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Introduction

Sex differences in aggression are of considerable practical importance in view of the societal
problems caused by violent behaviour, and the consistent finding that these mainly involve young
men.1-5 Their significance is subject to considerable debate between biologically-oriented and
socially-oriented scientists.6-9

Subject

The topic is the origin and subsequent development of sex differences in aggression, their various
forms and individual differences, and their manifestation in adulthood.

Problems
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The main scientific problems concern their age of onset; whether they increase with age; whether
the developmental progression differs for different types of aggression; and whether violent
behaviour can be traced to influences in early childhood.

Research Context

Most research has been carried out in modern western nations, although some key findings, such
as the occurrence of sex differences in aggression early in childhood and the peak of violent
aggression in early adulthood, have been confirmed in other societal contexts.4,6

Key Research Questions and Results

Aggression is first seen in infants when they express facial anger. The beginning of aggressive
acts against peers is tugging at another child’s toy, hitting coming later.10,11 An observational study
12 found a large sex difference for “grabbing another child’s toy” at 27 months. Large-scale
longitudinal studies show higher levels of physical aggression for boys at 17 months and at 2
years, based on mothers’ reports.8,9,13,14 These early sex differences occur before the children have
been subject to the socialization agents that are, in some accounts, held to cause the differences.
15 Overall, there is not an increasing magnitude of sex difference in aggression as the child
becomes older.14

Physical aggression typically declines from its peak between 2-4 years, to be replaced by
alternative ways of resolving conflicts.8,9 Both sexes show the decrease, although the early sex
difference is maintained through childhood and into adulthood.6 Of more practical concern are
those children who display unusually high levels of physical aggression. Large-scale longitudinal
studies show that for around 10% of the sample, the early high level of physical aggression is
maintained until 11 years or older. These are mostly boys:14 yet most boys are not in this group. In
contrast, just over a third of the sample shows very little physical aggression throughout
childhood, and most of these are girls.14 Studies of young adults show a wider variation among
men than women,16 and that there are proportionately more men than women committing
dangerous acts of violence.6,7

Along with the decline in physical aggression with age, there are two other important
developmental changes, first an increase in non-physical forms of aggression; and second, the
increasing seriousness of physical aggression when it does occur.
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Verbal aggression includes threatening actions that accompany physical aggression, and
arguments and verbal-put-downs whose aim is to denigrate the other’s social standing.14 These
tend to have their specific forms in boys and girls that fit the differences between their social
groups and what is held to be important in these. Bearing in mind these differences, face-to-face
verbal aggression tends to be more common in boys than girls, from early in life, to adulthood.6,7

Indirect verbal aggression is more common in girls than in boys.6,17 It involves seeking to harm the
person’s reputation or social standing, and may include social ostracism. Finnish studies involving
peer reports found that indirect aggression peaked between ages 11 to 17 years,18,19 and girls’
higher involvement than boys increases from middle childhood to 17 years.19 Longitudinal studies
using mothers’ reports show that overall, while physical aggression decreases during childhood,
indirect aggression increases, although a majority of the sample have consistently low levels.20-22

Girls show a greater overall tendency than boys to increasingly use indirect aggression with age
from 4 to 8 years.22 When looked at in terms of the joint amount of indirect and direct aggression,
girls are more likely than boys to show high indirect aggression together with low or medium
declining physical aggression; boys are more likely to have low indirect aggression together with
medium declining physical.22

Although physical aggression shows a decline with age, its severity – in terms of the injuries
inflicted – increases, to a peak in late teenage and early adult years, as assessed by violent crime
and homicide statistics. This peak is almost entirely male, both in terms of its perpetrators and its
victims.1-4,6,7 These violent crimes have their roots in influences that begin at conception and
continue thereafter, making it more likely that the individual will follow a violence-prone pathway.
8,9

Serious forms of violence begin to decline in the late twenties, as do other forms of physical
aggression,6 and continue thereafter, with the sex difference maintained into middle life.6 There
are few studies of aggression in old age, although what evidence there is indicates that the typical
sex difference in physical aggression is still found at ages 65 to 96 years.23-25

Research Gaps

There is no definitive answer to the extent to which early sex differences are dependent on
prenata androgens.26 Although there are some studies of mediators of sex differences in
aggression27-28 these are relatively limited.
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Conclusions

Sex differences in physical aggression are found early in childhood, and are maintained through
childhood into adulthood. There is a smaller difference for verbal aggression. Girls show more
indirect aggression throughout childhood, in particular in adolescence. These overall differences
hide specific groups, for example a persistently aggressive group that contains a higher
proportion of boys and a consistently non-aggressive group that contains a higher proportion of
girls.

Implications

The early development of sex differences in aggression implies that they are not the result of
socialization influences. A few particularly aggressive boys contribute disproportionately to
problem behaviour in schools, and girls’ higher level of indirect aggression has a negative impact
on social life in schools.
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