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Understanding Gender: Methods, Content, andControversies 

Understanding Gender: Methods, Content, and Controversies 
Michelle K. Ryan Nyla R. Branscombe 

Almost 40 years have passed since the publication of Maccoby and Jacklin’s (1974) seminalwork The 
Psychology of Sex Differences. The book played a crucial role in bringing togetherthe, until then, amorphous 
literature on gender differences within psychology, and in shapingresearch in the field in subsequent years. 
Maccoby and Jacklin’s book is deservedly a classicwithin psychology, and as such it is a useful reference 
point from which we can examine the currentstate of the psychological literature in relation to gender. 

In this first chapter we have the twin aims of introducing readers to the exciting contributionsto be found in 
this Sage Handbook of Gender and Psychology, and also to take stock of thecurrent state of the field by 
examining what has changed over the past 40 years and what hasremained the same. In doing so we will 
identify new approaches and techniques used to examine therole of gender in social behavior, ascertain new 
questions that have captured researchers’imaginations, and explore some of the current controversies that 
have emerged within the field. 

How We Study Gender: Constancy and Change 

Over the past 40 years, much has changed in the way in which we do psychology. We now study abroader 
sample of participants than ever before, new technologies have opened up a range of researchquestions and 
the means to address them, and new statistical techniques allow us to investigate morecomplex research 
questions. Much of this volume evaluates and integrates the knowledge that wegained, and details the 
increasingly sophisticated perspectives on gendered phenomena that haveemerged. 

Although The Psychology of Sex Differences was not a developmental volume per se,it did focus particularly 
on gender differences in children and adolescents. While this may havebeen, in part, due to the research 
interests of the authors, it is also likely that it reflected theconsistent underrepresentation of adult women as 
the subject of psychological research at the time(Gannon, Luchetta, Rhodes, Pardie, & Segrist, 1992). Many 
psychological studies included fewwomen or had exclusively male participants, but such underrepresentation 
of female participants was less prevalent in developmental journals of the time(Hegarty & Buechel, 2006). 
Thus gender comparisons may have been easier to make with childrenand adolescents than with adults. 

It is no longer the case, however, that research on gender concentrates on children. Nor areadult samples 
any longer limited to men. Indeed, often of late, due to the availability ofundergraduate student samples, 
there is a focus on women, and it is male participants who are morelikely to be underrepresented. Thus, as 
a whole, the chapters in this volume describe research thatdraws on a much broader sample of individuals 
than has been true in the past. Indeed, the psychologyof gender is often either the psychology of women or 
the psychology of gender differences. Whilethis may be a reaction to the traditional use of exclusively male 
samples, it has meant that it isonly recently that psychologists have explicitly addressed issues concerning 
men and masculinity, afocus exemplified by Bosson and her colleagues in Chapter 8 with their discussion 
ofprecarious manhood, and by Baumeister in Chapter 17 in his discussion of men’sdistinct contribution to 
culture. 

This widening (or deepening) of the psychological participant pool has also allowed for anexpansion of our 
understanding of what is meant by the term ‘developmental’.Developmental gender research is no longer 
restricted to the study of infants or children, althoughthis period is obviously still important and is reviewed 
by Bussey in Chapter 6. Morerecently, and within this volume, developmental issues have been examined 
across the lifespan– and can include the gendered outcomes of (a) becoming a parent, as discussed in the 
contextof the workplace by Fuegen and Biernat in Chapter 9; (b) of moving countries, as outlined inDeaux 
and Greenwood’s discussion of the gendered outcomes of immigration (Chapter 15);and (c) increasingly 
important in our aging society, within older age, as discussed by Kemperin Chapter 10. 
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While this more inclusive sampling across the lifespan has certainly broadened the genderresearch agenda 
over the past 40 years, this is not to say that there is no room for continuedimprovement. As outlined by 
Hegarty and his colleagues in Chapter 3, research on gender is byno means immune to the androcentrism 
we see in other areas of psychology, where men or masculinityare seen as central, normative, and “normal”. 
Moreover, our understanding of genderand its implications for behavior is still primarily based on an American 
or Western Europeanperspective, as argued by both Grabe in Chapter 25 and Kurtiş and Adamsin Chapter 
16. 

During the past 40 years we have also seen increasing complexity in the research methodsavailable to us, 
both in the way in which data are collected and in the ways we analyze theinformation (see Eagly, Chapter 
2). These include the examination of gender differences usingnew psychometric tests (see Guimond et al., 
Chapter 14; Barreto and Ellemers, Chapter18) or expanding technologies to assess psychophysiological 
responses (see Fischer and Evers,Chapter 12; Matheson and Foster, Chapter 20) including fMRI (functional 
magnetic resonanceimaging). However, as argued by Fine, in Chapter 4, such innovations are not without 
theirlimitations. 

Similarly, new analytic techniques have come to the fore, or become more accessible topsychologists. These 
include more complex approaches to testing for moderation and mediation,multi-level analysis, and structural 
equation modeling. Such analyses allow us to ask more complexquestions and come up with more nuanced 
explanations for gendered phenomenon. For example, with anincreasing number of psychological studies 
examining gender and gender differences (eitherexplicitly or by default), new analytic means of synthesizing 
whole bodies of research, such as thedevelopment of meta-analysis, outlined by Eagly in Chapter 2, allow us 
to obtain a moreintegrated picture of what the literature does, or does not,tell us about gender and gender 
differences. 

Changes in the Questions That We Ask 

Much social change has occurred over the past 40 years. As outlined above, there have beenchanges in the 
way in which we study the psychology of gender, but these changes have not occurredin a vacuum. During 
this time period, we have also experienced many societal shifts, especially inareas that are of relevance 
to gender researchers. These include the changing roles of women and men– especially the substantial 
increase of women in the full-time labor force, social movementssuch as third-wave feminism, and political 
and economic globalization. Together, these academic andsocial shifts have had a profound impact on our 
interests as researchers and have opened up a wholenew array of research questions that we are able (and 
motivated) to ask. 

Our research questions are clearly shaped by both the samples to which we have access and by thesocietal 
concerns that are salient at the time. For example, Maccoby and Jacklin’s (1974)focus on children and 
adolescents as their population of interest meant that examinations ofcognitive ability focused on infant 
perception or school-related learning and memory tasks, as wellas academic achievement and motivation. 
For the same reason, their examination of social behaviortended to focus on parent–child attachment, 
modeling, and play-activity. Similarly, whilewomen tended to be underrepresented in psychological in the 
mid-20th century, those studies that didinclude women tended to concentrate on ‘women’s issues’, such as 
mothering orsexuality, often from a psychoanalytic theory perspective (Unger, 2001). However, it is not only 
thetopic of study that is shaped by time and place, but also the interpretation of the findingsobtained from the 
studies conducted. For example, Maccoby and Jacklin’s interpretation ofgender differences was very much 
representative of the trend in the 1970s, spurred on by second-wavefeminism, to minimize gender difference. 

In contrast, gender researchers today cover a much broader array of research areas, asdemonstrated by 
the diversity of topics covered in this Handbook. While ‘women’sissues’, such as sexual violence, are still 
of great interest to psychologists, they areoften approached in very different ways, including the discursive 
approach outlined by Kurz andDonaghue (Chapter 5), the motivational approach taken by Maass and 
colleagues (Chapter21), or methods of reducing gender-based violence described by Ball Cooper and 
colleagues(Chapter 22). 

The research topics that we are drawn to are still, however, influenced by the context in whichwe, as 

SAGE
© Michelle K

SAGE Reference

Page 3 of 8
The SAGE Handbook of Gender and Psychology



investigators, are embedded. For example, as outlined by Barreto and Ellemers (Chapter18), reductions 
in the acceptability of expressing overt sexism, together with the development ofmore subtle assessment 
techniques has led to a burgeoning area of research on subtle and benevolentsexism, while Jetten and 
colleagues (Chapter 19) describe the processes by which sexism andgender discrimination can be de-
legitimized or legitimized depending on the norms operating in agiven time and place. Similarly, an 
increasingly globalized world has led us to take a greaterinterest in the psychology of gender as it plays out 
in different cultural contexts (seeGuimond and colleagues, Chapter 14), the psychological effects of context 
change viaimmigration (see Deaux and Greenwood, Chapter 15), and the role of physical attractiveness 
inmarital relationships in different cultural settings (Kurtiş and Adams, Chapter16). 

Perhaps one of the greatest societal shifts that we have seen in relation to gender over the past40 years is 
the changing role of women in relation to the family and the workplace. In manysocieties women have been 
entering higher education and the paid labor force in increasing numbers. In Western countries specifically, 
women are nowequally represented in higher education and in the workplace more generally (UNESCO 
Institute forStatistics, 2012). This shift in Western women’s participation in higher education and theworkplace 
has prompted researchers to examine women’s performance once they get there. Inparticular, as Betz and 
colleagues discuss in Chapter 26, a large body of research examinesthe barriers to women’s performance in 
the form of stereotype threat, particularly inmale-dominated areas. Western women’s greater participation in 
public life has also raisedinterest in understanding differences (and similarities) in the way in which women 
and mencommunicate (see Carli, Chapter 13) and in the way that they negotiate on behalf ofthemselves and 
others (see Bowles, Chapter 28). These authors dispel numerous mythsconcerning women’s deficits in these 
domains, and illustrate how subtle contextual factorscan both produce and eliminate gender differences in 
performance. 

Nevertheless, despite Western women having entered the workforce in greater numbers, there is aclear 
realization that many women are failing to reach the top. For example, while women make up46.6% of the US 
workforce, they make up only 16% of company board members and less than 4% of CEOs(Catalyst, 2012). 
Similar statistics can be found in the United Kingdom (with only 15% female boardmembers) and Australia 
(with only 8% female board members; Catalyst, 2012). Such statistics havegiven rise to a body of research, 
and a myriad of metaphors describing and explaining women’sunderrepresentation (see Bruckmuller and 
colleagues, Chapter 27) and have promptedpolicy-makers and legislators to devise techniques to address 
inequality, such as affirmative action(see Crosby and colleagues, Chapter 29), and to reduce gender 
harassment (see Maassand colleagues, Chapter 21). 

Over the past 40 years, psychology as a discipline has also experienced shifts and expansions inthe research 
topics that are seen as relevant or popular. The growth in popularity of healthpsychology reflects renewed 
interest in the link between physical and psychological health, and thequestion of whether the relationship 
between physical health and well-being differs for women andmen has been brought to the fore. This 
revitalized interest in the mind–body link hasresulted in investigations concerning the role that gender plays 
in the onset of disease andmaintenance of health, as exemplified by the discussion of mortality and women’s 
health risksby Goldenberg and colleagues (Chapter 24). Likewise, Grabe’s discussion of bodyobjectification 
and the potential parallels between different forms of body modification found inthe Western world (e.g., 
breast augmentation) and that found in Africa especially (e.g., genitalmutilation) (Chapter 25) serves to remind 
us that gender and health need to be understood asembedded within existing cultural norms and practices. 

In addition to new areas of study, this volume also showcases a range of theoretical frameworksfrom 
which gendered differences and similarities can be understood. For example, the development ofthe social 
identity approach (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, &Wetherell, 1987) provided a 
theoretical approach from which to examine gender in terms of identityprocesses and their implications 
for intergroup relations. For example, identity can be used tounderstand such diverse psychological issues 
as (a) the legitimization of discrimination(Jetten and colleagues, Chapter 19), (b) how individuals might 
cope with inequality andgender discrimination (Matheson and Foster, Chapter 20; and Morton, Chapter 23), 
(c)how social change comes about (Batalha and Reynolds, Chapter 11), and (d) the motivationsunderlying 
sexual harassment (Maass and colleagues, Chapter 21). Similarly, the developmentof terror management 
theory (e.g., Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986) paved the way fora model of health that helps to 
explain when women seek or avoid medical tests, including breastexaminations (Goldenberg and colleagues, 
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Chapter 24). Social role theory too provides a general framework whereby role changes that occur as people 
agecan be understood (Kemper, Chapter 10), when and why communication differences emerge(Carli, 
Chapter 13), whether emotional expressions vary as a function of social structuralposition (Fischer and Evers, 
Chapter 12), and how role shifts as a result of immigration(Deaux and Greenwood, Chapter 15) can affect 
identity and behavior. 

New Explanations and New Controversies 

In their 1974 book, Maccoby and Jacklin argued that ‘before we can understand the“why” and “how” of 
psychological sex differentiation, we must have asaccurate and detailed knowledge as possible concerning 
the nature of existing difference’ (p.1). For this reason, they concentrated on documenting evidence for 
gender differences (andsimilarities) and exploring the magnitude of those differences. Such an approach can 
be considered a‘main effects’ approach – that is, the goal is to demonstrate whether there isor is not a gender 
difference in ‘behavior X’. However, more recently our researchquestions have become more complex, both 
because of the progression of the literature and because ofthe sophistication of our statistical analyses. Thus, 
we now not only want to understand‘what gender differences exist’, but we also want to understand the 
‘why andhow’ outlined by Maccoby and Jacklin. If we are to think of the description of genderdifferences 
as main effects, one useful way of conceptualizing the why and the how is through thedistinction between 
mediation and moderation (Baron & Kenny, 1986). In this way,understanding ‘why’ gender differences occur 
can be addressed best through amediational approach, where we try to identify the variables or the processes 
that underlie oraccount for such differences. For example, we can look to biological factors (Byrd-Craven 
andGeary, Chapter 7) or social stereotypes (Betz and colleagues, Chapter 26) as means ofaccounting for 
why women and men might differ from each other. Seeking an understanding of‘when’ gender differences will 
be present and when they will not be can be seen as amoderation approach, whereby we examine the way 
in which gender interacts with other variables. Inthis way, gender differences may occur in particular contexts 
but not in others, such as in certaincultures (Grabe, Chapter 25; Guimond and colleagues, Chapter 14; Kurtiş 
andAdams, Chapter 16), historical periods (Jetten and colleagues, Chapter 19), when genderis salient (see 
Batalha and Reynolds, Chapter 11) or in the presence of certain audiences(see Betz and colleagues, Chapter 
26; Carli, Chapter 13; Fischer and Evers,Chapter 12). 

Within Maccoby and Jacklin’s volume, there was certainly some exploration of the originsof psychological 
sex differences – the ‘why’ question. While the title of theirbook seems to focus on ‘sex differences’ this 
is not to say that they lookedexclusively at biological differences. Indeed, given the focus of their work 
was on children, theexplanations considered were predominantly developmental in nature – sex typing, role 
models,and socialization. Given the politics of the day, it is not surprising that these were much morenurture 
than nature (see Morton, Chapter 23, for a discussion on the politics ofessentializing gender). 

Maccoby and Jacklin’s explanations for the origins of gender differences can be seen as arelatively proximal 
approach to the ‘why’ question in that they addressed how genderis learned. On the other hand, their 
approach could also be considered relatively distal in that thefactors they identified were those occurring 
relatively early in life. This is in contrast to manyof the social contextual analyses described in this volume 
where the critical proximal factorsresponsible for gender differences (and similarities) can vary throughout 
adulthood and beyond. Suchorigin questions are indeed still of great interest, and of growing popularity, 
especially in the area of sexual and other forms of close interpersonal behavior,where explanations based 
on an evolutionary perspective, as outlined by Byrd-Craven and Geary(Chapter 7) are emphasized. Other 
biological approaches to gender, as outlined by Kemper(Chapter 10) and Baumeister (Chapter 17) have also 
flourished. 

Rather more proximal explanations of gendered behavior (see Deaux & Major, 1987),emphasize the 
psychological processes that activate gendered attitudes and behaviors, insitu. Indeed, many chapters in 
this volume take this more proximal approach and address socialand contextual factors that determine 
when and how gender differences are expressed. For example, inher examination of gendered differences 
(and similarities) in communication, Carli (Chapter13) pays particular attention to why and when such 
differences may occur, rather than simply thedifference itself, as does Bowles in her discussion of negotiation 
(Chapter 28). Similarly,looking at gender differences in personality, both Batalha and Reynolds (Chapter 11) 
andGuimond and colleagues (Chapter 14) look to explain the circumstances under which differencesoccur, 
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rather than simply the differences themselves. 

Importantly, many of the examinations of gender difference within this volume tend to acknowledgethe 
operation of both proximal and more distal factors. Yet this sets researchers in this field aparticularly 
complicated task; they must not, as Fausto-Sterling (2012) advises biologists,‘get stuck trying to divide nature 
from nurture. Remember that living bodies are dynamicsystems that develop and change in response to their 
social and historical contexts. This is as truefor rodents as it is for humans. Just because rats do gender 
one way, doesn’t mean thatprairie voles or Japanese macaques or humans do it the same way’ (p. xiii). 
Nonetheless,several approaches, such as those based on social role theory (Eagly, Chapter 2,Carli, Chapter 
13), social comparison (Guimond and colleagues, Chapter 14), and thesocial identity approach (Batalha and 
Reynolds, Chapter 11; Jetten and colleagues,Chapter 19; Morton, Chapter 23) all integrate both distal and 
proximal approaches. Forexample, in his chapter, Baumeister (Chapter 17) focuses on the interplay of both 
biologicaland motivational explanations in his exploration of gender differences in sexuality. 

In addition to questions of why, we can also ask questions about ‘when’. In thisway many of the chapters 
in this volume examine the way in which moderating variables influencegendered behaviors and attitudes. 
Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) lamented the lack of research into whengender matters or leads to behavioral 
differences and when it does not. Specifically, they note that‘it is regrettable that so few research studies have 
been deliberately directed towards thediscovery of [moderating factors] …. the time has come for research 
focusing directly uponmanipulation of the conditions that ought to elicit differential behavior between the 
sexes’(pp. 5–6). 

This focus on the why and the when is exemplified by the work on stereotype threat. Not satisfiedto examine 
whether men really were better than women at mathematics, research addressing stereotypethreat has 
provided both a clear mechanism to explain the ‘why’ and exploration of themoderators of the phenomenon 
has helped us understand the ‘when’ (Betz andcolleagues, Chapter 26). Similarly, research on social 
comparison (see Guimond andcolleagues, Chapter 14) helps us understand not only why gender differences 
exist, but also whenthey will be magnified and when they will be attenuated. 

As we have noted in the previous section, using an identity framework to understand gender hasbecome 
increasingly widespread in recent years. Such a theoretical approach tends to consider genderas a social, 
context-dependent aspect of the self. From this perspective, it does not make sensesimply to describe the 
general magnitude of gender differences in any particular domain overall, butrather such an approach is more 
likely to investigate the circumstances under which gender has aneffect and when it does not. 

Consistent with this approach, the research outlined inthis Handbook indeed recognizes that gender is not 
simply a demographic or biological property ofthe individual. Gendered behavior occurs within complex 
social contexts, and such gender differencesand similarities in behaviors and attitudes are moderated by 
social circumstances. For example,gendered communication (Carli, Chapter 13), emotion (Fischer and Evers, 
Chapter 12),and negotiation (Bowles, Chapter 28), to name just a few, most often occur in interactionwith 
other people, and as such are subject to moderation by audience. 

Moreover, gender does not exist in isolation; it intersects with other identities or demographicvariables, 
including culture (Grabe, Chapter 25; Guimond and colleagues, Chapter 14;Kurtiş and Adams, Chapter 16), 
age (Bussey, Chapter 6; Kemper, Chapter10), nationality and immigrant status (Deaux and Greenwood, 
Chapter 15) and parental status(Fuegen and Biernat, Chapter 9). In this way, interactions with other group 
membershipvariables (intersectionality) suggest that gender modifies behavior in some contexts, but 
notothers, and differentially so, depending on ethnic and national origin. 

This burgeoning of new approaches and new explanations has also thrown up new controversies anddebates 
in the field (see Eagly, Chapter 2, for an update on these debates over the past 20years). Some of these 
are related to the ‘teething problems’ of new technologies, orin the utility of applying new technologies to the 
study of gender. For example, Fine(Chapter 4) describes the phenomenon of neurosexism that has arisen 
from the application of newneuroscience technologies to the study of gender. Similar debates arise from 
the application oftheories from other disciplines to the psychology of gender – such as the development 
ofevolutionary psychology (Byrd-Craven and Geary, Chapter 7) or psychobiology (seeBaumeister, Chapter 
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17 or Kemper, Chapter 10). 

Finally, there has also been discussion concerning the need for more nuanced and more subtleinvestigations 
and methods in the way we look at gender. For example, our understanding of thepsychology of gender 
needs to be informed by how we speak about gender, both in our everydaydiscourse (Kurz and Donoghue, 
Chapter 5) and in the metaphors we use(Bruckmüller and colleagues, Chapter 27). Similarly, Barreto 
and Ellemers(Chapter 18) argue that the processes reflecting gendered treatment are becoming 
increasinglysubtle. 

Politics and Objectivity 

One clear debate that has continued over the past 40 years is the politics inherent in the studyof gender 
and gender difference, and the problems that this might entail for scientific objectivity(see Eagly, Chapter 2). 
Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) directly acknowledged the political natureof their work: 

We are both feminists … and although we have tried to be objective about the value-ladentopics discussed in 
this book, we know that we cannot have succeeded entirely. We doubt …that complete objectivity is possible 
for anyone engaged in such an enterprise, whether male orfemale. If our own interpretation bears the marks 
of feminist bias, this will be detected soonenough by hawk-eyed readers with points of view different from 
our own. We expect to be challenged.We can promise … that we have attempted to set forth the reasoning 
behind our positions asclearly as possible, so that future argument will not be diverted into irrelevancies. (p. 
13) 

We too are unashamedly feminist. And we certainly make no apologies about this. Does thisnecessarily 
mean we are or are not objective? Certainly in terms of our agreement that thescientific method should be 
applied to the questions we raise, we believe we are objective. But,perhaps not in the sense that the research 
questions that interest us are clearly driven by thepoliticized social issues of our time, with an eye toward 
understanding the conditions that willenable social change aimed at bringing about greater equality. We are 
not simply interested indescribing sexism and its effects; we are interested in reducing sexism. We are certain 
we wouldprefer to live in a more gender-equal world than the one inwhich we are embedded at the present 
time. Indeed, a number of the chapters in this volumeexplicitly outline the way in which psychological research 
on gender has played an instrumental rolein bringing about real change in social policy and practice (see, for 
example, Ball Cooper etal., Chapter 22; Bowles, Chapter 28; Crosby et al., Chapter 29; Maass et al.,Chapter 
21). For us, it is the political nature of these questions and the consequences of theanswers generated that 
makes this volume so important, and it is what makes the study of gender andits implications for behavior so 
fascinating. All of the chapters included in this volume speak toreal social issues that affect the lives of men 
and women everyday. When our authors speak of theimplications of the research, it is not simply a couple of 
cursory paragraphs before theconclusions; they raise real implications that may affect all of us. 

Conclusions and Introduction to the Handbook 

As we hope that you can see from this introductory chapter, there are many different ways inwhich one can 
approach the psychology of gender. We have examined the field in terms of themethodologies that are used, 
the theoretical frameworks from which research questions areapproached, the social issues that motivate the 
research, and the debates that evolve from researchconcerning gender. It is clear that the many different ways 
of seeing the psychology of gender areconstantly in flux. Much has changed in the 40 years since Maccoby 
and Jacklin’s seminalbook, but much will continue to change. Indeed, even within this volume, readers will be 
able to seethe debates unfolding – both within chapters, and between them. 

We have divided the volume into five distinct parts – (1) How Gender Is Studied; (2)Development; (3) Gender 
Differences and Similarities in Context; (4) Conflict and Coping; and (5)Gender and Social Issues – but 
we recognize that these are relatively arbitrary groupings.Accordingly, we encourage you as the reader to 
develop your own narrative around gender, making yourown connections between the chapters and following 
your own interests. To help facilitate theseconnections, within each of the chapters we have included cross-
references to other relevantchapters. So we encourage you, the reader, to jump around, to dip in and out of 
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the varioussections, or to follow the story of gender and psychology as we have organized it. But most of 
all,we encourage you to see the politics as well as the science, and above all else, to engage in theselively 
debates with the stellar authors of the chapters in this Handbook. 
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