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The article deals with specific features of personality phenomena insufficiently studied so far: desires of pre-
school children and linkage between the subject matter of their desires and the conditions of social and cultural 
development of contemporary preschool children, in particular, with pressures in the course of differential gender 
socialization. the authors present the results of the comparative content analysis of desires of girls and boys in 
senior preschool age. differences and similarities in the content aspects of the desires of children of opposite sexes 
are shown in concrete empirical data. General age-related and gender-related specifics of desires of senior age 
preschoolers are established. Indirect influence on the subject of children’s desires through inherent in the modern 
Russian society individual cultural norms of femininity and masculinity, which are already starting to be followed 
by many girls and boys, are shown. some nuances in the content of preschoolers’ desires depending on the impact 
of the factor of social desirability are revealed.
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as asserted at the time by p.y. galperin, 
“every good psychology begins with child 
psychology”. therefore, it is not accidental 
that for many decades now the national psy-
chology does not lose interest in the process 
of personality development in childhood, 
which in recent years has adopted a new – 
gender based point of view towards consider-
ing many traditional problems [4; 5; 7; 8; 10 
etc.]. However, despite availability of a suffi-
ciently large number of studies, there are still 
some “white spots” in modern psychology 
which may include among others the issue of 
desires, and, in particular, their gender specif-
ics in relation to childhood.

It may be emphasized that till date the de-
sires of an individual remain one of the least 
studied psychological phenomena. the only 
exception to this end, perhaps, is the work of 
p. p. Blonsky, in which an attempt was made to 
trace the process of the development of desires, 
specifics of their manifestation and nature of 
upbringing [3].

so, according to the interpretation of 
p.p. Blonsky, desire is a complex psychic for-
mation, related to the activities in different 
psychic spheres – motivational, intellectual, 
emotional, and volitional. and, according to 
the author, the source of desires is in the col-
lision between the needs and possibilities to 
satisfy them. “In case, writes p.p. Blonsky, we 
are not able to satisfy our needs, our aspira-
tions turn into desires” [3, p. 116], whereas the 
desires themselves are the thought about the 
desirable, and the thought itself being emo-
tionally charged and close to the action to the 
maximum extent. In other words, a desire rep-
resents a kind of synthesis of the intellect, emo-
tions and will pertaining not to reality per se, 
but only to a potentially possible reality. at the 
same time it is known that the nature of human 

needs and possibilities of their satisfaction de-
pend on those social and cultural conditions in 
which the human being lives. so, there is every 
reason to assert the fact of cultural-historic de-
termination of the subject matter of desires or, 
to put it differently, the social construction of 
these motivational preferences associated with 
unmet needs.

thus, the analysis of the content of desires 
allows us to obtain a lot of information about 
the inner world of a person, its individual life 
experiences and the nature of development as 
a representative of specific culture and social 
group, as well as about the socio-cultural envi-
ronment in which this development takes place 
that is crucial in terms of optimization of the 
process of personality development with re-
gard to the stages of early ontogenesis, in par-
ticular, the preschool period.
Purpose, hypothesis and research methods

Realizing the importance of studying chil-
dren’s desires and lack of information in con-
temporary psychology with regard to indirect 
influence of cultural gender-based norms and 
standards on their content, we conducted our 
own research aiming at a comparative analy-
sis of content aspects of desires of girls and 
boys in senior preschool age. While sharing 
the view of modern experts on gender stand-
ardization of personality development in ac-
cordance with the existing in the culture tra-
dition of gender polarization [1; 2, etc.] and 
considering the wide spread of differential 
gender socialization strategy in the Russian 
society [9], we assumed that the content of 
girls’ and boys’ desires along with age-related 
features relevant to the main tasks and social 
situation of development, would clearly man-
ifest gender specifics as a result of gender-
differentiated socio-cultural influences on a 
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child. as for the age of the subjects, its choice 
was determined by the following: by senior 
preschool age most children clearly realize 
their gender identity and, along with that, they 
have already acquired significant experience 
regarding gender-based behavior models ac-
ceptable and unacceptable from the point of 
view of prevailing norms in the culture, which 
is reflected in their aspiration to adjust their 
behavior so as to meet corresponding social 
expectations [2; 6; 8 etc.].

In total, our study involved 197 children, 
5-7 year-old, including 101 girls and 96 boys.

our study comprised of two series of indi-
vidual problem-oriented psycho-diagnostics. 
The first series aimed at revealing hidden 
desires of the subjects, not influenced by the 
factor of social desirability. for this, we have 
used a projective technique “tsvetik-semits-
vetik”, based on the principles of fairytales. 
children were asked to recall the contents 
of the fairytale by v.p. Kataev, heard by the 
children at the preliminary lesson, and then to 
compose a story similar to its plot, the hero 
of which was a girl or a boy, according to the 
sex of the subject. the wishes were made on 
behalf of the main hero/heroin named by the 
child himself/herself. In doing so we proceed-
ed from the idea of the ability of children to 
project their inner experience, feelings, vital 
needs and desires on to their protagonist with 
whom they identified themselves. Besides, we 
also believed that modelling by the subjects of 
a fairy-tale plot would greatly facilitate them 
the process of expressing their main desires, 
reducing the possible “internal censorship” 
and the influence of social desirability factor. 
the second series of the study was conducted 
at re-meeting with the subjects 3–5 days later 
and was aimed at the study of openly ver-
balized desires of senior preschool children, 
taking into account the probable influence of 
their “internal censorship” and the factor of 
social desirability. to this end, we used the 
same technique, but without the elements of 
projection: the children made wishes on their 
own behalf.

all results obtained from the study were 
processed using content analysis, based on the 
categories pre-selected by the group of experts 
(vide table). Having established the frequency 
of occurrence of each category in the subjects’ 
statements, we carried out a comparative con-
tent analysis of girls’ and boys’ desires in the 
first and second series of the study using the 
criterion j* –fischer’s angular transformation. 
In the course of the study we managed to col-
lect 2624 desires.

Results of the study and their discussion
The results obtained are briefly described 

herein under and are reflected in the table.
so, as it might be seen from the table data, 

the contents of desires of boys and girls of sen-
ior preschool age have certain specifics due 
to differentiated practice of social pressures 
aimed at children of different sexes. this fact 
finds its confirmation in the statistically signifi-
cant differences in the categories correspond-
ing to gender stereotypes, and is a testimony to 
the process of acquiring by pre-school children 
of gender norms existing in the society.

thus, the girls participating in our study, 
didn’t speak at all about their aspiration towards 
emancipation, and very rarely mentioned im-
proving of physical qualities and athletic abili-
ties, i.e., those characteristics that traditionally 
are not referred to the standards of “normative 
femininity”. at the same time, they more often 
than boys turned over to the theme of appear-
ance in terms of attractiveness and its accesso-
ries (clothing, ornaments, cosmetics), as well as 
to their potential family roles, specifically focus-
ing on those aspects that are the main compo-
nents of a traditional female image (“long hair”, 
“to wear high-heel shoes”, “red lipstick to paint 
lips”, “to have a daughter”, etc.).

as for the boys, for the majority of them, 
on the contrary, of special value were desires 
falling under the category “health / physical 
qualities and athletic abilities”, which, in our 
view, is a consequence of acquiring by them 
of widely spread in our society socio-cultural 
standards of masculinity associated with a 
norm of physical stamina [2] (“to be the strong-
est”, “to be able to fight back”, “to become a 
world champion in ski jumping”, etc.). In ad-
dition, some boys, unlike the girls, were found 
to aspire for emancipation, which can also be 
regarded as a consequence of the orientation of 
preschoolers towards the known social norm 
of male independence (“to be allowed to do 
whatever I want”, “not to ask anybody’s per-
mission”, etc.).

also noteworthy is the fact that compared 
to the girls, their male peers mentioned often 
enough their achievements (a norm of social 
success as one of the landmarks of male social-
ization [2]) and the desire to prove their supe-
riority over others which, judging by the sub-
jects’ own comments, is caused by the presence 
of competitive tendencies, the need to be the 
first, the best, the boss (“that everybody should 
obey”, “to conquer everybody”), i.e. those mo-
tives that, as per the data found in literature, 
become of paramount importance in the boys’ 
community [4].
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The gender-wise specifics of senior preschoolers’ desires

category subjects  % of mentions from the total  
number of desires 

1st series 2nd series
Magic wishes girls 4,85 4,4

Boys 4,8 5,0
Socially significant desires girls 4,1 4,6

Boys 3,3 4,0
Material well-being girls 3,7 3,3

Boys 4,3 3,9
family/relatives girls 8,7 8,7

Boys 8,6 8,7
professional roles and achievements girls 2,85 2,6

Boys 3,7 4,0
family roles girls 1,6* 1,9**

Boys 0,6 0,3
Interaction with adults girls 3,2 3,9

Boys 3,3 2,9
Interaction with their own sex peers girls 2,7 2,4

Boys 3,6 3,5
Interaction with the opposite sex peers girls – 0,4**

Boys – –
toys and sweets girls 11 11,7

Boys 12,6 13,2
clothes, ornaments, cosmetics girls 8,1** 7,7**

Boys 1,1 0,4
technical appliances and useful items girls 6,7 7,2

Boys 9,9* 10,7*
animals girls 3,2 4

Boys 2,3 2,6
entertainment/travels girls 6,1 5,4

Boys 7,9 7,4
gift for their own sex peers girls 1,7 3,3

Boys 2,9 3
gift for the opposite sex peers girls 1,15 1,3*

Boys 0,5 0,4
gift for adults girls 6,7 7,3

Boys 6,0 6,3
emancipation girls – –

Boys 1,2** 0,9**
Refusal to work and communicate girls 3,0 2,6

Boys 4,5 2,7
appearance girls 3,4** 3,1**

Boys 0,2 0,4
Intelligence, abilities and academic competence girls 1,5 1,4

Boys 1,2 1,4
Health/physical qualities and athletic abilities girls 1,15 0,9

Boys 3,4** 4,0**
socio-demographic characteristics girls 1,7 1,4

Boys 1,2 0,8
skills and abilities girls 2,4 2,5

Boys 2,2 2,3
changes in their own sex peers girls 2,0 1,7

Boys 2,3 2,6
changes in adults girls 5,1 3,9

Boys 4,2 5,0
general view characteristics girls 2,4 2,3

Boys 2,8 3,2
Return to the past girls 1,0 0,1

Boys 1,4 0,4
N o t e .  * – differences significant at р ≤ 0,05; ** – differences significant at р ≤ 0,01.
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along with that, the results of the com-
parative analysis of the girls’ and the boys’ 
statements revealed a rather curious feature 
that read as follows: when there were a rather 
pronounced tendency to manifest their com-
mitment to future professional achievements 
(especially in the 2nd series of the study, 
where openly verbalized desires were for-
mulated), many boys more often than girls, 
demonstrated hidden desires to avoid ac-
tivities and communication. We are of the 
opinion that this kind of situation may be a 
consequence of the fact that a man and his 
activities, as a rule, are excluded from the 
daily life experiences of contemporary chil-
dren (including boys), and what is typically 
done before the eyes of a child, in what he is 
involved (including kindergarten activities) 
comes from women. that is why many boys, 
probably guided by the cultural norm of anti-
femininity [2], prefer to ignore the activity 
that they think is not for men, and confirma-
tion to this effect is found in their respons-
es under the category “refusal to work and 
communicate” (“not to wash dishes”, “not to 
be on duty with girls”, “not to attend music 
classes”, “not to do any kind of nonsense”, 
etc.). on the contrary, if we speak of desires 
pertaining to travel and entertainment, they 
possessed a higher degree of importance for 
boys, and this was observed both in the first 
and the second series of the study.

Besides, the priorities of senior preschool 
boys included desires related to technical ap-
pliances and useful things (“I would ask ts-
vetick for a “ferrari”, “scuba diving items”, 
“the most powerful computer”, etc.). and, 
contrary to the girls, wishing for “cute trin-
kets” – “a jewel box”, “a piano”, “a looking 
glass with a handle”, etc., their male peers 
among the useful things, in addition to weap-
ons, usually named cars, sports equipment 
and various tools, the use of which as well 
as the interest in technical items in general, 
is regarded by many and, above all, by the 
men themselves as a significant indication of 
“real” manliness [4] (“a short gun”, “a real 
hockey stick and skates”, “ muscles training 
unit”, “football”, “screwdrivers set”, etc.).

thus, summarizing the above, it may 
be noted that by the end of preschool age 
the subjective experience of a child begins 
to reveal social pressures of differentiated 
gender socialization, as is evidenced by the 
emerging tendency of orientation towards 
gender stereotypes prevailing in our soci-
ety. they gradually enter children’s minds 
and, consequently, begin to show themselves 

up in the content of some desires of senior  
preschoolers.

However, it should be noted that apart from 
differences identified by us in the content of the 
boys’ and girls’ desires, some common features 
arising out of the specifics of their age, social 
situation of development and leading type of 
activity, have also been found out. In particu-
lar, we became confident that regardless of sex 
all of our subjects equally valued as important 
a family and happy atmosphere within a family 
(“so that mother and grandmother would not 
quarrel”, “daddy came back”, “a brother was 
born to me”, etc.), toys and sweets (“the most 
delicious ice cream” “kinder surprise toys”, 
“puzzles with a thousand pieces and a dog”, 
etc.). Moreover, almost as often children talked 
about their magic wishes (“to learn to fly”, “to 
become a magician and to fulfill any wish all 
by myself”, “self-placing into cupboard toys”) 
as well as about skills and abilities, although in 
terms of content the last category of the prefer-
ences of the girls focused mainly on domestic 
skills and artistic abilities (“to learn to cook 
pancakes”, “to sew like my mom”), whereas 
the boys’ preferences indicated their desire to 
master mainly technical skills (“to learn how 
to assemble a computer”, “to drive a real car” 
“to be able to repair a bike”). We believe that 
this kind of children’s orientation is quite un-
derstandable, since in this case we are talking 
about the interests and activities that are at par 
with the norms of femininity and manhood ex-
isting in our society.

conclusion
thus, summing up the above study, it 

may be concluded that the analysis of the de-
sires’ content really makes it possible to get 
valuable information about the inner world 
of children, specifics of their personality de-
velopment where general age tendencies are 
complemented not only and not so much by 
the influence of the child’s individual life ex-
perience but of differentiated gender sociali-
zation. In other words, being a phenomenon 
of individual consciousness, children’s de-
sires bear the stamp of the socio-cultural envi-
ronment, its various norms, including gender 
standards of behavior, the reflection of which 
can be found in quantitative and qualitative 
characteristics of motivational preferences of 
senior age preschoolers, which in turn con-
firms our hypothesis.
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