
audio-recorded. During the first S-minute
period, they were asked to talk about what-
ever they wanted. This is the session that was
used in the present study. In subsequent ses-
sions, the participants were given specific
topics to discuss for the purposes of other
investigations (e.g., Leaper et al..in press).

Measures

Audio-taped recordings of the conversa-
tions were transcribed using the standard
conventions employed in conversational
analysis (see West & Zimmerman, 1985).

Included were descriptions of paraverbal

information (e.g.. interruptions, voice tone,
silences, etc.). Transcripts were sub-
sequently coded for the incidence of gossip
and listener responses.

Intercoder reliability was tested between
two researchers using 12 transcripts (four of
each friendship type). High levels of reli-
ability were obtained using Cohen’s kappa
coefficients, which adjust for chance levels
of agreement. The kappa values and defini-
tions for each code are presented below.

Gossip initiations

A gossip initiation was defined as any topic
of discussion about a third person whom
the speaker appeared to know personally.
(There were virtually no references to pub-
lic figures in the conversations.) Specific
types of gossip were coded as follows: Posi-
tive gossip (k=.84) refers to compliments
or other positive statements about a third
person (e.g., “That was very nice of your
grandmother to send those carrings”).
Negative gossip (x=.81) includes criticisnis™
about a third person (e.g., “Ryan is so self-
centered”).
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Listener responses

Five tvpes of responses wete coded. Dis-
couraging responses (x=1.0) are reactions
that disrupt the partner’s gossip. Two forms
of discouraging responses were initially
identified. One form occurs when the lis-
tener expresses disinterest in the topic (e.g.,
“I don’t want to talk about him right
now”). The other occurs when the listener
changes the topic (e.g., Initiation: “Brian
met Shannon vesterday” Response: “I
went to a party on Friday™). However, both
types of responses were low in occurrence;
therefore, they were subsequently com-
bined to create a single discouraging re-
sponse category. Newtral responses (k=1.0)
occur when the listener neither explicitly
encourages nor explicitly discourages the
gossip (e.g., silence following a gossip in-
itiation). Mildly encouraging responses
(k=.95) involve a simple encouragement

for the other person to continue through-

either a brief acknowledgment (eg.,
“Yeah™), a clarification question (e.g., “Re-
ally?™), or a laugh. Moderately encouraging
responses (k=.95) actively encourage con-
tinuation of the gossip. They include reflec-
tive questions and statements (e.g., Initia-
tion: “Daryl said that he and Veronica split
up.” Response: “That must be really pain-
ful for both of them. What else did he
say?™). Highly encouraging responses
(k=.98) claborate on the friend’s gossip.
This typically occurs through further dis-
closure (e.g., Initiation: “Carrie is a great
dancer.” Response: “Yeah, she’s fantastic.
Her boyifriend is a dancer too but he’s not
as good as she is”).

When an instance of gossip was followed
with another instance of gossip (as illus-
trated in the example for the highly encour-
aging response), the reciprocated gossip
was double-coded as both a gossip initia-
tion and a listener response.

Results

Because of the unequal cell sizes for the
three friendship groups, we used the SAS

241

General Linear Models (GLM) statistical
procedure for unbalanced designs {SAS In-
stitute, 1990). This conservative procedure
uses adjusted least-squares means 1in its
computations. Any reported comparison
tests were based on this type of analysis.

Preliminary analyses

To control for possible differences in how
well the different friends knew each other,
preliminary analyses were carried out using
the length of friendship as a factor. This
variable was created using a median-split
technique, whereby the sample was divided
into two groups based on the median length
of friendship (12 months). (The three
friendship groups did not differ signifi-
cantly.) The length of friendship factor did
not appear in any significant main effects or
interactions. Therefore, the analyses were
repeated without this factor to increase the
power of the other predictors.

Additionally, the different groups were
compared to test for possible differences
in the amount of talkativeness (total utter-
ances) or in the amount of nonevaluative
references to other people. There were no
significant group differences in total utter-
ances, F (2, 65) = 1.07, ns. (M = 86.44,
SD = 19.84, for female pairs; M = 90.47,
SD = 29.86, for male pairs; M = 80.67, 5D
= 16.86, for cross-gender pairs). Also, there
were no significant group differences in
the number of neutral references to other,
F(2,65) = 138, ns. (M = 4.64, §D =491,
for female pairs; M = 3.16, SD = 3.04, for
male pairs; M = 4.33, SD = 2.57, for cross-
gender pairs).

Gossip initiations and listener responses

The three friendship groups were com-
pared in their use of gossip initiations and
listener responses in a mixed design 3
(Friendship Group) X 2 (Gossip Initiation)
% 5 (Listener Response) analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA). Friendship group wasa
between-group factor. Using gossip Initia-
tion and listener respomse as repeated



]
g
(=]

measures, 10 initiatton-response sequence
frequency scores were entered into the
ANOVA for each friendship group. !

Significant main effects were obtained
for friendship group, F (2, 65) = 4.83, p <
02, and gossip type, F (1, 63) = 4.85,p <
04. However, a significant Friendship
Group X Gossip Initiation interaction ef-
fect indicated that the effect of each factor
was moderated by the other, F (2, 65) =
6.39, p << .003. Subsequent tests indicated
a significant simple main effect for friend-
ship group with negative gossip only, F (2,
65) = 6.44, p < .003. Also, there was a sig-
nificant simple main effect for gossip type
for female pairs only, F (1, 24) = 9.58, p <
006. As seen in Table 1, higher rates of
negative gossip occurred among female
friends than either among male friends or
cross-gender friends. Also, negative gossip
was more common than positive gossip for
female friends.

A significant main effect for response
type also occurred, F (4, 260) = 14.60, p <
.001. Comparison tests revealed that the
three types of encouraging responses were
more frequent than either the neutral or
the discouraging responses (all ps < .001).

Additionally, there was a significant
Friendship Group X Listener Response in-
teraction, F (8, 260) = 2.75, p < .007. A
simple main effect for friendship group oc-
curred with highly encouraging responses, F
(2,65) = 5.67, p < .006. As shown in Table
1, this response type occurred significantly
more often among female friends than
among either male friends (p << .003) or
cross-gender friends (p < .02). The effect
did not depend on the type of gossip initia-
tion (negative or positive).

To consider gender differences between
partners in the cross-gender friendship

1. Given the absence of group differences in total ut-
terances, frequency scores were used, rather than
proportion scores, when analyzing gossip initiations
and listener responses. The same findings were
found when proportion scores were analyzed.
Therefore, only the results for the frequency scores
are presented.

C. Leaper and H. Holliday

pairs, we carried out separate analyses us-
ing individual scores for each partner as a
repeated measure. No significant differ-
ences existed between the male and the fe-
male partners on any of the measures.

Discussion

The present study examined gossip proc-
esses during conversations among same-
and cross-gender pairs of friends. Three is-
sues regarding the possible external validity
of our study are worth addressing. First, the
conversations were openly recorded in a
research office. It is likely that social desir-
ability concerns influenced the participants’
behavior somewhat. Nevertheless, even
though they knew their conversations were
being recorded, both male and female par-
ticipants were still more likely to express
negative than positive comments about
others. In other words, self-censorship was
limited.

Second, the basic criterion for participat-
ing in the study was that the pair had known
each other for at least 2 months. Although
most pairs had known each other for sev-
eral months (M = 24 months), the possibil-
ity that length of friendship was a con-
founding factor was considered. This
concern was pertinent, given the research
indicating that conversational behavior var-
ies between interactants depending on their
degree of familiarity (Planalp, 1993) and
our study’s specific concern with friendship
relationships. However, when the length of
friendship was tested as a factor, it did not
appear as a significant main effect or in any
interactions with friendship group. These
tests lend additional support to the pre-
sumption that our observations reflect in-
teractions between actual friends rather
than between mere acquaintances.

Finally, one limitation of our study is that
the analyses of the social interactions were
derived from audio-taped recordings. Con-
sequently, we were unable to code nonver-
bal information, such as nods and facial ex-
pressions, when listeners were responding
to gossip. This area is a potentially impor-
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations for frequency of gossip initiations
and listener responses by friendship group

Gossip Behavior Female Pairs Male Pairs Cross-Gender
Gossip initiations
Positive gossip 1.63, 1.16, 217,
i (1.52) (1.509 {2.08)
Negative gossip 4.64, 1.7% 1.37b
(4.91) {1.537) {2.28)
Listener responses
Discouraging 0.76, 0.63, 0.41a
(0.97) (1.01) (0.58)
Neutral response (.88, 0.42, 0.58,
{1.17) {0.69) (0.97)
Mildly encouraging 3.52, 232, 3.79,
(3.02) (2.33) (2.35)
Moderately encouraging 2.88; 2.00, 271,
(1.74) (2.11) {2.49)
Highly encouraging 4.08, 1.26p 1.884
(4.24) {1.66) (2.05)

Note: Standard deviations appear in parentheses. Row means with different subscripts are sig-
nificantly different (p < .05). Additicnally, the difference between positive and negative gossip

for female pairs was significant (p < .01).

tant one for future research on gender dif-
ferences in friends’ social interactions.

Turning to our specific findings, we found
that, in general, friends provided more en-
couraging than discouraging or neutral re-
sponses to each other’s gossip. Indeed, dis-
couraging and neutral responses were
relatively infrequent forms of response. In a
similar way, Eder and Enke (1991) also
found that peers generally provided suppor-
tive responses to one another’s gossip. They
interpreted gossip as having a coliaborative
structure that provides very limited oppor-
tunities for challenges. Their analyses indi-
cated that, once the two friends engage in a
gossip topic together, evaluations become
jointly constructed and challenges are in-
creasingly unlikely. This conversational
process underscores the use of gossip to es-
tablish shared understandings in friendships
that help define the selfin relation to others
(Eckert, 1990; Eder & Enke, 1991; Fine,
1977; Gottman & Mettetal, 1986; Youniss &
Smollar, 1985).

There were also group differences in the
extent to which particular gossip behaviors

occurred. First, we found that negative gos-
sip was more likely between female friends
than between male friends or cross-gender
friends. Also, female friends were maore
likely to use negative than positive gossip,
whereas male friends and cross-gender
friends were equally likely to use negative
and positive gossip. Although the observed
group difference in gossip behavior con-
firms our hypothesis, it is discrepant with
the only prior empirical test for gender dif-
ferences in gossip. When Levin and Arluke
{(1985) looked at undergraduates’ gossip in
a student lounge, they did not find any gen-
der differences in the percentages of nega-
tive or positive gossip. However, three im-
portant differences between the two studies
may account for this discrepancy in findings.

First, our measures of gossip were not the
same. We limited our definition of gossip to
discussions about another person who ap-
peared to be known by at least one of the
friends. Levin and Arluke did not differenti-

ate between evaluative discussions about-=

others who were personal acquaintances
and those about public figures, even though
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they found that men talked more about the
latter than the former. A discussion about a
personal retationship may involve more em-
phasis on soctal comparison than talk about
an impersonal figure. If so, combining dis-
cussions about personal and impersonal fig-
ures may blur some of the underlying differ-
ences in evaluativecontent.

Second, unlike the present study, Levin
and Arluke’s (1985) investigation did not
control for the relationship between the un-
dergraduates who were observed. The de-
gree of familiarity between the interactants
is a relevant consideration because friends
and acquaintances have been found to dif-
fer on other measures of conversational
style (Planalp, 1993). If negative gossip
serves such relational functions as fostering
solidarity and establishing social norms,
then we suspect that it is more likely to
occur between friends than between strang-
ers or casual acquaintances. Also, speakers
are apt to feel less concerned about appear-
ing too critical or petty for expressing nega-
tive evaluations when with friends than
with strangers.

Finally, Levin and Arluke (1985) did not
report the effect of the partner’s gender. As
our findings indicate, this consideration was
important in detecting gender differences.
Only women in the same-gender pairs dem-
onstrated more of the particular gossip be-
haviors. Analogously, Carli (1990) found
that women were more likely than men to
use expressive language forms, but only
when interacting in same-gender groups.

In addition to their greater use of nega-
tive gossip, our results also indicate that the
female friends were more likely than the
other groups to demonstrate highly encour-
aging responses to one another’s gossip. As
Eder and Enke’s {1991) analysis indicated,
it 18 uncommon for listeners to respond
negatively to gossip. Indeed, the prevailing
norm in conversation is agreement (Grice,
1975, Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974).
However, whereas the male pairs and the
cross-gender pairs fulfilled their minimum
requirement as cooperative listeners by
providing mild-to-moderate encourage-
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ment, the female friends took the process
one step further by offering strong encour-
agement. Thus, it would appear that female
friends had different “interaction agendas”
(Sigman, 1983) than the other friendship
groups.

The greater incidence of negative evalu-
ations and encouraging responses to evalu-
ative gossip among the female friends in
our study may reflect an underlying gender
difference in the ways women and men tra-
ditionally have obtained their sense of self-
worth and power. Men traditionally have
derived seH-esteem and power through in-
strumental achievements in the world of
work (Eckert, 1990; Leaper, 1994). In con-
trast, women traditionally have established
their sense of self-worth and power through
close relationships. Establishing closeness
and negotiating norms for acceptable be-
havior become ways to evaluate one’s self
in relation to others (Eckert, 1990; Eder &
Enke, 1991; Fine, 1977; Gottman & Met-
tetal, 1986; Suls, 1977). In this regard, Eckert
(1990) interpreted women’s relationships
with others as a measure of status. She pro-
posed that women compete for status
through direct or indirect comparisons with
others. Negative gossip may be one of the
ways that women carry this out. Although
positive comments can also provide useful
information, negative comments may be
more effective in this process due to their
greater emotional salience. People are
often particularly attentive to those charac-
teristics that will bring them disfavor.

The following excerpt from the conver-
sation between Joy and Kara (pseudonyms)
illustrates some of the possible functions
served by negative gossip. The friends are
discussing another student from one of
their classes.

Toy: Amazingly, though, what's-her-name
didn’t say anything today.

Kara: Oh yes!

Joy: The brassy one.

Kara:  The big woman [laughs]

Joy: [laughs]
Kara: Ver-,the very obnoxious woman. Yes.
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In this example, Joy offers a negative
evaluation of the other student (“The
brassy one™) to which Kara reciprocates
with her own negative evaluation (“The big
woman”). In commenting on this other
woman's personality and appearance, Joy
and Kara may be accomplishing three func-
tions in their own relationship. First, they
create a sense of solidarity by jointly criti-
clizing “what’s-her-name” together. Second,
they contribute to their shared ideas re-
garding appropriate norms for behavior
(*the very obnoxious woman”). Finally,
they may be reaffirming their own feelings
of self-worth by highlighting this other
womarn's shortcormings.

Thus far, our discussion has focused on
those findings that confirm our hypotheses.
There was one hypothesis, however, that
was not supported. We had predicted that
men would be more likely than women to
make discouraging responses following gos-
sip—particularly in the cross-gender pairs.
We based this hypothesis on the proposal
that discouraging responses would reflect a
power-assertive move on the listener’s part
(Eder & Enke, 1991), and that gender dif-
ferences in power would be more likely in
cross-gender interactions than in same-gen-
der interactions (Carli, 1990). Carli (1990)
found that men were more likely than
women to use assertive language forms dur-
ing cross-gender interactions, but not during
same-gender interactions. However, we did
not find any gender differences in the fre-
quency or proportion of discouraging re-
sponses to gossip either between the female
pair and the male pairs or between men and
women in the cross-gender pairs.

The different types of relationships in
the two studies may have accounted for the
different pattern of findings. As in most lan-
guage and gender investigations, the inter-
actants in Carli’s study were previously un-
acquainted with one another. Perhaps male
dominance in cross-gender interactions is
less likely in friendships than in other types
of relationships. For example, people who
have cross-gender friends may be less sex-
typed in their interests and behavioral
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styles (O'Meara, 1989). What is probably
more important, however, is that gender is
most apt to act as a status characteristic
when people know the least about one an-
other (Wood & Karten, 1986). Because hi-
erarchical ranking generally does not occur
in relationships that are high in sclidarity
(such as friendships), status generalizations
are less likely in cross-gender friendships
{McWilliams & Howard, 1993; Monsour,
Beard, Harris, & Kurzweil, 1994).

In conclusion, our study indicated that
woman and men differed in their use of gos-
sip in same-gender friendships only. To the
extent that gossip serves an important social
function in relationships, the results lend
support to the idea that there tends to be a
greater relational orientation in women's
friendships than in men’s friendships or in
cross-gender friendships. Women in the
same-gender interactions demonstrated
more negative gossip and provided more en-
couraging responses to one another’s gossip.

The research still leaves several ques-
tions unanswered about the nature and use
of gossip in friendships. Did women in the
same-gender and cross-gender friendships
differ in their preferences for gossip (cf.
Winstead, 1986)7 Or were the women in the
cross-gender friendships simply accommo-
dating to the expectation or knowledge that
gosstp was not something their male friends
liked (cf. Deaux & Major, 1987)7 We also
wonder how the participants’” own gender
attitudes influenced their behavior (cf
Leaper, 1987). For example, would men
with feminist attitudes or nontraditional
sex-role identities be more apt to engage in
gossip than more traditional men? Analo-
gously, would nontraditional women be less
likely to gossip than more traditional
women? In addition to their attitudes and
beliefs, there may be other background
characteristics that mediate the incidence
of gender differences m friends’ gossip. For
example, are gender differences in gossip
less likely among friends at work (cf. Fine,
1986) who have similar levels of status?
These are some of the issues worth explor-
ing in future research.

- e
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