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“Diane Halpern’s book addresses one of the hottest 
topics in science—the one that got Larry Summers 
in to so much trouble. Halpern reviews the relevant 
science to determine whether sex differences in 
cognitive abilities exist, and, if they do, what causes 
them. She presents this information in cogent, 
accessible prose. Psychology students will appreciate 
this excellent text as would anyone interested in 
what science has to say about the cognitive abilities 
of women and men.” – Alice H. Eagly, Ph.D., 
Northwestern University, USA 

“This new edition is engagingly written and makes 
complex concepts accessible to a broad audience. 
I know how difficult it can be to communicate this 
biopsychosocial perspective without being seen 
as a radical by those who want to claim that all 
sex (and individual) differences are biologically 
determined, and those who want to claim that all 
differences are due to environmental factors. I think 
that Diane Halpern navigates the middle ground of 
the interactionist perspective very well.” – Mary 
Hegarty, Ph.D., University of California Santa 
Barbara, USA

“Since the first edition more than 25 years ago, 
Halpern’s book has been the ‘go-to’ source for a 
thoughtful, scholarly summary and reflection on sex 
differences in cognitive abilities. This new edition 
continues that tradition, and incorporates cutting-
edge research from the field of neuroscience. Even 
more important, Halpern’s ability to make sense of 
these complex findings in an even-handed way is 
unsurpassed. This book belongs in the libraries of 
everyone with an interest in this field.” – Judith E. 
Owen Blakemore, Ph.D., Indiana University, 
Purdue University, Fort Wayne, USA 

“Diane Halpern’s writing style is engaging and 
humorous, while at the same time presenting 
rigorous scholarly work. The research presented is 
accessible, comprehensive, and up to date.”  
– Patricia Puccio, Ed.D., College of DuPage, 
USA 

“This new edition summarizes a complex area of 
research, navigates effortlessly between being 
politically correct and incorrect, and presents 
a framework that helps in the understanding of 
cognitive sex differences.” – Agneta Herlitz, 
Ph.D., Karolinska Institutet, Sweden 



The fourth edition of Sex Differences in Cognitive 
Abilities critically examines the breadth of research 
on this complex and controversial topic, with the 
principal aim of helping the reader to understand 
where sex differences are found – and where they are 
not – and how to make sense of the confusing and 
often contradictory data and claims.

Since the publication of the third edition, there have 
been many exciting and illuminating developments 
in our understanding of cognitive sex differences. 
Modern neuroscience has transformed our 
understanding of the mind and behavior in general, 
but particularly the way we think about cognitive sex 
differences. But neuroscience is still in its infancy 
and has often been misused to justify sex role 
stereotypes. There has also been the publication of 
many exaggerated and unreplicated claims regarding 
cognitive sex differences. Consequently, throughout 
the book there is recognition of the critical 
importance of good research; an amiable skepticism 
of the nature and strength of evidence behind 
any claim of sex difference; an appreciation of the complexity of the questions 
about cognitive sex differences; and the ability to see multiple sides of an issues, 
while also realizing that some claims are well-reasoned and supported by data 
and others are politicized pseudoscience. The author endeavors to present and 
interpret all the relevant data fairly, and in the process reveals how there are 
strong data for many different views.

Sex Differences in Cognitive Abilities, Fourth Edition, can be used as a 
textbook or reference in a range of courses and will inspire the next generation 
of researchers. Halpern engages readers in the big societal questions that are 
inherent in the controversial topic of whether, when , and how much males and 
females differ psychologically. It should be required reading for parents, teachers, 
and policy makers who want to know about the ways in which males and females 
are different and similar.
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Introduction and Overview 3

   WHY SHOULD WE STUDY COGNITIVE 
SEX DIFFERENCES? 

  Gender statistics can help eliminate gender-based stereotypes. 
 —United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2009)  

 With tens of thousands of studies and so much interest in cognitive sex differ-
ences, it seems natural to ask, “Why should we care?” After all, what can we 
learn from or do about the issues raised when people study the way males and 
females are similar and different in their cognitive abilities? 

 In every area of research there are controversies about the way the research 
is conducted, the interpretation of the  ndings, and the theoretical and practical 
signi cance of the results. But, unlike many other areas, people who study sex 
differences face the additional and central issue of whether sex differences 
research  should be  conducted. Many psychologists and others are opposed to 
any comparisons of women and men. Much of the opposition is based on the 
fear that when differences are found, the data will be interpreted and misused 
in ways that support a misogynist agenda or unwittingly provide support for 
the idea that there are “proper roles” for men and women. Others have objected 
to the study of sex differences based on the reasoning that if we cannot do 
anything about differences, then why study them? 

 In response to the question about why we should study sex differences, the 
authors of a large international study responded with these points:

  There are at least three reasons to study gender differences: i) to understand 
the source of any inequalities; ii) to improve average performance; and iii) to 
improve our understanding of how students learn. Gender differences point 
to areas where student background and characteristics signi cantly affect 
student performance. Understanding what drives differential student perfor-
mance can foster the design of effective educational policies to address quality 
and equity concerns. Why do female and male students perform differently? 

 (Programme for International Student Assessment, 2009)   
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4 Sex Differences in Cognitive Abilities

 In considering the question of whether scientists should study sex differ-
ences, there are two fundamental questions to consider:  

    1.   What is the meaning of sex differences?   This question is at the heart of sex 
differences research. If we  nd that, on average, males and females excel at 
different cognitive tasks, such as reading maps or writing poetry, what does this 
sort of conclusion tell us? Results like these tell us about average group differ-
ences on a particular task. The most important question is what conclusions like 
these do  not  tell us. Studies that compare groups of males and females do not 
identify the smarter sex. It is important to keep in mind that  differences are not 
de ciencies . People can excel at different sorts of tasks without declaring that 
one group is “the winner,” and the other group “the loser.” For example, in later 
chapters we will consider data that show that males are more likely to use a 
spatial strategy to solve some math problems and females are more likely to use 
a verbal strategy. Usually, there is a preferred or shorter method for solving 
math problems, but most math problems can be solved more than one way, and 
everyone—males and females—can learn more than one way to solve prob-
lems. Throughout this book I present evidence showing that there are some 
cognitive areas in which females, on average, excel, and other cognitive areas 
in which males, on average, excel. I did not attempt to “balance”  ndings that 
favor one sex with  ndings that favor the other sex, but as readers will see, there 
is no winning sex when it comes to cognitive sex differences.   

 Average differences about any group of people tell us nothing about indi-
viduals. Even if we were to conclude that, on average, girls learn to read at a 
younger age than boys or boys are faster at tasks that require some spatial 
skills, this sort of conclusion tells us nothing about you or anyone else. No one 
is average, so group averages should never be used to make decisions about 
individuals. I return to this point in several places in this book because it is so 
important and because there is a great temptation to reason incorrectly, for 
example, by  nding that on average girls excel at some task; Sally is a girl; so, 
she must excel at that task. The ideas that there is much variability within 
groups and considerable overlap between groups are discussed more fully in 
the following chapter, but it is essential to keep this idea in mind when thinking 
about sex differences or the differences between any groups. 

 Learning about average group differences tells us nothing about the origin of 
the differences. There have been enormous changes in career choices, partici-
pation in different areas of education, and in family structures, over the last 
several decades. When research identi es areas in which there are sex differ-
ences, the conclusion is about current differences. We cannot confuse what is 
with what can be or what should be. As you will see, cognitive sex differences 
is a complex topic that de es simple answers.  

   2.   Why are we so afraid of differences?    This is an easy question to answer. 
We should be very cautious about group differences research because the 
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