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Children have been a fruitful resource for researchers throughout the years, as they show a lot of spontaneous and

different characteristics. As a result, they have been the focus of many observational studies. A number of aspects of
child behavior - aggression, gender differences, and individual social preferences (1, 2, 3) - have been the subject of
ethological research. Here we present the results of a study on models of social behavior and group structure in
Kalmyk primary schoolchildren with special reference to gender differences.

KALMYK CHILDREN

Our study of Kalmyk children is part of the research
project "On formation of gender stereotypes in primary
school children from different regions of Russia in the
post-Soviet period". The main objective of this project is
to understand how gender stereotypes are formed in
cross-cultural perspective under the conditions of active
restoration of national traditions and rapid
westernization of economy and lifestyle. In our study
we looked at general gender-related as well as culture-
specific behavioral traits expressed at an early age. The

study groups consisted of primary schoolchildren from

Central Russia (Russians by origin, Christians by
religion), Kalmyk (the only Mongolian group in Russia, Buddhist) and Bashkir (the Turki ethnic group, Muslims). In
each case groups of urban and rural children were taken for comparative analysis, to estimate the speed and
direction of changes (if any) under these conditions. In this report we concentrate on one pattern of behavior,
aggression, because the great deal of ethological literature on aggression in children collected in different cultures
mentions gender differences.

FROM SOVJET EDUCATION TO CULTURAL IDENTITY

During more than 60 years all Soviet children were educated by the same program, without reference to any

cultural diversity. As a result, 2-3 generations in Russia were brought up in ‘Soviet’ way without knowledge about

religious and cultural traditions of their own people. At present, there is a strong rise of ethnic identity and people’s
personal orientation towards the study of own language,
traditions and customs. Distinct educational programs
have already been introduced for this purpose, and the
Kalmyk children were the pupils of a special school
aimed at reintroduction of the Kalmyk language (almost
totally lost during the Soviet period) and Buddhist
religion (which was not officially allowed in the USSR).
The present analysis of main trends in the development
of gender stereotypes in Russia is appropriate for two
reasons: (a) theoretical: for understanding the
interconnection between gender roles in society and
gender stereotypes, and (b) practical: to make



predictions on the main orientation of men and women in different regions of Russia in the future, some 10-20 years

from now.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The observations were carried out at a national primary school in Elista, Republic of Kalmykia, Russia. The following

questions were formulated:
a. Do boys and girls differ with regard to social activity profiles?

b. Are there gender preferences regarding the choice of objects of aggression (contact and non-contact) and
affiliation? We defined contact aggression as all aggressive patterns (e.g. beating, kicking, punching, pushing, fixing)
performed in direct body contact and potentially containing the danger of real injury. We use the term non-contact
aggression for all aggressive patterns conducted at a distance from the target of aggression (e.g. chasing, verbal

aggression, mocking aggression or intimidating behavior).
¢. Do boys dominate girls at this age or is the social hierarchy mixed with respect to sex?

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

* Recording and sampling method. Video recordings were obtained using a camcorder (Panasonic M-9ooo) and
video tape analysis was carried out with The Observer/VTA (version 3.0) software. We chose the focal sampling
method (4) to perform our observations and we took 15 five-minute samples for each child. Since the observation
time was limited, we could not use both focal and scan sampling. This problem could be resolved with the use of
The Observer, as the results obtained with the focal sampling method enabled us to create sociometric matrices.
This way we could compute the temporal distribution and frequency of various behavioral patterns for each
focal child. Furthermore, we could estimate the quality of social bonds between group members and assess
individual social preferences and amount of antipathy.

* Subjects. The study group consisted of 11 boys and g girls aged 6-7. In order to obtain an objective impression of
the children, we carried out our observations during playtime, every school day between 12.00 and 13.00 h. We
selected this part of the day because we hoped that the children would not be restrained in their spontaneous
behavior by adults. While our group consisted of 20 subjects, the maximum number of focal subjects in The
Observer 3.0 for DOS is 16. We consequently decided to select the most obvious subjects as focal subject for
setting up the channels in the Configuration Designer.

* Behaviors. The configuration included 82 behavioral elements. These were grouped in 12 categories of social
behavior; other activities were categorized as nonsocial behavior. The configuration was designed in such a way
that interactions involving more than two partners could not be registered at the same time. Therefore, complex
interactions were separated into pairs and data were entered successively for each pair.

» Data analysis. The data obtained were analyzed using the Elementary Statistics procedure. During data analysis
the results for each child were displayed in both report and matrix form. Reports for the main categories of social
activities were obtained for each focal subject (enabling us to take frequencies and duration into account). In
order to apply row-wise matrix correlation methods, the interaction matrices were exported to MatMan (s). Here
we faced a problem: since we used focal sampling, we obtained for each of the 16 children a matrix in which only
the respective row and column was filled. To aggregate these matrices into one full matrix it was not adequate
to merely replace the label "focal" with the child's name, since the position of the respective row and column in
the matrix differed from that of the anonymous "focal". This problem was resolved with the kind assistance of
Mr. Han de Vries to whom we express our sincere gratitude.



Table 1. Sex differences in aggression: mean frequency of occurrence (+ s.d.) for various categories of
behavior. Each row shows the comparison between boys and girls with respect to their role as actor or
receiver in dyadic interactions (Mann-Whitney U-test; N.S. = not significant, p > 0.05). For instance, the
first row shows that boys were significantly more often the actor in contact aggression than girls.

Behavior Boys Girls Significance
Contact aggression (actor) 22.00+ 8.5 7.00 3.2 p<0.05
Contact aggression (receiver) 19.6 + 8.4 9.6+7.2 p<o.05
Non-contact aggression (actor) 1.27 £7.99 5.33+3.2 N.S.
Non-contact aggression (receiver) 11.00 +5.29 5.67 + 2.65 p<0.05
Friendly contact (actor) 38.73 £19.62 32.00 +13.32 N.S.

Friendly contact (receiver) 39.73 +13.97 30.78 £ 11.26 N.S.

Friendly non-contact (actor) 12.64 + 5.07 1711+ 6.27 N.S.

Friendly non-contact (receiver) 14.09 + 6.91 15.00 *+ 6.44 N.S.

How AGGRESSIVE ARE KALMYK BOYS AND GIRLS?

Matrix analysis gave the following results: (a) there were clear-cut sex differences in contact aggression, (b) both

contact and non-contact aggression were concentrated within pairs of boys, and (c) evident sexual preferences were
found for friendly contacts.

Aggressive behavior. Boys were significantly more active as aggressors and they received more contact
aggression. Boys directed their contact aggression mainly against boys, whereas girls distributed contact
aggression regardless of gender. No gender differences were found for active non-contact aggression. However,
boys were more frequently object of non-contact aggression. Non-contact aggression was mostly directed by
boys against boys while for girls the sex of the object was not an important factor.

Friendly behavior. Gender differences were neither found in the frequencies of active friendly contact behavior,
nor in the amount of received friendly contact behavior. Same-sex friendly contacts occurred more frequently
than heterosexual ones. Same-sex preferences in friendly non-contact behavior were only applied to boys, not to
girls. Furthermore no gender differences were found, either for actors or for receivers in dominance
relationships. The disposition of boys to dominate over boys was significantly higher than their tendency to
dominate over girls; girls displayed no such inclination.

Predictability of behavior. Results of row-wise and column-wise matrix correlation (5), as applied to asymmetric
matrices (Kendall's approach), revealed the generally positive correlation between contact aggression on the one
hand with non-contact aggression, rough-and-tumble play and friendly contacts on the other. Thus the
individual's activity with respect to one category of behavior predicts his/her activity in other behaviors rather
well.



Table 2. Sex differences in aggression: direction of various categories of behavior (mean
frequence of occurrence). Each row shows a comparison between the receivers of a particular
category of behavior from either boys or girls (Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed- ranks test;
N.S. = not significant, p > 0.05). For instance, the first row shows that contact aggression by
boya is significantly more often directed towards other boys than towards girls.

Actor Behavior Significance
Boys Contact aggression boys>girls; T=5; p<o.o1
Girls Contact aggression boys=girls; T=16; N.S.
Boys Non-contact aggression boys>girls; T=4; p<o.005
Girls Non-contact aggression boys=girls; T=17.5; N.S.
Boys Friendly contact boys>girls; T=0; p<0.01
Girls Friendly contact girls>boys; T=0; p<o.01
Boys Friendly non-contact boys>girls; T=0; p<o.01
Girls Friendly non-contact boys=girls; T=7; N.S.
Boys Dominance boys>girls; T=0; p<0.01
Girls Dominance boys=girls; T=7; N.S.
CONCLUSIONS

Kalmyk primary schoolboys and girls differ with regard to their social activity profiles. In general, boys are more

active and more engaged in contact and non-contact aggression than girls. We found evident gender preferences in

the observed group. However, we want to emphasize that these children like to play in mixed sex groups.

Furthermore, no cultural inhibition of contacts between boys and girls could be found. The social hierarchy of the

group was definitely mixed with respect to sex, so the higher level of boys’ aggression could not be interpreted as

indicator of boys’ dominance over girls. The results will be used in cross-cultural comparisons of Russian and Kalmyk

children, in order to find general gender differences typical for this age as well as cultural-specific ones.
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