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Abstract 

Contrary to common findings on self-disclosure and gender, male students at a Japanese universi-
ty that were questioned for this study reported significantly higher disclosure to close friends than 
their female colleagues—overall as well as for various individual topics (N = 479). Two different 
measures of self-disclosure were used, both yielding similar results. The gender differences were 
especially pronounced in cross-gender friendships. In accordance with previous literature, 
subjective feeling of closeness and respondents’ trust in the stability of the friendship were found 
to be positively associated with self-disclosure. While both closeness and trust in relationship 
stability were greater in same-gender friendships, no gender differences were found in this regard. 
The conclusion discusses the possibility of these findings being connected to shifting images of 
masculinity and femininity among Japanese youth, as well as changing interaction patterns 
between genders.1  
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Introduction 

Self-disclosure—the sharing of personal information about one’s self—has received 
great attention in psychology and social psychology for decades; and since the early 
days of self-disclosure research, gender differences have held a prominent position. 
Considering various factors such as type of relationship, gender of disclosure target, 
and conversation topic, it is usually found that women display greater disclosure—
especially in close relationships such as friendships (Dindia and Allen 1992; 
Horesh-Reinman 2011). In Japan, these findings have been replicated numerous 
times (Enomoto 1997; Shimakura and Miyamoto 2013). Only in rare cases and in 
regard to specific topics men’s self-disclosure has been found to be higher. The 
present paper presents different and surprising findings: among a sample of 479 
students at a Japanese university, male students reported significantly higher disclo-
sure to close friends than female students did for various topics and across two 
different measures of self-disclosure. Initially, this paper will provide a short intro-
duction to the topic, followed by a literature review focusing on gender differences 
in self-disclosure. After a brief look at the underlying method of this quantitative 
study, I will present the results of my statistical analysis, consisting mainly of group 
comparison and correlation analysis. Besides self-disclosure and gender, correlation 
with the subjective feeling of closeness and the respondents’ trust in the stability of 
the friendship are also considered. 

Self-disclosure, or jiko kaiji 自己開示 in Japanese, refers to the sharing of per-
sonal experiences, thoughts, or emotions with others through the speaker’s frame of 
reference (see Andō 1990; Derlega et al. 1993; Jourard 1958). In the Encyclopedia 
of Social Psychology, Amy Brunell (2007: 810-811) states that self-disclosure “is 
considered a key aspect of developing closeness and intimacy with others, including 
friends, romantic partners, and family members” and draws attention to the widely 
held belief among researchers “that experiencing intimacy through self-disclosure 
may be the most important factor that determines the health of a relationship.” Self-
disclosure can refer to anything, from telling others about one’s favourite sports 
team to sharing childhood memories or revealing one’s innermost dreams. 

Self-disclosure serves several functions in relationships, most important of which 
is relationship development through the creation of intimacy. Others include social 
validation, the attainment of social control, or the therapeutic effect of self-
disclosure through emotional catharsis (Derlega et al. 1993; Omarzu and Harvey 
2012: 496). Moreover, self-disclosure can have a positive effect on psychological 
health, may help attain social support, boost self-esteem, and improve coping with 
stress (Derlega et al. 1993: 110-111). Andō (1986) identifies six functions of self-
disclosure, divided into two categories: expression, self-clarification, and social 
validation are primarily important for intra-personal processes, while reward, social 
control, and regulation of intimacy are more relevant to interpersonal processes. 
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Self-disclosure is often described using the features broad and deep. Breadth re-
fers to the range of different topics, whereas depth to the degree of intimacy of the 
information shared (Brunell 2007: 811). Self-disclosure is reciprocal, thus increased 
sharing by one friend or relationship partner will usually positively affect the other 
party’s level of self-disclosure and vice versa. This aspect is central to the theory of 
social penetration (Altman and Taylor 1973). Omarzu and Harvey (2012: 469) 
underline that self-disclosure is a discretionary behaviour, so individuals are to a 
large degree capable of choosing how much and to whom they disclose. Thus, it can 
also be goal-oriented. 

This paper takes up the rather recent approach of understanding self-disclosure 
not only as a psychological trait, but as a behavioural pattern strongly embedded in a 
social context. It is understood here as involving choices of interaction and the way 
these are influenced by one’s socialisation and the surrounding society. What and 
how much information individuals share about themselves is not just an expression 
of their personality; it is also a matter of expectations directed towards themselves, 
as it is dependent on the roles which people assume in a specific social environ-
ment—including gender roles. Many factors can affect the decisions of what and 
how to disclose: the way they have been socialised, the groups they have been 
socialised into, the values learned as well as the expectations directed towards them, 
and pending sanctions they might expect from their surrounding (cf. Derlega et al. 
1993: 44-57).  

This is connected to the influence of cultural aspects which also play a role in the 
research on self-disclosure. Barnlund (1975; 1989) found indication that self-
disclosure was higher in individualistic cultures compared to collectivistic ones, 
including Japan. This is supported by other researchers who find Chinese or Japa-
nese to disclose less than U.S.-Americans (Chen 1995; Ting-Toomey 1991). The 
typical and somewhat reductionist explanation for lower self-disclosure in Japan 
puts an emphasis on (a presupposed) harmony within the culture; usually, it is 
concluded that a more cautious or ‘sensitive’ disclosure arises from this (Ting-
Toomey 1991; Kito 2005). 

Nevertheless, self-disclosure is generally accepted in psychological literature as 
one of the most central aspects in human relationships regardless of culture, espe-
cially in intimate relationships such as friendships (Altman and Taylor 1973; Baum-
inger et al. 2008; Collins and Miller 1994; La Gaipa 1977; Walker and Wright 1976). 
Although the concepts of ‘friend’ or ‘best friend’ are not necessarily the same across 
cultures (Maeda and Ritchie 2003), the importance of self-disclosure for any type of 
friendship seems universal. In Japan, a high value is assigned to self-disclosure in 
friendships as well (Ochiai and Satō 1996; for same-gender friendships, see Wada 
1993).  

Gender is one aspect which has been found to strongly influence disclosure both 
in Japan and elsewhere, with the overall result that women’s disclosure tends to be 
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greater than men’s (Derlega et al. 1993; Dindia and Allen 1992; Enomoto 1987; 
Jourard 1971b). But interaction patterns and the way people define various types of 
relationships are not static; they change all the time, just as gender roles and social 
context do. Thus updating and re-examining earlier findings always carries the 
potential of revealing unexpected results—as is the case in the present study.  

Literature Review 

In this overview of international and Japanese literature on self-disclosure, research 
concerned with the clinical aspects of self-disclosure has been omitted because it is 
not relevant to the present study. Furthermore, the review focuses on survey-based 
research designs as opposed to experimental studies, since the latter are prevalent in 
research on first-time encounters instead of close relationships.  

Early and ‘Western’ Research on Self-Disclosure 

The term self-disclosure was coined in the late 1950s by the Canadian psychologist 
Sidney M. Jourard. Together with sociologist Paul Lasakow, they developed the first 
self-reported measure of self-disclosure, the Jourard Self-Disclosure Questionnaire 
(JSDQ) (Jourard and Lasakow 1958). Already in his early studies he found that 
female students displayed greater disclosure than male students (Jourard 1971b: 11). 

Jourard conceptualised self-disclosure as reciprocal (also called dyadic effect of 
self-disclosure). As already mentioned, this reciprocity plays a major role in the 
theory of social penetration by Irwin Altman and Dalmas A. Taylor, who first 
formulated the idea in the early 1970s (Altman and Taylor 1973). In their view, the 
ever greater ‘making known’ of the self to the other will help to peel off layer after 
layer of guards and restrictions and lead to more intimate and more satisfying rela-
tionships. In four stages, relationships move from initial encounters, where the 
primary objective of both conversation partners is conflict avoidance, to a form of 
stable exchange, where openness is a constant factor and both parties have become 
proficient in interpreting and predicting each other’s behaviour (Taylor and Altman 
1987: 259). 

Walker and Wright (1976) have shown that greater self-disclosure—especially 
intimate disclosure which involves very personal experiences or one’s innermost 
feelings—has a positive effect on friendship development. Working with a Canadian 
sample, La Gaipa (1977) identified self-disclosure as one of eight factors important 
in friendships together with, among others, helping behaviour and similarity. On the 
other hand, Argyle and Henderson (1985) found evidence that a lack of disclosure 
(especially of confidences) can be detrimental to a friendship. Overall, it can be said 
that the first generation of self-disclosure research was strongly focused on the 
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Northern American geographical sphere and still understood self-disclosure primari-
ly as a tool to create intimacy—while a lack of disclosure was seen as a pathological 
sign in a relationship. 

The assumption in social penetration theory that the mutual exchange would 
“proceed in a gradual and orderly fashion” (Taylor and Altman 1987: 259) and 
mutual liking and trust would also increase, was later somewhat put into perspective. 
In 1993, referring to social penetration theory as well as the writings of Sidney 
Jourard, Derlega et al. criticised that a “casual reading of early work on self-
disclosure […] might suggest that self-disclosure is synonymous with a close rela-
tionship” (1993: 2). They acknowledged that self-disclosure can be a powerful tool 
in creating an intimate relationship, but they also pointed out that decisions to 
disclose are regulators of privacy and can create vulnerability as well as conflict 
(ibid.: 86-87). They also re-examined the question of gender. Generally in the 1990s, 
an increased interest in gender differences can be observed in self-disclosure re-
search (Daubman and Sigall 1997; Dolgin and Minowa 1997; Shaffer et al. 1996).  

Gender Differences in Self-Disclosure 

Jourard’s early findings that women disclose more—in frequency, breadth, and 
depth—was reproduced in numerous studies using samples from North America. 
Caldwell and Peplau (1982), for example, noted lower self-disclosure in same-
gender friendships among male than female students when asked about the topics of 
feelings and personal problems. However, this discrepancy did not align with as-
sessments of intimacy of these friendships, leading the authors to the conclusion that 

[m]en and women may be equally likely to define friends as intimate; however, men and 
women may have different standards for assessing the intimacy of friendship. Because the 
male gender role restricts men’s self-disclosure to other men, small degrees of personal revela-
tion to a male friend may be taken as a sign of considerable intimacy […] (ibid.: 731). 

Jourard (1971a: 35) also tried to explain this difference through gender roles, believ-
ing that the male role required a man to “hide much of his real self […] from himself 
and from others” in order “to appear tough, objective, striving, unsentimental, and 
emotionally unexpressive.” Most ‘western’ self-disclosure research of the 1970s and 
1980s follows this line of reasoning in regard to gender differences (e.g., Taylor and 
Hinds 1985; Thase and Page 1977). However, many of these studies already hinted 
at the necessity of sufficient differentiation between disclosure topics. Derlega et al. 
(1981), while controlling for gender of discloser and disclosure target as well as 
degree of friendship, differentiated between topics stereotypically understood as 
‘feminine,’ ‘masculine,’ and ‘neutral.’ In the case of ‘feminine’ topics, women’s 
disclosure was indeed higher. For the other two categories, however, no differences 
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were found in two of the three experiments they conducted. Thus men’s disclosure 
was not found to be higher for the typically ‘masculine’ topics.  

A meta-analysis on gender differences in self-disclosure published in 1992 in-
cluded 205 studies between 1958 and 1989 (only white North American subjects). 
This study indeed found a small effect of gender on self-disclosure across various 
types of relationships (d = .18), with greater self-disclosure on the part of women. 
When only considering friendships, this effect was noticeably larger (d = .28) 
(Dindia and Allen 1992). 

Derlega et al. (1993) reasoned that this dissimilarity might be related to the dif-
ferent subcultures in which men and women find themselves. They argued that there 
are two main aspects to the understanding of gender and self-disclosure: a general 
cultural expectation of openness and sharing personal information, and the notion of 
subcultures in which different norms exist which shape behaviour and interactions. 
Due to their socialisation in different subcultures, men and women “may not only 
reveal different preferences for and patterns of self-disclosure but also have different 
interpretations of the meaning and purpose of self-disclosure” (ibid.: 63). 

In the years following the work of Dindia and Allen, support for this finding on 
gender remained mainstream (Horesh-Reinman 2011). All in all, it can be claimed 
that western research on self-disclosure supports the idea that women display greater 
self-disclosure although this is limited to certain topics. Introductory literature on 
social psychology and interpersonal communication even includes the greater dis-
closure of women as a preliminary aspect of self-disclosure (Brunell 2007).  

Self-Disclosure Research in Japan: Focus on Students’ Friendships and 
Gender 

Japan-based research on self-disclosure has been shaped foremost by Enomoto 
Hiroaki 榎本 博明, who started conducting work on this topic in the early 1980s. In 
line with Jourard, Enomoto’s self-disclosure measure (the Enomoto Self-Disclosure 
Questionnaire, or ESDQ) asks for disclosure towards best same-gender and differ-
ent-gender friend, mother, and father. The questionnaire he developed can be divid-
ed into six different aspects of the self: psychological self (including one’s emotions, 
aspirations, and self-consciousness/confidence); physical self (including one’s 
physical appearance, health, and sexuality); social self (including one’s relations to 
other people as well as one’s opinion about public and social matters); material self 
(including one’s money spending and interest in material goods); relational self 
(including one’s familial matters); and existential self (including one’s feeling of 
purpose of life or alienation) (Enomoto 1987: 92; 1997: 15). 

In an influential 1997 monograph, Enomoto devotes one whole chapter to the 
question whether women’s self-disclosure is higher (Enomoto 1997: 84-90). His 
review of western literature on the topic concludes that there is ample evidence to 
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support the general notion that women display greater self-disclosure than men. He 
also refers to his earlier research on Japanese college students: in all areas of self-
disclosure defined by Enomoto, the female students disclosed more overall than 
their male colleagues, although this difference was only significant when it came to 
the area of family-related information, i.e., the relational self (Enomoto 1987). When 
separated by disclosure target, he found that disclosure among both genders was 
strongest to a same-gender friend and lowest to father. Women, however, disclosed 
more towards all four targets, and significantly so towards father and mother.  

In friendships, significant differences between the genders were only shown 
when separating by disclosure topic and disclosure target. In the case of different-
gender friends, only the area of family matters was significant, and for all other 
thematic areas no significant differences could be observed. Disclosure to one’s 
closest friend of the same gender, however, revealed a different picture: female 
students shared significantly more than male students in the areas of emo-
tions/emotional experiences, familial matters, and things having to do with their 
physical appearance (material self). Yet they disclosed significantly less than male 
students to their closest friends of the same gender in regard to matters of sexuality.  

Disclosure was highest towards same-gender friends as opposed to different-
gender friends, mother, and father in all cases. Another of Enomoto’s findings is that, 
for male students, their same-gender friend was the only primary self-disclosure 
target, while female students also disclosed quite strongly towards their mothers. 
Male students even disclosed more readily towards different-gender friends than 
towards their mothers (Enomoto 1987: 94-95; 1997: 27-37).  

Among friends, topics such as hobbies were readily disclosed, while topics of 
less open disclosure were sexuality, personal relationships with other people, and 
family matters (Enomoto 1997: 30-32). Enomoto concludes that women show a 
tendency towards higher disclosure, as western literature would suggest—however, 
factors such as type of relationship and topic of conversation make the matter more 
complex and call for more research (ibid.: 99). 

More recent findings support the assumption that women’s self-disclosure in Ja-
pan is significantly higher than that of men, such as the work of Shimakura and 
Miyamoto (2013) who also look at disclosure depth. They used a scale developed by 
Niwa and Maruno (2010) to measure disclosure depth. The first level only covers 
hobbies and other superficial (mainly descriptive) information about the self that can 
still help in creating topics of conversation and promote relationship development. 
The second level of disclosure-depth covers the broad range of difficult experiences 
and how they were overcome. The third level includes foibles and weaknesses which 
are not defining or unchangeable and are generally not expected to induce a final 
negative judgment by the other party. Finally, the fourth and deepest level of self-
disclosure identified by Niwa and Maruno (2010) concerns negative or inferior 
character traits and abilities (or lack thereof). These last two deeper levels of disclo-
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sure are more readily shared with closer friends as opposed to other types of friends 
(Takeda et al. 2012). In the study by Shimakura and Miyamoto (2013), female 
students reported greater self-disclosure than their male colleagues for all four levels.  

Takeuchi (2010: 20-22) found another interesting gender effect. She analysed 
self-disclosure to three different types of friends: close friends, ‘normal friends,’ and 
acquaintance-like friends. There was no significant gender effect in regard to self-
disclosure towards acquaintance-like friends but, for the other two types, women 
disclosed more than men in same-gender friendships. When looking at the case of 
close different-gender friendships, however, males’ disclosure was significantly 
greater than that of females. No significant differences were observed for the other 
two types of different-gender friendships. Thus, overall, male students’ self-
disclosure towards their female friends was greater than vice versa. 

It can be said that Japanese research of self-disclosure largely supports the notion 
that female students’ disclosure is higher than that of their male colleagues, particu-
larly in the case of same-gender friendships and concerning some specific topics. 
However, there are also topics and friendship constellations where evidence exists 
for men’s disclosure to be similar or even greater than that of women. 

In research on self-disclosure the use of modern communication technology has 
become a primary focus of attention, both in Japan and elsewhere (Ledbetter et al. 
2011; Rains et al. 2014; Rains and Brunner 2018; Ue and Horiuchi 2012). In a study 
conducted in Taiwan, female bloggers’ disclosure was found to be higher than that 
by male bloggers in everyday life, while these differences disappeared in front of 
online audiences (Tang and Wang 2012). A similar study argued that the internet is 
becoming a place of self-disclosure for Japanese students, where differences based 
on gender do not matter as much as in face-to-face disclosure situations because it is 
easier for men to disclose more online. With the exception of societal topics, this 
study reported only small or hardly any differences in men’s and women’s self-
disclosure in regard to such topics as family matters, everyday life, and relationships 
with people of the opposite gender (Noguchi 2011: 124). 

Based on the results presented above, the present study wants to contribute to a 
more reliable view of the interrelation of self-disclosure and gender in close friend-
ships with a focus on Japan. One strategy used to improve on the reliability of extant 
research was the application of two separate measures of self-disclosure. In carrying 
out this study, I also pay heed to the ever changing nature of social codes of com-
munication as well as gender relations. Furthermore, the sample used here is greater 
than in almost all of the studies that have so far been conducted in Japan and else-
where. 



Fankhauser, Peter (2018)  
Novel Findings on Gender Differences in Self-Disclosure 

9 

 

Method 

The data used here were collected at a public university in Tōkyō prefecture from 
May to June 2015. Cooperating teaching personnel were asked to devote lecture-
time to the conduction of the survey. Students were informed that the survey was 
about friendships and part of a Master’s thesis in Japanese studies. 617 question-
naires were distributed of which 538 were returned, with the number of respondents 
per class ranging from 12 to 157 (15 classes in total). Out of these, 479 were suffi-
ciently completed for analysis, amounting to a response rate of 77.6 per cent. 

Research Design 

The questionnaire asked respondents to report on the relationships to their closest 
female friend and their closest male friend. A third section was included to account 
for a third friend who did not identify with either gender, but few respondents made 
use of this section, which is the reason it is not separately considered here. 

As a unique characteristic of the present study, two measures of self-disclosure 
were used. One, which was taken from a study by Schug et al. (2010), is a short five-
item measure that draws on conventional measures of self-disclosure and was creat-
ed in a process involving both US and Japanese focus groups (henceforth, measure 
A). The second measure used in this study (henceforth, measure B) is the Self-
Disclosure Index by Miller et al. (1983), which consists of ten items and has been 
applied to various research designs (e.g., Fisher and Choi 2013; Kito 2005; Sprecher 
and Hendrick 2004).  

Due to the mutual influence (reciprocity) between intimacy and degree of self-
disclosure noted in the literature, a measure of subjective closeness was also includ-
ed into the research design, as was a measure of trust in the stability of the friendship. 
As explained above, self-disclosure, especially at deeper levels, can make the dis-
closer vulnerable. Taking this risk is likely connected to how safe one feels in a 
certain relationship and how stable one considers it to be, which is why association 
effects between these variables and self-disclosure are investigated. All of these 
associations will be controlled for possible gender differences. 

Measures 

Measure A asked about the likeliness of respondents sharing with their specific close 
friend: “a) their biggest secret, b) their most embarrassing experience, c) their 
greatest failure, d) their greatest worry, and e) the worst thing that ever happened to 
them” (Schug et al. 2010: 1472). Answer options ranged from “not very likely” to 
“extremely likely” on a five-point scale.  
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Measure B asked how often respondents shared certain information with their 
respective close friend. The topics were: a) one’s personal habits; b) things done in 
the past for which one feels guilty; c) things one would not do in public; d) one’s 
deepest feelings; e) what one likes or dislikes about oneself; f) what is important to 
one’s life; g) what is important for one’s identity (i.e., being oneself); h) the things 
one most fears; i) things one holds pride in; and j) one’s close relationships with 
other people. Responses ranged from “not at all” to “fairly often” on a five-point 
scale. Thus, while measure A asks for likelihood of target-specific disclosure, 
measure B asks for respondents’ actual disclosure situations. 

Both measures of self-disclosure used in this study refer to fairly intimate topics 
of conversation. Rather than breadth of self-disclosure, there is a focus on ‘deep’ 
disclosure topics. This is especially the case for measure A with its focus on rather 
negative content. The topics would most likely fall into the fourth and deepest level 
of self-disclosure according to Niwa and Maruno (2010). Measure B is broader and 
less ‘negative’ in its choice of topics—although most of the ten items are very 
personal.  

As suggested by the creators of the scales, non-weighted indices were created 
and then normalised to result in quasi-continuous variables from 1 to 5. Both 
measures proved to be highly reliable for both disclosure to same-gender friend (A: 
α = .86, n = 474; B: α = .87, n = 468) and different-gender friend (A: α = .85, n = 
411; B: α = .86, n = 412).  

Similarly to Schug et al. (2010), the present study made use of the Subjective 
Closeness Index by Berscheid et al. (1989), with minor adaptions. The measure used 
here consists of two items that ask the respondents to indicate the degree of close-
ness with their friend a) in comparison with all of their other friendships and b) in 
comparison with what they know about other people’s friendships. The ten-point 
unipolar scales of the original measure were replaced with 97mm visual analogue 
scales (a straight line with labelled endpoints, on which respondents made a mark). 
Only the combined measure (ranging from 0 to 97) will be discussed. 

The item of Trust in friendship stability, also using a visual analogue scale as de-
scribed above, asks the respondents how likely they believe their friendships will 
still be the same ten years later.  

Additionally, respondents were asked to name the one person with whom they 
could talk about anything (or the person who comes closest to this ideal) to deter-
mine their preferred target of disclosure. This item is called the Primary target of 
self-disclosure.  

Sample 

The sample consists of 479 students from a Japanese public university in Tōkyō 
prefecture 東京都. The respondents were, on average, 19.45 years old (SD = 1.861) 
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at the time of the survey. Male respondents were slightly older (19.66 years; SD = 
2.184) than their female colleagues (19.15 years; SD = 1.185) and thus also further 
advanced in their university education. Table 1 shows the respondents’ distribution 
by gender and year of study at the university. 
 

Table 1: Respondents by gender and year of study at the university 

  
Year at university 

Total 1st year 2nd year 3rd year  4th year  
and above 

Gender Male 98 108 60 18 284 
Female 92 57 33 11 193 
FtX2 1 1 0 0 2 

 Total 191 166 93 29 479 
Source: Fankhauser 2017: 44. 

 
The few graduate students who took part in the survey were combined with senior 
undergraduates into the fourth category. As can be realised, the proportion of men is 
considerably higher in this sample (male: 59.7 per cent; female: 40.3 per cent) and 
representativity in respect to gender cannot be assumed. Only nine respondents were 
non-Japanese citizens.  

Analysis 

In this section, individual items from both measures of self-disclosure as well as the 
combined indices are reported and compared by gender. For reasons of comprehen-
sibility, these results are separated by measure and disclosure target. Means for 
subjective closeness and trust in the durability of the friendship are also reported. 
Lastly, correlation results are presented. All variables are tested for gender differ-
ences using group comparison.3 
 

                                                        
2 There were only two respondents who defined themselves as anything other than ‘male’ or 
‘female,’ namely ‘FtX.’ These cases, given their small number, are not considered separately here. 
3 As for the interpretation of effect sizes, rules proposed by Cohen (1988) and Evans (1996) have 
been applied. For non-parametric group comparisons: r = .10-.29 is considered “small”; r = .30-.49 
is considered “medium”; and r ≥ .5 is considered “large.” Associations produced by correlation 
analysis is interpreted as following: .00-.19 = “very weak”; .20-.39 = “weak”; .40-.59 = “moder-
ate”; .60-.79 = “strong”; .80-1.0 = “very strong.” Statistical Analysis was conducted using IBM 
SPSS Statistics 19. 
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Self-Disclosure and Gender Differences by Type of Friendship: Measure A 

Table 2 depicts mean responses to self-disclosure measure A by respondent’s gender 
and in the case of same-gender friendships. The five topics of self-disclosure are 
those surveyed also by Schug et al. (2010); however, no comparable overview was 
published in their study which included more than twenty-nine female respondents.  
 

Table 2: Self-disclosure to same-gender friend by topic: Means (Measure A) 

Items Male Female 
N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Your biggest secret 282 3.04 1.40 192 2.61 1.47 
Your most embarrassing experience 282 3.52 1.27 192 3.19 1.41 
Your greatest failure 282 3.65 1.21 192 3.37 1.37 
Your greatest worry 282 3.32 1.33 192 3.43 1.40 
The worst thing that ever happened to you 282 3.67 1.18 192 3.51 1.29 
Respondents were asked: “Do you speak to this friend about the following topics? Please assess 
how likely that is?” Answers were given on a five-point scale with the labels “Not likely” (1) and 
“Extremely likely” (5) attached on either side.  
Source: Fankhauser 2017: 45. 

 
Both men and women would most readily talk about the worst thing that ever hap-
pened to them. Their biggest secret was the topic least likely to be disclosed. Statis-
tically significant differences based on Mann-Whitney U-tests can be seen in Figure 
1 (marked with asterisks).  
 

Figure 1: Self-disclosure to same-gender friend by topic: Gender differences (Measure A) 

 
Note: *: p < .05, **: p < .01, ***: p < .001; Source: Fankhauser 2017: 55. 
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U-tests yield significant gender differences in self-disclosure for three out of these 
five topics. Female respondents deemed it significantly less likely than men to 
disclose to their closest same-gender friend when it came to their biggest secret (u = 
22568.0, p = .002, r = .145), their most embarrassing experience (u = 23711.0, p 
= .018, r = .109), and their greatest failure (u = 24200.5, p = .042, r = .093). No 
significant differences were found for the other two items. Judging from the small 
effect sizes reported here, the influence of gender appears to be limited. 
 

Table 3: Self-disclosure to different-gender friend by topic: Means (Measure A) 

Items Male Female 
N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Your biggest secret 244 2.52 1.38 169 1.94 1.12 
Your most embarrassing Experience 243 2.89 1.34 169 2.46 1.36 
Your greatest failure 244 3.11 1.31 169 2.65 1.40 
Your greatest worry 244 3.02 1.32 169 2.63 1.40 
The worst thing that ever happened to you 243 3.23 1.26 169 2.77 1.36 
See Table 2. Source: Fankhauser 2017: 46. 

 
In Table 3, mean values of self-disclosure in different-gender friendships are report-
ed. Here too, one’s worst experience is the topic most readily shared, whereas one’s 
biggest secret is least likely to be disclosed by male and female students alike.  
 

Figure 2: Self-disclosure to different-gender friend by topic: Gender differences (Measure A) 

 
Note: *: p < .05, **: p < .01, ***: p < .001. Source: Fankhauser 2017: 56. 
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However, as shown in Figure 2, significant gender differences can be found for all 
five topics. Female students find it significantly less likely than male students to 
disclose to their different-gender friend: their biggest secret (u = 15820.0, p < .001, r 
= .206); their most embarrassing experience (u = 16788.0, p = .001, r = .159); their 
greatest failure (u = 16635.5, p = .001, r = .168); their greatest worry (u = 17351.0, p 
= .005, r = .138); and the worst thing that ever happened to them (u = 16500.0, p 
= .001, r = .171). Effect sizes are slightly and non-significantly greater for different-
gender friendships. 

Self-Disclosure and Gender Differences by Type of Friendship: Measure B 

In the case of measure B, viz. the ten-item Self-Disclosure Index by Miller et al. 
(1983), significant effects of gender and type of relationship can be observed as well. 
In Table 4, means and standard deviation are reported for same-gender friendships. 
 

Table 4: Self-disclosure to same-gender friend by topic: Means (Measure B) 

Items Male Female 
N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Your personal habits 282 4.03 0.97 192 4.08 0.92 
Things you have done in the past  
which you feel guilty about 282 3.52 1.25 191 3.12 1.16 

Things you wouldn't do in public 282 3.57 1.28 191 3.21 1.15 
Your deepest feelings 282 3.49 1.27 192 3.63 1.12 
What you like and dislike about yourself 282 3.35 1.28 191 3.37 1.17 
What is important to you and your life 282 3.65 1.13 191 3.82 1.00 
What is important for you to be you 282 3.21 1.30 192 3.03 1.29 
The things you most fear 282 3.22 1.31 192 2.91 1.29 
Things you hold pride in 282 3.46 1.23 191 3.02 1.14 
Your close relationships with other people 282 3.65 1.14 191 3.37 1.12 
Respondents were asked: ‘To what degree do you talk to this friend about the following topics? 
Please circle the most appropriate answer.’ Possible answers were given on a five-point scale, 
ranging from ‘Not at all’ (1) to ‘Fairly often’ (5).  
Source: Fankhauser 2017: 47. 

 
Among the topics proposed by Miller et al. (1983), both male and female students’ 
average scores are highest for the item “my personal habits.” High levels of disclo-
sure relative to the other topics are also reported for the item “What is important to 
you and your life.” For male students, self-disclosure about their close relationships 
with other people is equally high. For the female respondents, “your deepest feel-
ings” is found to be the third most-frequently disclosed topic, whereas this item 
ranks sixth in the case of their male colleagues.  

The topics least frequently shared with same-gender close friends are “The things 
you most fear” (women) and “What is important for you to be you” (men). Female 
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students also report low scores of self-disclosure for “things you hold pride in” and 
things from the past which they feel guilty about.  
 

Figure 3: Self-disclosure to same-gender friend by topic: Gender differences (Measure B) 

 
Note: *: p < .05, **: p < .01, ***: p < .001. Source: Fankhauser 2017: 57. 

 
Figure 3 shows average responses and statistically significant gender differences 
using measure B. In order to provide a better overview, results of the Mann-Whitney 
U-tests are reported in Table 5. Although the U-test uses ranks, means are reported 
instead of the median, as the former are more suited to give a view of the differences. 

There are gender differences in self-disclosure to same-gender friend for half of 
the ten topics included in the index. These topics are guilt-inducing experiences of 
the respondents (r = .173), things they would not do in public (r = .156), things they 
most fear (r = .118), things they hold pride in (r = .191), and their close relationships 
with other people (r = .126). All of the observed effects indicate lower self-
disclosure on the part of female students. For the remaining five of the included 
topics, no gender differences were observed. 
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Table 5: Gender differences in self-disclosure to same-gender friends: Group comparison  
(Measure B) 

Items Male Female U-test p N r 
Your personal habits 4.03 4.08 26536.5 .693 474 .018 
Things you have done in the 
past which you feel guilty 
about*** 

3.52 3.12 21619.5 .000 473 .173 

Things you wouldn't do in 
public** 3.57 3.21 22134.0 .001 473 .156 

Your deepest feelings 3.49 3.63 25726.0 .342 474 .044 
What you like and dislike 
about yourself 3.35 3.37 26725.0 .992 471 .001 

What is important to you and 
your life 3.65 3.82 24958.0 .157 473 .065 

What’s important for you to be 
you 3.21 3.03 24913.0 .131 474 .069 

The things you most fear* 3.22 2.91 23384.0 .010 474 .118 
Things you hold pride in*** 3.46 3.02 21021.5 .000 473 .191 
Your close relationships with 
other people** 3.65 3.37 23066.5 .006 473 .126 

Note: *: p < .05, **: p < .01, ***: p < .001. Source: Fankhauser 2017: 57. 
 
On the other hand, there is no indication of gender differences in same-gender 
friendships when it comes to students talking about their habits, deepest feelings, 
things they like or dislike about themselves, or things important to them or which 
they consider to define themselves. 
 

Table 6: Self-disclosure to different-gender friend by topic: Means (Measure B) 

Items Male Female 
N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Your personal habits 245 3.70 1.07 169 3.26 1.19 
Things you have done in the past  
which you feel guilty about 245 2.94 1.21 169 2.61 1.21 

Things you wouldn't do in public 245 2.80 1.17 169 2.49 1.12 
Your deepest feelings 245 3.25 1.27 169 2.79 1.29 
What you like and dislike about  
yourself 244 3.25 1.22 169 2.88 1.20 

What is important to you and  
your life 245 3.60 1.07 169 3.21 1.17 

What’s important for you to be you 245 2.93 1.22 168 2.70 1.17 
The things you most fear 245 2.80 1.27 169 2.57 1.22 
Things you hold pride in 245 3.23 1.18 169 2.66 1.12 
Your close relationships with  
other people 245 3.34 1.16 169 2.85 1.21 

See Table 4. Source: Fankhauser 2017: 47. 
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Table 6 shows average scores of self-disclosure to different-gender friend by topic, 
as assessed using measure B. Among the ten topics included, both genders reported 
to be sharing most about their personal habits, as well as those things that are im-
portant to them and their lives. Topics of comparatively little disclosure were “things 
you wouldn’t do in public,” as well as “the things you most fear.”  

Figure 4 displays gender differences, and more detailed results of the U-tests are 
reported in Table 7: 
 

Figure 4: Self-disclosure to different-gender friend by topic: Gender differences (Measure B)  
 

 
Note: *: p < .05, **: p < .01, ***: p < .001. Source: Fankhauser 2017: 58. 

 
Significant gender differences are observed for all except one topic in different-
gender friendships. No significant difference is found in respondents’ assessment of 
how much they talked about things they most feared. For all of the remaining nine 
items, male students’ self-disclosure to their close different-gender friend is signifi-
cantly higher.  



18 Vienna Journal of East Asian Studies 
 

 

Table 7: Gender differences in self-disclosure to different-gender friends: Group comparison 
(Measure B) 

Items Male Female U-test p N r 
Your personal habits 3.70 3.26 16299.0 .000 414 .189 
Things you have done in the 
past which you feel guilty 
about*** 

2.94 2.61 17521.0 .006 414 .134 

Things you wouldn't do in 
public** 2.80 2.49 17603.0 .007 414 .132 

Your deepest feelings 3.25 2.79 16590.0 .000 414 .174 
What you like and dislike 
about yourself 3.25 2.88 17095.0 .002 413 .149 

What is important to you and 
your life 3.60 3.21 16733.0 .001 414 .169 

What’s important for you to be 
you 2.93 2.70 18312.0 .050 413 .096 

The things you most fear* 2.80 2.57 18560.5 .066 414 .090 
Things you hold pride in*** 3.23 2.66 14998.5 .000 414 .241 
Your close relationships with 
other people** 3.34 2.85 15967.0 .000 414 .200 

Note: *: p < .05, **: p < .01, ***: p < .001. Source: Fankhauser 2017: 58. 

Gender Difference in the Self-Disclosure Indices 

The above tables and figures show the results for each item included in the two self-
disclosure measures separately. As already mentioned, both batteries of items on 
self-disclosure are used to create non-weighted additive indices. In Table 8, means 
for these indices towards both same-gender and different-gender friends are reported.  
 

Table 8: Indices of self-disclosure by disclosure target and gender of respondent 

Measure of 
self-

disclosure 
Disclosure target 

Male Female 

N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Measure A Same-gender friend 282 3.44 1.02 192 3.22 1.11 
Different-gender friend 242 2.96 1.02 169 2.49 1.07 

Measure B Same-gender friend 280 3.52 0.86 188 3.36 0.71 
Different-gender friend 244 3.18 0.74 165 2.80 0.81 

Source: Fankhauser 2017: 48. 
 
Using measure A, mean responses ranged from 2.49 to 3.44, whereas the lowest 
average is reported for female students’ disclosure to their close friends of a differ-
ent-gender and highest is reported for male students’ disclosure to friends of the 
same sex. Similar results are found in the case of measure B, where means range 
from 2.80 to 3.52.  



Fankhauser, Peter (2018)  
Novel Findings on Gender Differences in Self-Disclosure 

19 

 

In the case of the combined index of measure A, the greater disclosure of male 
students only approaches significance in same-gender friendships (u = 24325.5, p 
= .060). In different-gender friendships, however, this difference is highly signifi-
cant (u = 15191, p < .001). As for measure B, men scored significantly higher than 
women for both same-gender (u = 23341, p = .038) and different-gender friendships 
(u = 14758.5, p < .001). Yet, here too, the finding is more robust in the case of 
different-gender friendships. 

Differences in Overall Self-Disclosure by Disclosure-Target 

Self-disclosure as measured with both indices was also compared by disclosure 
target. Due to the non-normal distribution of the data, Wilcoxon signed-rank tests 
were conducted, indicating that self-disclosure was lower to different-gender than to 
same-gender friends when using both measure A (z = -11.021, p < .001, r = .384) 
and measure B (z = -11.137, p < .001, r = .390), with medium effect sizes. 

Wilcoxon tests were also conducted after separating the respondents by gender. 
Results for measure A are highly significant both for men (z = -7.592, p < .001) and 
women (z = -8.065, p < .001), with higher disclosure in same-gender friendships. 
Using measure B produces similar results for male (z = -7.849, p < .001) and female 
students (z = -7.977, p < .001). Results for both indices show greater effect sizes in 
the case of female students (r = .439 and r = .439 respectively), as opposed to their 
male colleagues (r = .345 and r = .356 respectively). Thus, both male and female 
students share more with their same-gender friends than with their different-gender 
ones. Additionally, there is indication that this difference is greater in the case of 
female students. In this regard, measures A and B yield quite similar results. 

Gender Difference in Other Main Variables 

Subjective closeness: In Table 9, average scores of the Subjective Closeness Index 
(calculated from two items) are reported. On a scale from 0 to 97, the subjective 
closeness felt to same-gender friend was assessed with an average of 75.03 by male 
students and 75.12 by female students. In different-gender friendships these means 
were at 60.63 and 56.68, respectively.  
 

Table 9: Subjective closeness by type of relationship and respondent’s gender: Means 

Subjective Closeness Index Male Female 
N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Same-gender friendship 278 75.03 14.26 189 75.12 13.53 
Different-gender friendship 240 60.63 20.80 165 56.68 22.60 

Source: Fankhauser 2017: 51.  
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No significant gender difference in subjective closeness is found in the case of same-
gender friendships, and only a negligible difference can be identified in the case of 
different-gender friendships (u = 17529.0, p = .050, r = .097). Both male and female 
students consider their most intimate same-gender friendship to be significantly 
closer than their most intimate different-gender friendship (male: z = 9.280, p < .001, 
r = .424; female: z = -8.344, p < .001, r = .462). 

Trust in friendship stability: Table 10 shows respondents’ average trust in friend-
ship stability by gender and type of friendship. Respondents were asked to assess the 
likelihood that their friendships would still be the same after ten years. On a scale 
from 0 to 97, where the latter expresses the highest likelihood of still being friends 
ten years later, male students reported an average of 76.68 in respect to their best 
same-gender friend and 54.14 in respect to their best different-gender friend. In the 
case of female students, these averages were quite similar at 76.69 and 52.83, re-
spectively. 
 

Table 10: Trust in friendship stability by type of relationship and respondent’s gender: Means 

Trust in friendship stability Male Female 
N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Same-gender friendship 279 76.68 19.05 192 76.69 19.62 
Different-gender friendship 241 54.14 27.67 167 50.95 28.98 

Source: Fankhauser 2017: 52. 

 
Group comparison revealed no significant effect of respondents’ gender. However, 
type of friendship—that is, whether the respondent is considering a same-gender or a 
different-gender friendship—did make a substantial and statistically significant 
difference. Wilcoxon tests showed that male students (z = -10.483, p < .001, r 
= .477) as well as their female colleagues (z = -8.766, p < .001, r = .480) clearly 
displayed higher confidence in a stable friendship when talking about same-gender 
friends (as opposed to different-gender friends). 

79.8 per cent of male students and 75.4 per cent of female students reported that 
the person to whom they most readily disclosed information was their best same-
gender friend. 14.2 per cent of male students and 8.2 per cent of female students 
chose their different-gender friend instead (see Table 11). Among the 6.0 per cent of 
male and 16.4 per cent of female respondents who chose somebody other than the 
above two, most considered it to be either their mother, a sibling, or their boy-
friend/girlfriend.  
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Table 11: Primary disclosure targets 

  
  

 
Primary disclosure target (%) 

 

N Same-gender friend Different-gender friend Somebody else 

Male 267 79.8% (213) 14.2% (38) 6.0% (16) 

Female 183 75.4% (138) 8.2% (15) 16.4% (30) 

Total 450 78.0%(351) 11.8%(52) 10.2%(46) 
Source: Fankhauser 2017: 53. 

 
Overall, these findings support the dominant view in existing literature on students’ 
self-disclosure, i.e., that disclosure in this stage of life is generally greatest to same-
gender friends as opposed to different-gender friends or family members, and that 
this is especially the case for men (e.g., Jourard 1971b; Enomoto 1987 and 1997). 

Intercorrelations  

In this section, intercorrelations of the variables presented above are reported. All 
procedures are non-parametric correlations according to Spearman. Similar to the 
above discussion, results are reported separately by type of friendship and respond-
ent’s gender.  

Same-Gender Friendships 

Table 12 reports correlation coefficients for same-gender friendships between self-
disclosure measure A and measure B, subjective closeness, and respondent’s trust in 
the durability of the friendship. All associations are positive, meaning that greater 
subjective closeness as well as greater trust in the durability of the friendship are 
likely to be found in relationships with greater self-disclosure. 
 

Table 12: Association effects in same-gender friendships 

Variable MALE (n = 280) FEMALE (n = 192) 

(2) (3) (4) (2) (3) (4) 

Measure A (1) .676*** .431*** .415*** .615*** .411*** .421*** 

Measure B (2) -- .438*** .360*** -- .347*** .278*** 
Subjective close-

ness (3)  -- .626***  -- .546*** 
Trust in friendship 

stability (4)   --   -- 
Source: Fankhauser 2017: 64. 
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It is evident that the two measures of self-disclosure correlate strongly in both the 
male and female sample but they are not identical. Measure A is moderately associ-
ated with subjective closeness as well as trust in friendship stability for men and 
women. However, the association between measure B and subjective closeness is 
below the ‘moderate’ threshold of the female sample, as is the case for this measure 
of self-disclosure and its association to trust in friendship stability regardless of 
gender.  

Subjective closeness and trust in friendship stability are strongly correlated for 
male same-gender friendships and moderately correlated in friendships between 
women. The results also imply that trust in friendship stability and subjective close-
ness are two concepts that are strongly related. Calculation of Fisher’s z showed that 
none of the gender differences in the correlation coefficients were statistically 
significant. 

Different-Gender Friendships 

Similar results are found in the case of close different-gender friendships. Table 13 
shows correlation coefficients after separating by respondents’ gender. Again, the 
different measures of self-disclosure are strongly correlated.  
 

Table 13: Association effects in different-gender friendships 

Variable MALE (n = 280) FEMALE (n = 192) 

(2) (3) (4) (2) (3) (4) 

Measure A (1) .603*** .426*** .343*** .701*** .387*** .416*** 

Measure B (2) -- .553*** .450*** -- .497*** .521*** 
Subjective close-

ness (3)  -- .631***  -- .687*** 
Trust in friendship 

stability (4)   --   -- 
Source: Fankhauser 2017: 66. 

 
Subjective closeness is moderately associated with measure A in the case of men 
and weakly in the case of women. As for measure B, this association is moderate for 
both gender groups. Trust in friendship stability is weakly associated with measure 
A in the case of men, whereas a moderate association can be found for female 
students. Using measure B, the correlation is moderate for both genders. 

The close connection between subjective closeness and trust in friendship stabil-
ity is replicated in the case of different-gender friendships—here the association is 
strong among female respondents as well. As tests for Fischer’s z reveal, none of the 
differences between the coefficients for male and female students are significant. 
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It was also tested whether association effects differed significantly from each 
other by disclosure target, that is, type of friendship. In this regard only one finding 
can be reported: in the case of female friendships, the association between trust in 
friendship stability and subjective closeness was significantly stronger in different-
gender than same-gender friendships (z = -2.14, p = .032). 

Discussion 

Most studies regarding self-disclosure and gender differences in Japan conclude (or, 
indeed, depart from the assumption) that women’s disclosure is greater than men’s 
(Enomoto 1987 and 1997; Shimakura and Miyamoto 2013). There are some excep-
tions indicating that women’s disclosure is only greater in same-gender friend-
ships—or which find hardly any gender differences at all. One study found that 
women’s disclosure was lower than men’s in different-gender friendships (Takeuchi 
2010). However, I am not aware of any research as clearly indicating higher self-
disclosure by men as the present study in both close same-gender and close differ-
ent-gender friendships. 

Male students reported significantly higher self-disclosure in different-gender 
friendships, regardless of measure of self-disclosure. Yet, even in close same-gender 
friendships, men’s self-disclosure as measured by the Self-Disclosure Index (meas-
ure B) was significantly greater in this study. When using self-disclosure measure A, 
this gender effect only approached significance; but, here too, whenever individual 
items yielded significant differences, it was always men’s disclosure which was 
higher. This effect was not limited to subjects stereotypically defined as ‘masculine’ 
or even ‘neutral’ (for terminology, cf. Derlega et al. 1981). Female students were 
less likely than male students to share information about their secrets, embarrassing 
experiences, and failures in same-gender friendships. In the case of different-gender 
friendships, women’s self-disclosure was lower also for the remaining two topics of 
this measure: the students’ greatest worries and worst experiences. 

The analysis of the ten items of measure B produced similar results. In the case 
of same-sex friendships, no gender differences were found for five out of ten topics, 
including “Your deepest feelings” and “What you like and dislike about yourself.” 
For those five topics where gender differences were found, including “Things you 
hold pride in” and “Your close relationships with other people,” men’s disclosure 
was always higher. This alone indicates a lack of support for the traditional finding 
that women’s disclosure is greater in same-gender friendships and especially when 
talking about emotions (e.g., Enomoto 1987). In different-gender friendships, men’s 
disclosure was greater in nine out of ten topics, now also including “Your deepest 
feelings.” Thus, even when considering a subject typically given the label ‘femi-
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nine,’ men reported significantly higher disclosure. Overall, effect sizes of gender 
tended to be non-significantly greater in the case of different-gender friendships. 

The other two aspects included in this analysis—trust in friendship stability and 
subjective closeness felt towards the friend—yielded no overall gender differences. 
Men and women alike felt significantly closer to their same-gender friend and 
considered this relationship more likely to remain unchanged over time than with 
regard to their different-gender friend(s). Regarding the degree of closeness felt 
within the friendship, no significant differences were found irrespective of type of 
friendship, thus confirming early results (e.g., Caldwell and Peplau 1982). 

Correlation analysis showed that these two variables were weakly to moderately 
associated with the two measures of self-disclosure, supporting both the reciprocity 
of disclosure and intimacy, as well as the notion that a safe sharing environment (i.e., 
a stable friendship) is positive for disclosure. The slight differences in effect size 
between the genders were not consistent across the two measures of self-disclosure. 
This can be taken as an indication that neither subjective closeness nor trust in 
relationship stability offer a good explanation for gender differences in self-
disclosure. Nevertheless, the two variables are strongly correlated in three out of 
four subgroups by gender of respondent and type of relationship. From this, one can 
infer that intimacy and the faith in a lasting friendship are very much intertwined. As 
for the connection between the two measures of disclosure themselves, correlation 
analysis revealed that they were strongly associated but still, to a certain degree, 
seemed to measure different aspects of self-disclosure. 

The overall differences in self-disclosure summed up above suggest that a greater 
barrier inhibiting self-disclosure exists for female students as opposed to their male 
colleagues—and this barrier seems to be felt by female students particularly in 
friendships with different-gender persons. Differently put, men seem to be less 
restricted in their disclosure-behaviour than women in this regard, much opposed to 
the common explanations in self-disclosure research. The present study may be an 
example reflecting changes taking place in the way young Japanese men and women 
communicate and interact with each other in friendships. It could be taken as a 
potential indication of a dissolution of traditional gendered behavioural patterns in 
this particular relationship constellation.  

At the very least, the traditional gender roles which served as an explanation for 
women’s greater self-disclosure in the works of Jourard (1971b) and Enomoto 
(1987; 1997) cannot explain the results found in this study. In their view, men are 
socialised in a way that would make them more prone to abstain from intimate 
disclosure in comparison to women. The normative image of manhood—defining 
men as silent and unemotional—and the presupposition that women are talkative and 
eager to share their emotions and information about themselves, which are discussed 
in these works, are not at all supported by the data in the present study.  
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This might have to do with the fact that images and lived experiences of mascu-
linity and femininity have become more diverse in present day Japan (McLelland 
and Dasgupta 2005; Iida 2005; Darling-Wolf 2004). There is also research indicat-
ing a diminishing of differences between gender roles and characteristics traditional-
ly regarded as masculine and feminine (Sugihara and Katsurada 2002). Drawing 
from the argument by Derlega et al. (1993: 43-50), who actually used it to explain 
the greater self-disclosure of women, socialisation processes within gendered sub-
cultures certainly play a role for disclosure behaviour. A subculture has its own 
norms and sanctions; and additionally, men and women might have different goals 
which motivate them to display varying degrees of self-disclosure (ibid.: 45).  

As Sugihara and Katsurada (1999: 637) state, “the findings in gender role studies 
conducted 10 or 15 years ago may not be relevant or applicable to the present day.” 
Young Japanese men today may be socialised in a fashion in which their disclosure 
is less sanctioned or more encouraged in same-gender and different-gender friend-
ships than it was the case at the time of Enomoto’s research. The slow dissolution of 
traditional gender stereotypes may have begun to ‘liberate’ young male students 
from having to appear “objective, striving, unsentimental, and emotionally unex-
pressive” (Jourard 1971a: 35) in social interactions. The results would also imply, 
however, that inhibiting factors of female self-disclosure are more present or have 
stayed more present in comparison to those of men. Hence, women’s subcultures in 
Japan might not have undergone the same change in this regard. For example, there 
is research indicating that mainstream media might have a stronger effect on the 
maintenance of traditional gender roles for women than they do for men (Saito 
2007). As Japan is still often labelled a “masculine cultural hegemony” (ibid.: 527), 
it is quite possible that men find themselves in a position where changing the rules 
which govern their modes of interaction poses fewer obstacles. Thus, interaction 
patterns (those treated here as well as others) might be more stable in the case of 
female students due to both internal and external reasons, and are also more likely to 
manifest themselves in different-gender relationships. 

One possible explanation for the lower self-disclosure of women to be more pro-
nounced in different-sex friendships is the idea that men and women have different 
reasons for avoiding self-disclosure. Rosenfeld et al. (1979: 72-73) have argued that 
disclosure-avoidance in men serves the purpose of maintaining control over a relation-
ship, whereas women choose to avoid self-disclosure in order to limit the chance of 
getting hurt and having personal problems which could arise in the relationship as a 
consequence of having disclosed. In a study comparing the self-disclosure of Ameri-
can and Japanese students, Kito (2005: 130) expands this argument by theorising that 
“women might perceive that there would be more personal hurt and problems if they 
were to self-disclose to men than if they were to self-disclosure to women.” In their 
meta-analysis of gender differences in self-disclosure Dindia and Allen (1992: 114) 
made the same assumption over a decade earlier. Yet neither study offers any reason 
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why this might be the case. The idea is backed up, however, by the finding that the 
gender of the disclosure target makes a greater difference for the disclosure of women 
in close (but also less intimate) friendships (Dolgin et al. 1991: 325). 

Interestingly enough, the finding by Dolgin et al. (1991) is supported in the pre-
sent thesis. Disclosure to same-gender and to different-gender friends differed 
significantly for both men and women, regardless of self-disclosure measure. And 
although the effect sizes do not seem to differ significantly between the genders, the 
greater disclosure of men was consistently found to be more pronounced in differ-
ent-sex friendships, where more topics revealed such an effect. However, whether 
this is due to the proposed explanation by Kito (2005) cannot be ascertained based 
on the present data. 

Returning to the consideration of social surroundings, it is possible that women 
are still socialised in a way that makes them cautious to disclose themselves to their 
male friends—in line with Kito’s reasoning (2005). As Moroi et al. (2010) have 
shown in a Japanese context, when individuals feel that intimacy is connected to a 
certain kind of risk, this has a detrimental effect on disclosure. This corresponds to 
the finding in this study that trust in friendship-stability and subjective closeness are 
more strongly associated with each other in female students’ different-gender friend-
ships (as opposed to same-gender ones). It implies that for female students a feeling 
of closeness towards a male friend is more readily established when there is greater 
trust in a lasting friendship, that is, when they believe that there was a smaller 
chance of personal hurt that might prove fatal to the relationship.  

It is also telling that the portion of male students who named their female friend 
as primary disclosure-target was twice as big as vice versa. This too might well have 
to do with a dissimilar firmness of social norms that apply to young men and women 
in contemporary Japanese society and the way they are expected to interact.  

Despite all these arguments, one limitation must be addressed in regard to the find-
ings presented here. Although the sample in this study is considerably larger than in 
most studies on self-disclosure both in a Japanese and an international context, the 
analysis is still based on a convenience sample and all respondents were recruited in 
one university campus. Other environments might foster different modes of interaction, 
and it is possible that the greater self-disclosure of male students is limited to this 
environment only. Nevertheless, this study at the very least indicates that patterns of 
self-disclosure and interpersonal communication in friendships can stray from tradi-
tionally gendered lines. In direct comparison to earlier research, these results hint at 
the possibility of changing gender roles in contemporary Japan. The parameters and 
norms assumed to influence communication styles of young men and women might be 
becoming less significant or changing altogether, although this process may not be 
identical or taking place at the same rate for all genders. The present study shows that 
it is still relevant to ask for manifestations and patterns of self-disclosure because the 
conditions influencing disclosure are constantly changing.  
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ABBREVIATIONS 

ESDQ Enomoto Self-Disclosure Questionnaire 
JSDQ Jourard Self-Disclosure Questionnaire 
US United States 

 
 

GLOSSARY 

Enomoto Hiroaki 榎本 博明 most prominent researcher on 
self-disclosure in Japan 

jiko kaiji 自己開示 self-disclosure, the sharing of 
information about the self 

Tōkyō-to 東京都 Tōkyō prefecture 


