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acquiring or processing information, leading to differences in how much information 
is picked up or how thoroughly it is processed. These differences in turn could have 
great effects on how well a complicated cognitive task is performed.

During the last four decades, some psychologists have also wondered about gender 
as a source of individual differences in cognition. In the next section, we will exam-
ine whether men and women adopt different cognitive styles or strategies in their 
approaches to cognitive tasks.

GENDER DIFFERENCES IN COGNITION....................................................

The possible existence of gender differences can be fascinating. This fascination is 
especially pronounced in our culture, as psychologist Carol Nagy Jacklin (1989) noted:

Speculation about differences between females and males is a national preoccupa-
tion. In our culture, people care whether there are fundamental differences between 
girls and boys, and we place more emphasis on the possibility of such differences
than on other kinds of distinctions that could be made. For example, we rarely won-
der whether blue-eyed and brown-eyed or short and tall children differ from one 
another in intellectual abilities or personality. (p. 127)

Some cautions are in order before we 
examine the evidence regarding gen-
der differences in cognition, especially 
because of the sensitive nature of the 
topic. One of the most important cau-
tions concerns the term gender difference.

To say there is a gender difference 
in performance on Task X can mean 
a number of very different things, as 
illustrated in Figure 14.6. One possible 
meaning is that the scores from mem-
bers of one sex are higher than the 
scores from members of another sex, a 
possibility illustrated in Figure 14.6(A). 
Notice that the lowest-scoring member 
of one sex (the distribution to the right) 
still outperforms the very best member 
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 some men score higher 
than some women. In both cases, then, it is impossible to predict how any individual
(Sally Smith or Jack Jones) would score. All we can say is that, given large numbers
of men and women, the average score for women will be higher than the average
score for men.
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 Figure 14.6: Examples 
of hypothetical gender 
distributions. Each curve 
depicts a hypothetical 
distribution of scores on 
some test for persons of one 
gender.


