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GENDER AND UGANDAN ADOLESCENTS’ FRIENDSHIPS

Abstract
Ugandan adolescents (n = 202, 54% girls; Mage = 14.26) answered closed- and open-ended
questions about the gender composition of friends and attitudes about, and activities with, same-
and other-gender peers and friends. Adolescents’ friendships were somewhat gender segregated,
although other-gender friendships were present. Positive attitudes about same- and other-gender
peers and friends were prevalent. Girls and boys displayed similar attitudes about same- and
other-gender peers, with the exception of boys reporting more positive attitudes toward boys.
Adolescents enjoyed the following aspects of same- and other-gender friendships: talking about
problems, receiving help, sharing items and activities, receiving advice about romance and
puberty, and receiving help with schoolwork. Adolescents engaged with mixed-gender peers for
most shared activities, although gender segregation was present for certain activities (e.g.,
playing sports). Results may inform programs that support positive peer interactions among
youth in sub-Saharan Africa.

Keywords: friendships, gender, activities, gender segregation, Uganda
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Ugandan Adolescents’ Attitudes Toward, and Shared Activities with, Same- and Other-Gender
Peers and Friends

Gender is a powerful social category that plays a significant role in adolescents’ peer
relationships, including friendships (for a review, see Leaper, 2011; Rose & Smith, 2018).
Children’s tendency to segregate by gender and predominantly interact with and befriend same-
gender peers is referred to as gender segregation or gender homophily. Gender segregation
occurs consistently across the lifespan (for a review, see Mehta & Strough, 2009). It begins in
preschool (Bohn-Gettler et al., 2010; Fabes et al., 2003; Martin & Fabes, 2001; Martin et al.,
2013; Pellegrini et al., 2007) and continues, but to a lesser extent, into high school (Keener et al.,
2013; Mehta & Strough, 2010; Pellegrini & Long, 2003).

One factor contributing to gender segregation is shared activities. Sharing similar
activities with peers perpetuates gender segregation and increases engagement in gender-
typed activities over time (Martin et al., 2013). For instance, playing dress-up is an activity that
many preschool-aged girls enjoy; this shared interest may result in play groups that are
comprised mainly of girls, contributing to gender segregation and to girls’ future participation in
feminine-stereotyped activities (Martin et al., 2013). Children and adolescents deem activities as
an important factor in the differences and similarities between same- and other-gender
friendships (McDougall & Hymel, 2007). Therefore, determining what activities adolescents do
with their friends who are boys and girls may be informative for understanding gender dynamics
in peer relationships.

Interactions and activities with primarily same-gender peers are theorized to contribute to
the development of different interests, behaviors, and interaction styles over time between boys

and girls (Leaper, 1994; Maccoby, 1998). It appears that the more time children spend in gender-
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stereotyped activities and with same-gender peers, the more stereotyped their attitudes and
behaviors become (Martin & Fabes, 2001; Martin et al., 2013; McHale et al., 2004). In essence,
when gender segregation is prevalent, boys and girls are socialized in different cultures (Block,
1983; Maccoby, 1998), which can have long-lasting implications for peer relationships,
stereotyping, and other domains of development.

Most studies examining gender segregation, peer relationships, and activity engagement
have been conducted in the Global North, primarily in North America and Europe (e.g., Martin et
al., 2013; McHale et al., 2004; see Mehta & Strough, 2009; Poulin & Pedersen, 2007; Zosuls et
al., 2011). Additionally, few studies have specifically examined a special kind of peer
relationship, friendships, in the context of adolescents’ attitudes about same- and other-gender
friends and activity engagement. The present study extends this body of work to the sub-Saharan
African context of Uganda by investigating the gender composition of friends of adolescents, as
well as adolescents’ attitudes about, and activities with, same- and other-gender peers and
friends.

The Importance of Peers and Friends

Peers and friends provide crucial contexts for adolescents’ development. Peers and
friends are resources of emotional support and function as important socialization agents, and
this might be especially true during adolescence when youth spend a significant amount of time
outside the family setting (Rubin et al., 2013; Sullivan, 1953). However, peers and friends are
correlated yet distinct concepts in children’s peer networks. Although both peer groups and
friends are bonded by shared attitudes or characteristics among group members, friends refer to
pairs of people who share a close, voluntary, and mutually affective relationship with each other

(Bagwell & Schmidt, 2011; Rubin et al., 2006). Thus, friendship is viewed as a special type of
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peer relationship, which is more exclusive and intimate, and often has a smaller group size,
compared with peer groups (Rubin et al., 2013). The present study examines attitudes about both
peers and friends.
Gender Composition of Adolescents’ Friendships

During adolescence, gender segregation is still present but loosens with the emergence of
other- and mixed-gender friendships and romantic relationships (Connolly et al., 2004; Connolly
et al., 2000; Lam et al., 2014; McDougall & Hymel, 2007; Molloy et al., 2014; Pellegrini &
Long, 2003; Poulin & Pedersen, 2007; Strough & Covatto, 2002). The transition from a same-
gender to a mixed-gender friendship network characterizes the experience of most adolescents,
although there are individual differences in the age of other-gender friendship initiation (Poulin
& Pedersen, 2007). Most adolescents report having at least one other-gender friend (McDougall
& Hymel, 2007; Mehta & Strough, 2010). Despite a growing interest in other-gender friendships,
in North America, over 75% of adolescents’ friends tend to be same-gender peers (Poulin &
Pedersen, 2007). The present study extends research on the gender composition of adolescents’
friendships to Uganda.
Attitudes and Feelings about Same- and Other-Gender Peers

Overall, relatively little is known about adolescents’ feelings about same- and other-
gender peers and friends. Feelings about same- and other-gender peers have been examined in a
few studies with preschool and pre-adolescent children in the U.S. and U.K. (Halim et al., 2017;
Powlishta, 1995; Yee & Brown, 1994; Zosuls et al., 2011; Xiao et al., 2020). Studies suggested
that White pre-adolescent children in the U.S. and U.K. viewed their own gender and own-
gender peers more favorably than the other gender and other-gender peers (Powlishta, 1995; Yee

& Brown, 1994). However, these studies did not distinguish between in-group positivity, or
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Table 1

THE ROLE OF GENDER IN ADOLESCENT FRIENDSHIPS

Themes: Feelings and Thoughts about Same-Gender and Other-Gender Friends

39

Themes

Feelings and Thoughts about Same-Gender Friends

Feelings and Thoughts about Other-Gender Friends

Girls about Girls

Boys about Boys

Girls about Boys

Boys about Girls

Positive Themes

Talk about problems, get help or
advice

General positive (non-specific)

Share material things

Share activities and chores

Receive advice about puberty,
romance, or sex

...they also help you sharing
for example you might land
in a problem but they help
you overcome it

A girl makes you happy and
if you are her best friend; |
feel comfortable when I'm

with them
...help in sharing either
domestic or personal things
because you might be lacking
some
Eating with your [girl]
friends; Sitting together; ...
they bring good stories and
nice songs

They told me about my body
changes...;...they teach you
how to use pads and...they

teach you that you must use a
condom...; Girls teach you

how to maintain your
virginity

...they can help you in time of
troubles...if you already been
attacked by your enemies your
friends who are boys can
easily ...help you
I feel good [being friends with
boys]; I feel comfortable
[being friends with boys]

Boys give other boys with
money...; They give me some
food

We playing football...; I enjoy
with them watching movies

...normally advice me about
certain girls who disturb boys
demanding for sex

I feel and think about being
friends with boys because
most of them like advising

me; They comfort me in
time of hardship

The boys make me happy; I

feel friendly and
comfortable being friends
with boys

They buy me food...; They

give me books...

Playing together; Sitting
together; Singing; ...we
work together like
sweeping the class room...

He tells you how to abstain
from sex; He tells you how
to use condoms

Girls can help in sometimes of
trouble and problems; Girls can

help you in any problem

I get happiful when girls are my

friends; ...a girl make you

comfortable by enjoying life with

her

Being friends with girls you can

share foods

Girls help how to play

I feel good to having friends
which are girls because they

normally discuss about their boy
friend and I get encourage from
them; I like being friends to girls

because their satisfying my
sexual desires



Receiving help with schoolwork,
academics, or career

Ingroup/outgroup preference

Good influence/encouragement

Make you feel good about yourself

Negative Themes
Negative interactions (including
sexual coercion, HIV, early
pregnancy)
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...I think they can help me in
future and mostly after my
education because any of them
can acquire a job before me so
friends can help me in one
way or the other

I feel good, I have a girl
friend who tells me story
about the studies and how my
future will be; They help me
with writing notes; I feel
good because [other girls]
assist in class work
...consult your friend who is
a girl to help because some
boys can pretend to be the
heart of wanting to help you
when in actual sense he might
be after another thing...

[Girls] encourage me to read
harder;... they always tell me
what I have to do which I
don't know... maybe being
clean and smart

...they often advice me to get
one more girl lover which will
lead me to cheating on the first
one; Sometimes it is bad to be

with boys only you bad
manners; ...-sometime I feel

bad because they always
discourage me in my studies

I feel bad when I socialize a
lot with girls because girls are
always arrogant they are poor

in advising and comforting
friends

...boys can also help in
other things like questions
given by a teacher; If I be a

friend of a boy we share

ideas in class e.g.
calculating, mathematics

I prefer boy friends than
girl friend because
sometimes girls are more
quarrelsome... [boys] not
as jealously as girls and
they are funny ...

Being friends with boys is
good because they
encourage you do good
thing like obeying your
parent
A boy can tell me that [ am
beautiful; They always
make me feel that [ am
unique

Some boys have bad
behaviors, they force to

have sex intercourse and if

you refuse they beat you
and have someone kill; ...

you can get HIV/AIDS; If I

am with boys I may got
pregnant
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...I think they can help me in
future and mostly after my
education because any of them
can acquire a job before me so
friends can help me in one way
or the other

Girls are so loving compared to
boys; Girls do not fight most
times if annoyed;...if [ have

fallen into any problem I don't

think my fellow boy can help
me...he may get jealous and

exploit my secrets...

...the girl helps the boy to be
smart for himself; Having a

girlfriend it can help not to be

jailed

They make me feel good about
myself; I think if I will be a
friend to a girl I will not be

lonely

If I am friendly to many girls
they can easily force me in sex
which is not good... one day |
was with a girl walking to town
then she began telling me about

sex and touching me badly
demanding for sex; Being friend
with a girl results to rumors that
you are a boy lover and so on
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Generally negative (non-specific) It is bad to be with only boys  Girls sometimes make me feel I feel bad being friends Some girls abuse me; If I be with
sad with boys; I feel not girls I feel sad and bad
comfortable
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Table 2

Frequencies (n) and Chi-Squares Comparing the Gender Composition of Friends for Activities (GAFS) among Boys and Girls

Activity Boys Girls Boys and Girls Neither X’ (df=3)
Participant gender: boys/girls boys/girls boys/girls boys/girls
Talk about school 2/0 1%/10? 60/63 18/17 9.02%*
Do schoolwork together 4/4 2/6 59/63 15/17 1.67
Eat food together 6/0° 3/11 49/66 15/11 12.41**
Talk about God or religion 3/1 4/9 51/66 17/14 3.80
Sing together 2/2 12/14 49/55 15/14 0.23
Hold hands together 6/5 5/19 55/55 13/15 7.15
Dance together 7/2 7/18 51/49 12/14 7.60
Play games together 20°/0° 3b/142 38/46 11/12 27.92%%%*
Go walking together 14/5 5/17 46/51 13/16 10.70%*
Tell funny stories/jokes 18/11 10/8 37/57 9/15 5.98
Explore nature together 10/5 3%/218 48/49 18/17 14.30**
Play sports together 292/5° 2/12 31¢/57¢ 14/15 30.97%**
Discuss life experiences 12/4 6°/28° 45/42 14/13 17.83%**
Have fun 253/9b 5/8 38/47 11/20 11.65%*
Fetch water together 112/0° 16/34 41/45 10/9 17.18%*
Talk about our families 102/0° 2%/192 47/43 21/28 24.44%
Share our belongings/possessions 102/2° 25202 43/43 22/22 19.52 %k
Pretend/make-believe play 15/7 9/23 38/46 17/15 9.12*
Talk about our problems 242/2° 2%/30° 40/40 13/17 43.2]%%%
Hug/embrace each other 13/7 8/18 37/40 24/22 5.71

Talk about girls/boys we like romantically 16%/6° 6/18 34/36 17/27 11.74%*
Tease each other 23/15 7/12 33/38 19/19 3.33
Tell each other secrets 15%/3° 125342 29/32 18/18 17.74%%%
Gossip/talk about other people 13/5 15/20 30/28 20/31 6.50
Collect firewood together 128/1° 34/52 24/29 7/6 12.95%*

Note. Bold indicates the most common response for a particular activity. Italics indicates responses that at least 25% of adolescents
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selected. * Adjusted standardized residual between observed versus expected frequencies was greater than 2.58, indicating
significantly more participants than expected by chance engaged with same-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were
not shown). ® Adjusted standardized residual between observed versus expected frequencies was less than -2.58, indicating
significantly fewer participants than expected by chance engaged with other-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were
not shown). ¢ Adjusted standardized residual between observed versus expected frequencies was greater than 2.58, indicating
significantly more participants than expected engaged with mixed-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were not
shown). ¢ Adjusted standardized residual between observed versus expected frequencies was less than -2.58, indicating significantly
fewer participants than expected engaged with mixed-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were not shown).

*p <.05, *¥* p < .01, *** p <.001.
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Table 3

Frequencies and Chi-Squares Comparing Engagement with Same- and Other-Gender Activity Partners among Boys and Girls
Activities Same gender Other gender X2(df=3)

boys/girls boys/girls

Talk about school 10/19 2/0 7.05
Do schoolwork together 4/6 2/4 2.37
Eat food together 6/11 3/0 6.40
Talk about God or religion 3/9 4/1 5.81
Sing together 2%/142 12¢/24 18.97%*
Hold hands together 6/19 5/5 5.70
Dance together 7/18 7/2 10.50*
Play games together 20/14 3/0 9.77*
Go walking together 14/17 5/5 0.76
Tell funny stories/jokes 18/8 10/11 8.72
Explore nature together 10/21 3/5 3.62
Play sports together 293/12° 2/5 15.16%*
Discuss life experiences 12/28 6/4 7.22
Have fun 25%/8° 5/9 17.90%*
Fetch water together 11%/342 16¢/0¢ 28.61%%%*
Talk about our families 2/10 1/0 8.85
Share our belongings/possessions 10/20 2/2 3.59
Pretend/make-believe play 15/23 917 241
Talk about our problems 24/30 2/2 1.89
Hug/embrace each other 13/18 8/7 8.22
Talk about girls/boys we like romantically 16/18 6/6 1.26
Tease each other 233/12° 7/15 16.86**
Tell each other secrets 15/34 12¢/34 11.95%
Gossip/talk about other people 13/20 15¢/54 12.03*
Collect firewood together 125/522 34¢/14 56.81%**

Notes. * Adjusted standardized residual between observed versus expected frequencies was greater than 2.58, indicating significantly
more participants than expected by chance engaged with same-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were not shown).
® Adjusted standardized residual between observed versus expected frequencies was less than -2.58, indicating significantly fewer
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participants than expected by chance engaged with same-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were not shown).

¢ Adjusted standardized residual between observed versus expected frequencies was greater than 2.58, indicating significantly more
participants than expected by chance engaged with other-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were not shown).

4 Adjusted standardized residuals between observed versus expected frequencies were less than -2.58, indicating significantly fewer
participants than expected by chance engaged with the other-gender peers for the activity (expected frequencies were not shown).
*p <.05, ¥* p < .01, *** p <.001.
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Table 4
Open-ended Activity Themes and Gender Composition of Friends
Activities with  Exemplars Activities with Exemplars Activities with Exemplars
Boys Girls Boys and
Girls
Play football*®  Playing football; play soccer Play netball Playing netball Play sports Swimming; hand ball;
(not football)  volleyball
Play sports (not Swimming; basketball; Romance/sex?  Have fun romantically;  Touring Traveling; touring places;
football)® volleyball; running have sex; make love moving & seeing new
things together
Entertainment® Watch movies; we go & Help each Help in their work; help  Read Read books; reading
adventure the towns other them with questions; newspapers
help when they are sick
Attend school Go to school; we learn Cook Cook food; cooking Attend school  Going to school; have class
together together interactions
Tend to Grazing cattle; looking after Wash$ Washing clothes; Domestic Clean, mop, sweep; collect
animals animals; rear animals washing cups & plates chores® firewood
Bathe® Bathing; bathe together Bathes Bathing together Work together  We can work together;
working together
Sit or sleep Sleep together; stay Go to Praising God in church;  Go to Praying together; go to
together; we sit together church/pray we pray together church/pray church
Miscellaneous  Hunt®; conversing; reading ~ Miscellaneous  Sit together; sleep Miscellaneous  Sharing ideas; watching TV;
books; help in time of together; share ideas; chatting; helping others
problems cleaning together

Note. *Football in East Africa (and other parts of the world) refers to what is soccer in the U.S., Canada, Australia, South Africa, and
Ireland. ®*Over 70% of participants giving this response were boys. & Over 70% of participants giving this response were girls.



