
 

Study confirms that men and women tend to
adopt different navigation strategies
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When navigating in a known environment, men prefer to take shortcuts
to reach their destination more quickly, while women tend to use routes
they know. This is according to Alexander Boone of UC Santa Barbara
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in the US who is lead author of a study that investigated the different
ways in which men and women navigate. The research is published in
Springer's journal Memory & Cognition.

Boone and his colleagues set out to measure the navigation styles and
strategies used by men and women to reach a specific location in an area
that they know. The team conducted two experiments involving students
who performed tasks on a computer. In the first experiment, data were
analysed from 68 participants who familiarized themselves with the
layout of a maze including specific landmarks before having to find their
way through it from designated spots. They also completed
questionnaires which provided self-reported information about their
sense of direction, the strategies they believe they use to find their way,
and whether they often play video games.

The second experiment drew on data from 72 participants who used the
same computer software and hardware as in the first experiment.
However, this test involved using different versions of the maze: one
with distal landmarks such as trees in the background, and one without
distal markings. Boone and his team wanted to find out how men and
women used these markings when navigating.

"As predicted from previous research, these experiments showed that
men were more likely to take shortcuts and on average reached their goal
location faster than women. In contrast, female participants were more
likely to follow learned routes and wander," explains Boone. "In both
experiments, men were significantly more efficient than women, even
after controlling for the effects of strategy."

The study also confirmed the large difference in efficiency with which
men and women navigate which was measured by looking at the time it
took participants to reach the goal locations, and whether they reached it
by following a direct route or not. The participating men were better at
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this task and therefore reached the intended destination more quickly.
However, it is important to point out that these are differences in
average performance between men and women, and some women were
just as efficient as the best male performers.

"Overall, our research indicates that the sex difference in navigation
efficiency is large, and is partly related to navigation strategy," says
Boone.

According to Boone and his colleagues, when a person wanders it
suggests that he or she does not have adequate knowledge about the
specific landmarks in a certain area. He says that the finding that women
tend to wander more might reflect a possible inability on their part to
learn the layout of an area, at least with the amount of familiarization
they receive in this experiment.

"It is also possible that the sex difference in efficiency is due in part to
facility with the interface or navigation in virtual environments, as men
tend to spend more time playing video games," speculates Boone.

Therefore the researchers believe that it will be important in future
research to examine whether the same results are found when people
navigate in real environments, rather than virtual environments.

  More information: Alexander P. Boone et al, Sex differences in
navigation strategy and efficiency, Memory & Cognition (2018). DOI:
10.3758/s13421-018-0811-y
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