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Gender in Childhood 1

1 Introduction

Walking through a toy store with aisles awash in pink or blue toys, watching
a playground where the girls play in all-girl dyads and the boys play in all-boy
groups, and listening to an elementary school teacher’s greeting of “Good
morning, girls and boys!” only begin to highlight how important gender is in
children’s lives. For most children, gender is arguably the single most salient
and important social category in their lives. Gender is one of the first labels they
learn about themselves. By the time they are in preschool, children have
attitudes and stereotypes about how girls and boys should look, think, and
behave. Gender shapes how parents, teachers, and peers interact with individual
children. Yet much of the most meta-analytic research and research in neurosci-
ence suggests that there are few actual differences between girls and boys.
Furthermore, research shows that gender and gender identity are more complex
and fluid than previously thought. Although researchers have examined gender
development for more than sixty years — with one of the first books specifically
about gender roles edited by Eleanor Maccoby in 1966 called The Development
of Sex Differences (Maccoby, 1966) — research, with advances in neuroimaging,
advanced statistical designs, and international samples, has revealed how com-
plex gender development truly is.

In this Element, we offer an overview and review of the research on gender
development in childhood from a developmental science perspective. We first
define gender and contrast gender with the related concepts of sex and gender
identity. Second, we discuss how variations in cultural context shape gender
development around the world and how variations within gender groups add to
the complexity of gender identity development. Third, we discuss major theor-
etical perspectives in developmental science for studying child gender. Fourth,
we examine, using the latest meta-analytic evidence, differences and similar-
ities between girls and boys in their emotions and aggression, play and toys, and
cognitive skills. Fifth, we discuss the development of gender, gender identity,
and gender socialization throughout infancy, early childhood, and middle child-
hood. We will focus on what children know and how children think about
gender, how children learn about gender and gender stercotypes, and how
gender impacts the emotional, social, and academic development of children.
Last, we discuss future directions for the study of gender in childhood.

2 Defining Gender

Before describing the field of gender development, it is important to define
what we mean when we say gender and how gender and sex overlap and how
they are distinct. Throughout the developmental literature, gender and sex are
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2 Child Development

often used interchangeably to refer to children’s own gender identity, their sex
assigned at birth, others’ perceptions of children’s gender identity, as well as
behaviors and dress associated with gender (Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2011).
Although these terms are sometimes used interchangeably, they are distinct
constructs.

Biological sex refers to the categories of female and male determined by
chromosomes, hormones, and genitalia. Specifically, depending on the chromo-
some contributed by the father, a developing fetus typically (but not always) has
either two X chromosomes or an X and a Y chromosome. A gene on the short
arm of the Y chromosome triggers the development of the testes, which in turn
start secreting testosterone six weeks after conception. The testosterone (along
with anti-Miillerian hormone) leads the fetus to develop as a male. If the
Y chromosome is not present, it cannot override an important gene on the
X chromosome (called DAX1) that signals the body to create ovaries.
Without that override and the testes to produce testosterone, the fetus develops
into a female, with ovaries that produce estrogen. These genetic and hormonal
differences in utero lead to the development of sex-differentiated genitalia.
Observation of external genitalia is how doctors typically identify the sex of
the newborn infant, which is then recorded on the birth certificate. Although sex
has traditionally been viewed as a binary (either female or male), this binary
categorization is problematic and incomplete, as approximately 1 out of 100
infants are intersex, with some biological characteristics of males and some
biological characteristics of females. Furthermore, there are a host of genetic
and hormonal variations in which chromosomes do not always directly relate to
hormones, genitalia, or secondary sex characteristics.

In contrast to sex, gender refers to the “meanings that societies and individ-
uals ascribe to male and female categories” (Wood & Eagly, 2002, p. 699). An
examination of gender development requires attention to the culturally ascribed
meaning associated with gender and how individual children feel about that
meaning. Gender roles are the behaviors, attitudes, and personality traits that
are designated as either feminine or masculine in a given culture. Gender roles
often reflect gender stereotypes, or the beliefs and expectations people hold
about the typical characteristics, preferences, and behaviors of women/girls and
men/boys. In terms of gender, “feminine” and “masculine” are recognized as
independent and orthogonal continua, such that everyone has certain degrees of
feminine and masculine traits and qualities. Gender is often marked by percep-
tually salient and differentiated sociocultural cues, such as differences in hair
length, makeup, jewelry, or clothing. How individuals choose to communicate
their gender to others through clothing, hairstyles, and mannerisms is referred to
as their gender expression.
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Gender in Childhood 3

The concept of gender identity is more complex as it has been applied to
slightly different concepts over time. Early research in gender development
focused on how children learn their own gender and the gender labels of others,
a concept referred to as gender identity (e.g., Slaby & Frey, 1975). For example,
young children might be asked, when shown a girl doll or a boy doll, “Is this
a girl or a boy?” They can also be asked, “Are you a girl or a boy?” This ability
to identify one’s own gender (i.e., having an “accurate” gender identity) was
seen as the first step toward developing gender constancy, or the recognition that
one’s gender (as a function of one’s sex) is a stable, unchanging characteristic of
an individual (Kohlberg, 1966). Children first learn to identify their gender (e.g.,
“She is a girl” or “I am a boy”), followed by the more complicated tasks of
recognizing that gender is stable across time (e.g., “I am a boy and will also be
a boy when I grow up”) and gender consistency across situations (e.g., “I am
a boy and will still be a boy if I wear a dress”; Slaby & Frey, 1975).

More work has focused on the psychological meaning associated with gen-
der, a concept also termed gender identity. Egan and Perry (2001) proposed
a five-component model of gender identity, defined as individuals’ feelings
about their gender group, which consisted of (1) membership knowledge (i.e.,
knowledge of membership in a gender category); (2) gender typicality or
compatibility (i.e., how typical individuals feel for their gender); (3) felt pres-
sure to conform (i.e., how much individuals feel pressure to conform to trad-
itional gender norms stemming from parents and peers);, (4) gender
contentedness (i.e., how happy or content individuals are to be their gender);
and (5) intergroup bias (i.e., how much individuals believe that their gender is
superior to the other gender). This model of gender identity has been highly
influential in the field of gender development and helped highlight the ways in
which children may feel internal contentment with their gender and external
pressures to conform to gender norms. Martin and colleagues (2017) convin-
cingly argued that the concept of gender compatibility needed to be expanded to
recognize that an individual child could feel similar to their own gender but also
(orthogonally) feel similar to the other gender. The distinction between own and
other-gender similarity is important because, based on Egan and Perry’s model
of gender identity, it was unclear whether a child who felt low in gender
typicality simply felt low in similarity to their own gender, felt a greater
connection to the other gender (e.g., a girl who feels like a “tomboy”), or felt
no connection to gender at all. Thus, Martin and colleagues (2017) revised the
conception of gender identity to include an independent assessment of same-
gender similarity as well as other-gender similarity.

Last, the term gender identity has been used to describe an individual’s
psychological sense of being female or male (or both or neither). If an

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 162.221.219.67, on 13 Oct 2020 at 18:36:55, subject to the Cambridge Core
terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108874281



4 Child Development

individual’s gender identity is consistent with their sex labeled at birth (usually
based on external genitalia), they are referred to as cisgender; if their gender
identity is not consistent with their sex labeled at birth, they are referred to as
transgender. When equality and civil rights are discussed (e.g., when bills are
passed, or not, to ban discrimination on the basis of gender identity), or when the
acronym SOGIE (Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, and Expression) is used,
this form of gender identity is being referenced.

Some work has argued that sex and gender are so intertwined with one
another and with cultural and social norms that it is difficult to parse them
(for a review, see Hyde et al., 2019). Hyde and colleagues (2019) asserted that
the term gender/sex is more appropriate to account for this complexity. For
example, sex differences in neural development (typically seen as innate) may
be influenced by differential media exposure based on gender (a social phenom-
enon). The term gender/sex also aids in challenging the traditional gender
binary (Jordan-Young & Rumiati, 2012; van Anders, 2015). Current research
in the fields of neuroscience and behavioral endocrinology has refuted the
assertion of gender dimorphic brain and hormonal systems based on sex (Joel
et al., 2015; van Anders, Goldey, & Bell, 2014). Additionally, psychological
research has shown that children’s tendency to view gender as a sex-based
binary is not innate but instead a learned behavior that can be changed and
possibly eliminated (Bigler & Liben, 2007).

3 The Variation of Gender across Individuals, Families,
and Cultures

3.1 Diversity of Girls and Boys

Gender is a multidimensional construct that includes psychological, social, and
behavioral components (WHO, 2018). As such, it is unsurprising that there is
considerable individual diversity within gender categories. For example, there
is variation in gender identity (Temkin et al., 2017), and gender identity may or
may not fall within a female or male binary category. Unfortunately, even the
term transgender assumes a gender binary (Ocha, 2012). Children who do not fit
neatly within the binary distinctions of girl or boy may be described as non-
binary, gender-nonconforming, gender-expansive, genderqueer, or gender-
diverse. Evidence suggests that not conforming to rigid gender norms is rela-
tively common. Research from the 1990s indicated that 39 percent of girls and
23 percent of boys exhibited ten or more behaviors that are considered non-
conforming for their gender (Sandberg et al., 1993). A 2017 Harris Poll found
that almost one in eight young people identify as gender-nonconforming or
transgender.
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Gender in Childhood 5

Although research on gender development in transgender children has been
rare, this area of work is rapidly expanding. Exact percentages are difficult to
determine, but estimations suggest that, by middle school, approximately
1.3 percent of youth identify as transgender (Shields et al., 2013) and, by
adulthood, approximately 2.4 percent of individuals identify as transgender
(Tate, Ledbetter, & Youssef, 2013). In a 2016 survey completed by almost
81,000 adolescents in Minnesota, researchers asked, “Do you consider yourself
transgender, genderqueer, genderfluid, or unsure about your gender identity?”
They found that 3 percent of ninth and eleventh graders in Minnesota do not
identify as a girl or boy, instead selecting one of the other, nonbinary options
(Rider et al., 2018).

Particularly promising is research coming from the Trans Youth Project,
which was launched in 2013 as a longitudinal research project examining
gender development in socially transitioned, transgender children from three
to twelve years old in North America (e.g., Fast & Olson, 2018; Olson et al.,
2016; Olson & Giilgdz, 2018). This project is focused on a national, commu-
nity-based sample contacted through support groups, conferences on gender
identity, websites, and word of mouth. This sampling technique differs from
much previous research, which primarily recruited samples through mental
health clinics and thus confounded being transgender with having mental health
concerns. This sample of prepubertal children both (1) explicitly identify as
a different gender than labeled at birth (instead of merely “wishing” to be
a different gender) and (2) have “socially transitioned,” meaning they present
themselves to others consistent with their gender identity rather than their sex
labeled at birth. This transgender sample of children is compared to a matched
sample of their gender-typical siblings (thus controlling for family characteris-
tics) and to unrelated gender-matched children. Early findings indicate that
transgender children (1) have similar gender development, (2) have similar
gendered preferences (e.g., in toys and clothes), and (3) have fewer gender
stereotypes than non-transgender (i.e., cisgender) children (Olson & Giilgoz,
2018). Although in its early stages, this work will help illuminate how gender
development is both similar and unique across cisgender and transgender
children.

There is also biological variability within cisgender girls and boys. For
example, girls with congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH) are exposed to
heightened levels of androgen in utero; thus, girls with CAH have hormone
exposure more similar to males in utero than females. Studies of these children
offer an important lens for investigating the role of gonadal hormones and
socialization on behaviors and gender differences (Berenbaum & Hines,
1992). For example, research regarding early toy preferences found that girls
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6 Child Development

with CAH preferred male stereotyped toys (such as cars and blocks) more than
female stereotyped toys (such as dolls and kitchenware) and preferred male toys
more than female controls who did not have CAH (Berenbaum & Hines, 1992).
The difference in toy preference between girls with CAH and girls without CAH
seems to be driven by the role of hormones, particularly androgens, in shaping
early gender differences in play and toy preferences, more so than socialization.
In their research, girls with CAH were socialized similarly to girls without
CAH; indeed, parents of girls with CAH encouraged them to play with female-
typical toys more than they encouraged girls without CAH. Yet their play more
closely resembled that of boys than that of other girls (Pasterski et al., 2005).
Thus, regardless of parental encouragement to play with girl-typical toys, girls
with CAH still preferred male-typical toys. Furthermore, this difference does
not seem to be unique to CAH per se, as boys with CAH did not differ from boys
without CAH (Pasterski et al., 2005). This research illustrates how incorporat-
ing diverse samples offers important insights into mechanisms that may influ-
ence gender development.

3.2 Diversity of Family Gender Composition

In addition to individual diversity of gender for children, there is diversity of the
gender composition of families. For example, parents may consist of mothers
and fathers in the same household or in separate households (separated because
of divorce, dissolution of the relationship, or because they never lived in the
same household). After divorce, 81 percent of custodial parents are mothers and
18 percent are fathers (Cancian et al., 2014). Families also differ in the gender
composition of the siblings in the families and the extent to which sisters and
brothers are treated differently (McHale, Crouter, & Tucker, 1999). For
example, they found that having both daughters and sons in the same family
can actually exacerbate gender stereotypes by modeling and reinforcing gender-
stereotypical behaviors and by serving as sources of social comparison. This
happens when parents have both the opportunity to treat girls and boys differ-
ently and choose to do so because they endorse traditional gender roles.
Families may also consist of two mothers or two fathers. The number of
households in which there is at least one sexual minority parent has been
growing, and between 2 million and 3.7 million children under the age of
eighteen in the United States have lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
parents (LGBT; Gates, 2015). However, based on cross-sectional and longitu-
dinal studies with more than 100 families headed by either lesbian, gay, or
heterosexual couples, children seem to develop in typical ways regardless of
parental sexual orientation (Farr, 2016; Farr, Forssell, & Patterson, 2010). For
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Gender in Childhood 7

example, in a study with eight-to-twelve-year-old children in the Netherlands
from either lesbian-headed families or heterosexual families, researchers found
that children in lesbian families showed less in-group bias favoring their own
gender and felt less parental pressure to conform to gender stereotypes than
children in heterosexual families (Bos & Sandfort, 2010). Children in lesbian
families were also more open to and less certain about future heterosexual
romantic relationships. There were no differences, however, in children’s global
self-worth and social competence. Similarly, longitudinal research with chil-
dren with gay, lesbian, or heterosexual parents examined their gender-
conforming and gender-nonconforming behaviors, assessed via parents’ reports
and observation of children’s toy play, in preschool and then five years later
(Farr et al., 2018). Researchers found that, although children’s gender-typed
behaviors varied across age and gender, there were no differences in gender
conformity or nonconformity based on their parents’ sexual orientation (Farr
et al., 2018).

3.3 Diversity of Gender across Cultures

Most work focusing on gender development has been conducted in Western
cultures. Yet, because gender is culturally constructed, it is important to look at
gender across cultures.

At the country level, and across cultures within the same country, we see
varying degrees of discrepancies between girls and boys (e.g., Bornstein et al.,
2016). For example, in many parts of the world, parents exhibit strong prefer-
ences for sons over daughters (The Economist, 2010), often reflecting the sons’
roles as future financial providers for the family. Relatedly, there are differences
in the educational attainment of girls and boys across the world. In some low-
income countries in which compulsory education is not required of all children,
parents often send only their sons to school (UNESCO, 2010). The United
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has
focused much of their work on documenting gender parity for girls’ and boys’
education throughout the world. In their 2015 report, in which they documented
girls’ and boys’ school lives, they note remarkable progress in gender equality
between 2000 and 2015. For example, in 2000 only thirty-two countries reached
gender parity in both primary and secondary education; by 2015 that number
was sixty-two. In Southern Asia, in 1990, girls could be expected to receive only
six years of education; they now receive about twelve years of education.
Despite this progress, more than half of the countries who are included in the
United Nations have not yet reached gender parity in primary and secondary
education, and no countries in sub-Saharan Africa have. Girls remain out of
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8 Child Development

school more than boys do, with 15 million girls worldwide never attending
school at all (UNESCO, 2016). This lack of education leads to different
developmental outcomes for girls and boys. Although gender gaps in literacy
are shrinking, they are still apparent. In Bangladesh, for example, literacy is
twice as high in boys than girls (48 percent versus 24 percent, respectively; see
Stewart, Bond, Abdullah, & Ma, 2000). These gaps are reflected in adulthood as
well, as women account for two-thirds of the 750 million adults worldwide
without basic literacy skills. It is also important to recognize that gender gaps in
educational attainment worldwide are more pronounced for ethnic minority
girls, girls with disabilities, and girls from the poorest quintiles (UNESCO,
2016). For example, only 37.2 percent of the children with disabilities who
attend school are female.

There are also cultural differences in expectations for girls and boys. For
example, in Islamic cultures there is closer monitoring of girls than boys, and
boys are given more unrestricted access to peers than girls (Stewart, Bond,
Abdullah, & Ma, 2000). In low- and middle-income countries around the world,
although there is variation between countries, boys are slightly more likely to be
expected to work outside the home and girls are slightly more likely than boys to
be assigned caregiving and excessive amounts of household chores (Bornstein
et al., 2016). Girls and boys may also interpret these behaviors differently. In
a study with Bangladeshi youth, girls who reported their parents’ close supervi-
sion of them perceived their parents to be warmer, whereas boys who reported
parents’ close supervision perceived their parents as more dominating (Stewart,
Bond, Abdullah, & Ma, 2000). These different perceptions have different
implications for psychological outcomes. For example, in Pakistan, parental
autonomy granting was important and positive for boys’ outcomes but unrelated
to girls’ outcomes (Stewart, Bond, Ho et al., 2000). In other words, there is
cultural diversity in how parents treat girls and boys and cultural diversity in the
impact of that differential parenting on children.

On the other end of the spectrum, there are cultures with high levels of gender
equality and egalitarianism. Sweden, for example, is ranked by the European
Union (EU) as the most gender-equal society in the EU (European Union for
Gender Equality, 2019). This distinction is reflected in their preschool practices.
The Swedish government established a national curriculum for preschools
specifically designed to counteract traditional gender stereotypes, gender
roles, and gender patterns (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011).
Although not consistently implemented, the Swedish government has devel-
oped “gender-neutral” preschools called Egalia, the Swedish word for equality.
In these preschools, teachers do not use gendered language (such as him and
her), instead referring to individual children by their first names or as “hen,”
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Gender in Childhood 9

a gender-neutral pronoun. Shutts and colleagues (2017) found that young
children who attended these gender-neutral schools, although they encoded
others’ gender to the same degree, were more interested in playing with
unfamiliar other-gender children and scored lower on a gender-stereotyping
measure compared to children in typical preschools.

Even within Western samples of families, culture, ethnicity, and social class
moderate gender development. For example, previous research has shown that
Latinx families are typically more traditional in socializing gender roles than
European American families (Azmitia & Brown, 2002; Baca Zinn & Wells,
2000; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Valenzuela, 1999), with women being more
likely to maintain relational ties with families and preserve the ethnic traditions
and integrity of the culture than men (Gil & Vazquez, 1996; Phinney, 1990). As
such, girls are often trained to carry on that tradition and are often expected to
remain close to the home and family. Boys are expected to gain independence
and autonomy (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004; Suarez-Orozco & Qin, 2006) and thus
are given more freedom, mobility, and privileges than are girls (Domenech
Rodriguez, Donovick, & Crowley, 2009; Love & Buriel, 2007; Suarez-Orozco
& Qin, 20006); girls, however, often have more restrictions and are more closely
monitored than are their brothers (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004; Suarez-Orozco &
Qin, 2006). Furthermore, girls, on average, are assigned more chores and
responsibilities than their brothers (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004). One example is
that Mexican American parents are more likely to choose their daughters than
their sons to translate for them (i.e., language brokering); the increased demand
for language brokering for daughters, however, typically involves tasks that can
be completed within the home, such as filling out paperwork (Love & Buriel,
2007; Valenzuela, 1999). Not surprisingly, although both girls and boys respect
and value their families (Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994), girls are socialized to
be even more connected to their families than boys (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004).

Beyond different expectations and experiences for girls and boys across
countries and cultures, there are also cultural differences in the basic concep-
tions of gender and accepted gender identities. For thousands of years,
a nonbinary category of individuals, called hijras, has been documented in
India. In 2014, after years of extreme discrimination, the Supreme Court in
India officially recognized hijras, as well as transgender people, as a “third
gender.” In Independent Samoa, some males identify as fa’afafine, which
literally translated means “in the manner of a woman.” They are males who
are sexually attracted to men, often have a feminine gender expression, but do
not identify as men or women (Vasey & Bartlett, 2007). Retrospective studies
that compared the childhoods of fa ‘afafine individuals, men, and women found
that fa afafine individuals reported playing with girls’ toys and games more
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10 Child Development

often as children than did the women. They also reported believing they were
girls as children and not feeling distressed by their identity (Condon & Stern,
1993).

3.4 Conclusion

Taken together, we see that discussions about gender cannot simply rely on
discussion about differences between girls and boys. There is considerable
diversity within gender groups, such that individual girls and individual boys
differ from one another more than the average girl and average boy differ. There
is variation among children with male genitalia and female genitalia, in that they
may identify as either boys, girls, both, neither, or some gender-expansive or
gender-creative combination. Our growing understanding of gender identity,
still in its somewhat nascent stages, will continue to inform how gender and
gender similarities and differences are determined. There is also considerable
diversity in families regarding how gender is represented in both the parents and
siblings. Finally, there is enormous diversity across cultures, both in terms of
how girls and boys are treated and, at times, in how gender is even defined.

4 Theoretical Approaches to Gender Development

There are many different theoretical perspectives through which researchers
have studied gender in childhood. Some theories focus on the ways in which
gender is largely reflective of biological sex and focus their research questions
on how biological markers such as secondary sex hormones and chromosomes
might influence differential behaviors for females and males (e.g., Berenbaum
& Hines, 1992). Many of these differences are attributed to differentiated
neurological development that occurs in utero. Boys experience a four-month
surge of testosterone ending in the second trimester that is critical to developing
their genitalia. After birth, for about one to two months, boys get a second surge
of testosterone and girls get a surge of estrogen (referred to as mini-puberty).
Most biological differences in girls and boys are attributed to the differences
that occur during these critical periods. Some evidence suggests, for example,
that testosterone levels are related to play preferences (e.g., Berenbaum &
Hines, 1992). Auyeung and colleagues (2009) found that in utero testosterone
exposure was linked to gender differentiated play patterns, such that exposure to
more testosterone was related to parent reports of more frequent male-typed
play (such as rough-and-tumble play) for both girls and boys. Additionally,
Kung and colleagues (2016) found that higher levels of testosterone during
mini-puberty were related to a larger vocabulary size at eighteen to thirty
months. Some researchers, however, have found no relation between
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testosterone exposure in utero and gender-typical play behavior or toy prefer-
ence (Knickmeyer et al., 2005; van de Beek et al., 2009).

Other theoretical approaches have focused on the role of context, social
environments, and cognition in shaping gender development. For example,
social learning theory originally asserted that external environmental influences
were the main drivers of gender development (Mischel, 1966). Social learning
theory argues that gender roles are learned through reinforcement, punishment,
and modeling, such that children are rewarded and reinforced for behaving in
concordance with gender roles and punished for breaking gender roles. In
addition, social learning theory argues that children learn many of their gender
roles by modeling the behaviors of adults and older children and, in doing so,
develop ideas about what behaviors are appropriate for each gender.

This emphasis on socialization is reflected in trends in gender research. In
a 2011 analysis of gender development research in the journal Sex Roles, Zosuls
and colleagues (2011) documented that most research on gender development in
the 1960s and 1970s (at least, the research published in Sex Roles) concentrated
on parents’ socialization of girls and boys through different expectations and
attitudes toward their children. This approach was ultimately limited, however,
because parent socialization practices could not fully explain the high degree of
gender-stereotypical behaviors among children (Lytton & Romney, 1991).

Newer theories incorporated children’s own cognitive processes into learning
from the environment. Social cognitive theory (Bussey & Bandura, 1999), for
example, incorporates cognitive perspectives into social learning and asserts
that children’s conceptions of gender roles are the result of a broad network of
social influences, which operate interdependently from one another in different
contexts. The focus is on how children contribute to their own gender develop-
ment through “agentic actions within the interrelated systems of influence”
(Bussey & Bandura, 1999, p. 1). One way children seek out same-gender-
consistent information, according to social cognitive theory, is by modeling
relevant others (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). When children attend to same-
gender models (i.e., girls to mothers and boys to fathers), and those models
engage in gender-stereotype-consistent behaviors, children’s own behaviors
and attitudes become stereotype-consistent.

Similarly, gender schema theory (Bem, 1981) asserts that children are active
contributors to their gender development in that they organize people’s actions
into categories or schemas, such as “girls” and “boys.” As children observe the
world, gender categories become associated with activities and behaviors (e.g.,
girls cooking and boys playing with trucks). Gender schema theory argues that
children are motivated to be prototypical members of their gender group, as
being prototypical helps with both self-definition and cognitive consistency
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(Martin & Ruble, 2010). Children recognize their own gender category within
the first two years of life. Afterwards, they seek out same-gender-consistent
information, ignore information relevant for the other gender, and misremember
gender-inconsistent information (Martin & Halverson, 1983; Martin, Ruble, &
Szkrybalo, 2002). For example, in experimental studies, when children were
shown a picture of a girl sawing wood, they later misremembered the picture as
a boy sawing wood (Martin & Halverson, 1983). In this way, by only correctly
remembering schema-consistent information and altering disconfirming infor-
mation to fit their existing stereotypes, gender schemas strengthen over time.
Further, children seek out experiences that fit their existing gender schema. For
example, when children were given a novel toy and told that it was a toy that one
gender typically likes, children of that gender preferred the toy over a toy
described as being for the other gender (Martin, Eisenbud, & Rose, 1995).
Thus, children are self-socializing and actively constructing their own gender
development based on their own cognitions about what is appropriate for their
gender. Recent research suggests that this process of self-socializing in accord-
ance with one’s gender identity is similar for both cisgender and transgender
children, as transgender children, like cisgender children, also seek out infor-
mation consistent with their internal gender identity (Giilgoz et al., 2019).
Consistent with the basic concept that children actively construct their own
gender development, developmental intergroup theory (DIT) asserts that gender
is an important category to young children because culture treats it as such,
which leads children to begin to sort their world into gendered categories
(Bigler & Liben, 2007). Specifically, DIT postulates that children are attuned
to the social groups that are treated as important within a given culture. For
example, adults’ heavy focus on gender, such as verbally labeling individual
children (“What a smart girl!”) and groups of children (“Good morning, girls
and boys!”) and color-coding toys and clothes into pink and blue, enhances both
the perceptual and the psychological salience of gender categories. The repeated
use of a gender as a functional group leads children to pay attention to gender as
a key source of information about themselves and others. Children, in turn, seek
out and encode any possible gender differences and form rigid stereotypes
based on gender. Those stereotypes are subsequently difficult to change
(because, as described, children have better memory for information that
confirms their stereotypes). This theory has been empirically supported in
experimental classrooms in which teachers were asked to use gender in
a functional way, such as to sort and organize children into groups (“Line up
boy, girl, boy, girl”), to segregate their seating (“Boys sit on the left, girls on the
right”), and to provide two distinct bulletin boards, one pink and one blue
(Bigler, 1995). Relative to children in classrooms that ignored gender as
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a functional category, children in the gendered classroom developed stronger
gender stereotypes after six weeks. Similar studies have replicated this effect
when teachers made comparable functional use of novel groups based on
whether students were assigned a red or blue tee shirt (Bigler, Brown, &
Markell, 2001; Brown & Bigler, 2002). When teachers ignored the color groups,
children did not develop stereotypes based on the groups; however, when
teachers treated the groups as meaningful, children developed biases on the
basis of those groups. Thus, DIT combines social and cognitive theories to
describe why gender stereotypes are so easily constructed and maintained.

5 Gender Differences and Similarities in Childhood

A large portion of the literature on gender development has focused on examin-
ing gender differences across childhood and psychological domains. Because of
the massive amounts of published studies exploring gender differences, there
are also a large number of published meta-analyses across various psycho-
logical domains. Some meta-analyses have confirmed that, although gender
differences exist, they are often small; they have also shown that the size and
direction of effects can vary at different points of development and in different
contexts (Hyde, 2005; Hyde, Fennema, & Lamon, 1990). Although gender
differences have been investigated in many different domains, we focus on
three of the most common childhood differences explored: (1) emotions and
aggression, (2) play and toys, and (3) cognitive skills. We also discuss the
importance of recognizing gender similarities.

5.1 Emotions and Aggression

One of the most commonly examined gender differences is focused on differing
emotional expressions and behaviors between girls and boys. Gender differ-
ences in temperament and emotionality have been investigated in infants as
young as two months old (Bornstein et al., 2015). Research regarding the
stability of temperament has shown few differences between girls and boys
(e.g., Bornstein et al., 2015); however, there are exceptions. In one study of
seventy-three infants, girls showed slightly more stable positive affectivity
(e.g., smiling, laughing, and being soothed) than boys, from two to thirteen
months old (Bornstein et al., 2015). Evidence also suggests that gender differ-
ences in temperament appear to be very small in infancy but increase slightly by
school age (Else-Quest et al., 2006). For example, one meta-analysis of 189
studies investigated temperament in children from 3 months to 13 years old.
Results revealed that gender differences were either statistically small or non-
existent in most dimensions of emotion and that there were no gender
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differences in general emotionality, shyness, sadness, or anger (Else-Quest
et al., 2006). There were, however, differences across some dimensions. Most
notably, there was a relatively large gender difference in effortful control, as
girls demonstrated better effortful control than boys, were better at managing
and regulating their attention, and were moderately better at inhibiting their
impulses (Else-Quest et al., 2006). Boys were also slightly less able to suppress
inappropriate responses and slightly more likely to blurt things out than girls
were (Else-Quest et al., 2006). There was also a small but significant gender
difference in high-intensity pleasure and in overall activity levels, such that
boys demonstrated more pleasure from high-intensity activities and had overall
higher activity levels than girls (Else-Quest et al., 2006).

An additional meta-analysis focused on gender differences in the facial,
vocal, and behavioral expressions of different types of emotions in children
and also found few gender differences (Chaplin & Aldao, 2013). In this study,
which analyzed 555 effect sizes from 166 studies, the authors reported very
small gender differences in both positive and internalizing emotions (e.g.,
sadness, anxiety, sympathy), with girls showing slightly more frequent emotion
expression than boys. The authors identified important moderators, however,
that contextualized those small differences. For example, the gender differences
in positive emotions expanded as children got older, with the difference almost
nonexistent in early childhood but more pronounced in adolescence. Although
boys showed more externalizing emotions than girls in toddlerhood and middle
childhood, they showed fewer externalizing emotions than girls in adolescence
(Chaplin & Aldao, 2013). In other words, assumptions about gender differences
in emotion are really dependent on the age group in question (among other
factors).

Another area of emotional development and behavior that is frequently
examined for gender differences is aggression. Indeed, aggression is one of
the most frequently examined gender differences in childhood, as is evidenced
by multiple published meta-analyses (Archer, 2004; Knight et al., 2002; Loeber,
Capaldi, & Costello, 2013). Overall, evidence suggests that boys exhibit higher
rates of aggression than girls in some, but not all, contexts (Archer, Pearson, &
Westeman, 1988; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Hyde, 1984). For example, one
meta-analysis of gender differences in aggression investigated 273 studies with
197 effect sizes and found that 88.8 percent of the effect sizes indicated that
boys were more aggressive than girls; however, 10.6 percent of the effect sizes
illustrated the opposite effect, that girls were more aggressive than boys (Knight
et al., 2002). In a review of forty-six different meta-analysis, Hyde (2005)
concluded that boys have reliably higher rates of physical aggression than
girls. Other forms of aggression, however, are less reliably different; for
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example, for relational aggression, girls appear more relationally aggressive
when measured with direct observation, less so when measured with peer or
teacher ratings, and not at all when measured with self-reports (Archer, 2004;
Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Hyde, 2005; Knight et al. 2002). Meta-analysis also
indicate that emotional arousal impacts gender differences in aggression, such
that gender differences are larger in studies that produced small to medium
increases in emotional arousal and smallest when there was either no emotional
arousal or a lot of emotional arousal (Knight et al., 2002). Overall, research on
gender differences in aggression illustrates that many factors, including the type
of aggression, how aggression is measured, and emotional arousal in response
to aggression, impact the direction and magnitude of gender differences.

Researchers have also investigated at which point in development gender
differences in aggression are most pronounced. Evidence suggests that gender
differences are largest early in life (under six years of age) and decline with age
(Hyde, 1984). When these gender differences in aggression first appear, how-
ever, is not clear. One study of children under the age of two in Quebec, Canada,
found that gender differences in physical aggression were apparent at seventeen
months, such that young boys were more physically aggressive than girls
(Baillargeon et al., 2007). However, studies of children in the Netherlands and
the United Kingdom found no gender differences in aggression until children
entered toddlerhood (Alink et al., 2006; Hay, 2017; Hay et al., 2011). In these
studies, gender differences in physical aggression began to emerge at about
twenty-four months (Alink et al., 2006; Hay et al., 2011).

Given these complex differences, there is likely an intricate interplay
between biological and socialization influences that affect the ways in which
girls and boys express aggression. Indeed, the reasons for gender differences in
aggression are highly contested, as some argue that sexual selection has led
boys and men to be more aggressive (see Archer, 2009), some argue that the
differences are hormonal and dictated by testosterone (see Book, Starzyk, &
Quinsey, 2001), and others argue that socialization impacts this behavior more
so than biology (see Wood & Eagly, 2002). Some research suggests that broader
cultural gender differences are important. For example, Swiss researchers
compared aggression in a large sample of immigrant children, living in
Switzerland, whose parents migrated from countries that varied in gender
equality (Nivette et al., 2014). They found that boys, especially in middle
childhood, showed more physically aggressive behaviors than girls, and girls
showed more prosocial behavior than boys. Critically, they also found that boys
whose families came from countries with high levels of gender inequality were
more likely to be aggressive than boys whose families came from countries with
low levels of gender inequality. Furthermore, the gender differences between
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girls and boys were more exaggerated in children whose families came from
countries with high levels of gender inequality. Consistent with cross-cultural
findings, research has shown that fathers who held stronger gender stereotypes
used more physical control with boys than with girls, and this differential
treatment was related to larger gender differences in aggression (Endendijk
et al., 2017). The inverse was found for fathers with counter-stereotypical
beliefs, such that they used more physical control with girls, which in turn
predicted girls’ levels of aggression.

Taken together, research on gender differences in emotional expression and
aggression suggests that there are gender differences in effortful control and
physical aggression but that those differences are moderated by the particular
period of development being studied, the ways in which the domain is concep-
tualized and measured, and contextual and socialization differences.

5.2 Play and Toys

Some of the biggest gender differences in childhood are seen in the play styles
and toy preferences of children (for a review, see Weisgram & Dinella, 2018).
Beginning in preschool and increasing throughout middle childhood, children
tend to play in highly gender-segregated groups, such that girls play with girls
and boys play with boys (Fabes, Martin, & Hanish, 2003; Maccoby, 1998;
Maccoby & Jacklin, 1987; Ruble & Martin, 1998). Although about 10 to
24 percent of children’s play interactions occur in mixed-gender groups, girls
are more likely to play in mixed-gender groups than are boys (Bohn-Gettler
et al., 2010; Fabes et al., 2003; Maccoby, 1998; Martin & Fabes, 2001). There
are also differences in the types of play and activities children engage in. Most
notably, boys typically play in organized rough-and-tumble games in large
groups and are more likely to play away from adults; in contrast, girls often
engage in less physically active play, play in smaller groups, and play in closer
proximity to adults relative to boys (Fabes et al., 2003; Maccoby, 1998). Girls
who have high activity play seem to face some social rejection from their peers,
whereas boys who engage in high activity play do not (Bohn-Gettler et al.,
2010). Although gender segregation can be partially attributed to differences in
play styles, the link between similar play and same-gender peer groups was only
found for boys and not for girls (Martin et al., 2011). Ironically, beyond
differences in actual play styles, children’s choices to segregate are also
a function of children’s beliefs that girls are more similar to girls than they are
to boys and vice versa (Martin et al., 2002; Martin et al., 2011).

One of the largest gender differences in children’s play is in their toy
preferences (Weisgram & Dinella, 2018). Toys that are conceptualized as
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girls’ toys tend to be associated with nurturing or household activities (such as
caring for babies), and toys conceptualized as boys’ toys tend to be associated
with danger and propulsion (such as toy guns and trucks; Blakemore & Center,
2005). Research has consistently shown that girls, on average, show preferences
for female stereotyped toys, such as dolls, and boys prefer masculine stereo-
typed toys, such as trucks (Ruble, Martin, & Berenbaum, 2006). Gender differ-
ences in toy preferences are shown as early as six months, with boys looking
longer at trucks than dolls; however, both girls and boys prefer dolls over trucks
at this age (Alexander, Wilcox, & Woods, 2009). These gender differences
increase after age three as children enter early and middle childhood (Ruble
et al., 2006).

Explanations for gender differences in toy preferences differ. Some
researchers suggest that boys prefer toys that have propulsion properties
because of biological preference for propulsive movement (Benenson,
Tennyson, & Wrangham, 2011). One study directly tested this hypothesis by
creating novel propulsion toys and examining whether preschool children
preferred feminine, masculine, or gender-neutral propulsive toys (Dinella,
Weisgram, & Fulcher, 2017). They found that, overall, children preferred
gender-neutral toys, and they found no gender difference in preference for
propulsion toys; however, girls were more flexible in their toy preferences
and played with masculine, feminine, and gender-neutral toys more than boys
(Dinella et al., 2017).

There is also substantial evidence that children’s preferences for gender-
stereotyped toys is largely driven by their knowledge of which toys are
designated for girls and which for boys, and not the toys per se (see Dinella
& Weisgram, 2018). The role of gender stereotypes in toy preference is
exacerbated by toy companies focusing on gender stereotypes in both the
design and the marketing of toys. For example, when novel toys were
described with gender labels (e.g., “for boys”), the labels drove children’s
play behavior (and memory for the toys) more than the toy itself (e.g., Martin
et al., 1995). Further, girls spend longer playing with toys labeled for girls
and color-coded pink, whereas boys spend longer playing with toys labeled
for boys and color-coded blue; this pattern holds regardless of the type of toy.
In this way, toy play becomes a critical way that children reinforce their own
stereotypes. This tendency to play with gender-coded toys has been docu-
mented across North America and China (e.g., Yeung & Wong, 2018).
Fulcher and Hayes (2017) even found that the gender-typed color of the
toys changed children’s performance with the toy. Children, for example,
took longer to build feminine objects with blue LEGO bricks than with pink
bricks (Fulcher & Hayes, 2017).
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Overall, research on gender differences in play styles and toy preferences
indicates that girls have more flexibility in their play than boys, whereas boys
engage in more stereotypical play (Dinella et al., 2017; Fabes et al., 2003;
Martin & Fabes, 2001). Although biological differences in activity level may
lead to more rough-and-tumble play among boys early on, many of the gender
differences seen in toy preferences are likely influenced by the high degree of
gendered marketing of toys as girl toys or boy toys.

5.3 Academic Skills and Attitudes

Research on gender differences in academic skills has focused primarily on
language and math competencies. In terms of language development, on aver-
age, girls develop and acquire language more quickly than boys (Bornstein,
Hahn, & Haynes, 2004; Hyde, 2005; Skeat et al., 2010; Zambrana, Ystrom, &
Pons, 2012). Girls have also been shown to have larger vocabularies than boys,
learn sentence structure faster than boys, and score higher on language devel-
opment tests than boys (Bornstein et al., 2004; Hyde, 2005; Merz et al., 2015;
Skeat et al., 2010; Zambrana et al., 2012). Additionally, boys are more likely to
be placed in speech therapy and to be diagnosed with a speech impediment
(Department of Health, 2004; Hammer, Farkas, & Maczuga, 2010; Whitehouse,
2010).

Not only are there gender differences in language and grammar acquisition
but there are also differences in how girls and boys use language. For example,
one meta-analysis of gender differences in language use across seventy-three
independent samples of children (ranging from one year to seventeen years old)
found that girls are more likely than boys to offer praise, to agree with the person
they are talking to, and to elaborate on the other person’s comments; boys, in
contrast, are more likely than girls to assert their opinion and offer criticisms
(Leaper & Smith, 2004). Although this language difference decreases in ado-
lescence, these trends do continue into adulthood, depending on context (Leaper
& Ayres, 2007).

Substantial research has also examined gender differences in mathematical
competencies, abilities, and attitudes. Early math skills begin to develop when
children are infants, as children first develop the concept of numeracy (recog-
nizing that one item is less than two items). Kersey and colleagues analyzed
gender differences in mathematical cognition, drawing data from five published
studies with unpublished data from longitudinal records, to include more than
500 children ranging in age from 6 months to 8 years (Kersey et al., 2018). They
focused on three key milestones of numerical development: numerosity percep-
tion, culturally trained counting, and formal and informal elementary
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mathematics concepts. They found no gender differences in six-month-old
infants’ ability to recognize numeracy change. Additionally, they found no
gender differences in early formal math skills (such as numeral names), infor-
mal math skills (such as reasoning about quantitative relations), numerosity
perceptions, or counting ability.

Differences in math abilities across girls and boys have changed over historical
eras. In 1990, a meta-analysis indicated that girls were better at simple computa-
tion in elementary and middle school, whereas boys were better at complex
problem-solving in high school (Hyde et al., 1990). Almost twenty years later,
however, a new meta-analysis, as well as an analysis of statewide math standard-
ized tests, indicated that there were no longer gender differences in any domains
of mathematics performance (Hyde et al., 2008; Lindberg et al., 2010).

Although math skills and performance do not differ by gender, there are
remaining gender differences in children’s beliefs about their math ability and
skills. For example, in international samples, boys have more confidence and
less anxiety in math than girls (e.g., Hyde, 2005). Worldwide, girls on average
have lower self-efficacy ratings, greater anxiety, and less confidence in STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and math) subjects than boys have, despite
outperforming boys across those school subjects. Even in the most gender-
equal countries in the world, and despite the evidence of their own grades,
girls and boys still show consistent gaps in confidence in STEM abilities
(OECD, 2015). There are also gender differences in how children spend
their out-of-school time that may be related to their later confidence in
STEM subjects (OECD, 2015). Specifically, one-third of students across the
forty-two countries that are part of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OEDC) have used a computer before they start
school at the age of six. Among those students, boys are 8 percentage points
more likely than girls to have used a computer before the age of six. Thus,
gender differences in STEM, particularly in domains such as computer sci-
ence, may not be surprising if boys are more likely to have early experiences
with computers.

5.4 Gender Similarities

Thus far we have reviewed gender differences in multiple domains and
across children’s development. However, Hyde has argued that the gender
similarities hypothesis, which asserts that girls and boys are more similar
than they are different, is a better way to conceptualize how girls and boys
develop (Hyde, 2005; Hyde et al., 2019). This idea is not new; in 1974,
Maccoby and Jacklin assessed more than 2,000 studies on gender differences
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and concluded that gender differences were absent in most psychological
domains (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974) . Despite early work acknowledging
that gender similarities are more common than are differences, more atten-
tion has been given to gender differences. To test the magnitude and com-
monality of gender differences, Hyde (2005) proposed and tested the gender
similarities hypothesis through a review of forty-six different meta-analyses.
She found that, across domains of cognitive abilities, communication, per-
sonality and social variables, psychological well-being, and motor behav-
iors, gender differences were usually either very small or nonexistent.
Indeed, 78 percent of all the effect sizes examined indicated no or very
small differences. The only exceptions to the gender similarity hypothesis
related to motor performance (such as throwing distance and velocity), some
measures of sexuality (such as frequency of masturbation), and physical
aggression (Hyde, 2005).

Research in neuroscience has provided some explanations for why girls and
boys are more similar than different across most domains of development.
Most notably, in a large-scale analysis of magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)
of more than 1,400 brains (from 4 datasets), results indicated that there is
considerable overlap between female and male brains. Researchers examined
gender differences across all regions of the brain, as well as regions that are
known to show the largest gender differences. They looked at differences in
gray and white matter, structure, size, and connectivity. Across all areas they
found that women’s and men’s brains are not sexually dimorphic (either
female or male); instead, women’s and men’s brain structures are actually
more similar to each other than they are different. There was extensive overlap
between all gray matter, white matter, and neural connections (Joel et al.,
2015). They also found that there was no such thing as a binary, prototypical
female or prototypical male brain. Instead, Joel and colleagues (2015,
p. 15472) found that “each brain is a unique mosaic of features, some of
which may be more common in females compared with males, others may be
more common in males compared with females, and still others may be
common in both females and males.” They corroborated those findings with
a study of the personality, traits, attitudes, interests, and behaviors of more
than 5,500 individuals, again finding a mosaic, rather than a dichotomy, of
traits. In other words, instead of having a “pink brain” or “blue brain,” most
people have brains that are partially pink, partially blue, and partially a hybrid
ofthe two. Taken together, large meta-analyses in psychological and academic
domains, along with neurological research, lend support to the gender simi-
larities hypothesis that girls and boys are actually more similar than they are
different.
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6 Gender and Gender Socialization across Development

Children begin to learn about gender almost from the moment they are born.
Beginning in infancy, children learn about gender as a category, learn about
their own gender, and learn stereotypes associated with gender. Gender-related
knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes continue to develop through childhood. In the
following sections, we highlight some of the key milestones in the development
of gender and children’s understanding of gender from infancy to twelve years
old. For each developmental period, we also discuss how children learn about
gender via contextual and social influences, such as parents, peers, teachers, and
media.

6.1 Gender in Infancy

Infancy (defined here as birth until two years of age) is a critical period of
enormous cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (Bornstein,
Arterberry, & Lamb, 2013). Infancy also represents a time in which children
rapidly learn to process complex social information. Given how much focus
cultures place on gender from birth (from the first time someone asks a pregnant
woman “Do you know what you are having?” to the moment the doctor
announces, “It is a girl!” or “It is a boy!”), it is not surprising that attention to
and knowledge of gender begins very early in children’s life.

6.1.1 Gender Development

Although most research has focused on how infants categorize the binary
categories of women and men, evidence does show that infants can categorize
individuals by gender very early in life (e.g., Ramsey-Rennels & Langlois,
2006). In infancy, categorical knowledge is often indicated by measuring an
infant’s differential responses to stimuli that belong to different categories.
Investigating categorization abilities can include measuring how long an infant
looks at a female face versus a male face (assessing whether they show
a preference for one face over the other) or can involve showing repeated
faces of one category (such as a series of female faces) until the infant gets
bored (referred to as habituation) and assessing whether the infant shows
renewed interest when presented with a face from a new category (such as
a male face).

Some research suggests that, by three to four months, infants can distinguish
between women’s and men’s faces by showing preference for faces that are the
same gender as their primary caregiver; for example, infants with male primary
caregivers prefer male faces, and infants with female primary caregivers prefer
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female faces (Quinn et al., 2002). At around six months old, infants can
distinguish between female and male voices (Miller, 1983). Shortly after, at
about nine months, infants are able to visually distinguish between women’s
and men’s faces, regardless of the gender of their primary caregivers (Leinbach
& Fagort, 1993). At about the same age, infants can reliably match a female face
to a female voice (Poulin-Dubois et al., 1994) but cannot do the same for male
faces and voices until about eighteen months. Across infancy, infants seem to be
better at processing female faces and voices than male faces and voices (Poulin-
Dubois, Serbin, & Derbyshire, 1998; Ramsey-Rennels & Langlois, 2006). This
difference is likely due to both greater exposure and experiences with female
faces (as women are more frequently the primary caregiver than men), as well as
the greater perceptual variability of male faces compared to female faces
(Ramsey, Langlois, & Marti, 2005).

About midway through the second year, infants begin to understand basic
cultural gender associations and stereotypes. For example, at around eighteen
months old, infants can associate female and male faces with “metaphorical”
gender-stereotypical objects, such as associating a hammer, fire hat, fir tree, and
bear with a male face (Eichstedt et al., 2002; see also Levy & Haaf, 1994). Girls
(but not boys) are also able to associate gender-stereotypical toys with girls” and
boys’ faces (e.g., a doll to a girl face and a truck to a boy face). Between eighteen
and thirty months, children also can correctly identify their own gender, can
match a gender label (e.g., lady, man, girl, boy) with a female or male face, and
can correctly sort pictures into piles of females and males (Levy, 1999; Martin
& Ruble, 2010; Poulin-Dubois et al., 1998; Stennes, 2005). Around this age,
infants also begin showing preferences for gender-stereotypical toys that match
their own gender (Serbin et al., 2001).

After developing the ability to correctly categorize and identify gender, and
coinciding with spurts in language development, children begin to verbally use
gender labels. In a diary study, Zosuls and colleagues (2009) collected biweekly
language inventories from mothers of children ranging from ten to twenty-one
months. The researchers were interested in children’s spontaneously used words
rather than the verbal labels they used in artificial laboratory-based procedures.
By around nineteen months, children spontaneously used gender labels, such as
girl, boy, man, woman, lady, or guy, across contexts and individual referents.
Additionally, children used gender labels for children referents (e.g., girl and
boy) more than adult referents. After children acquired gender labels, their
motivation to play in gender-typical ways increased (i.e., self-socialization).
For example, when researchers provided children with gender-stereotypical
toys (e.g., a truck and baby doll), moderately gender-stereotypical toys (e.g.,
wooden blocks and a tea set), and gender-neutral toys (e.g., a telephone and
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nesting cups), they found that young children who used more spontaneous
gender labels were, in turn, more likely to play with the gender-stereotypical
toys.

Some evidence also suggests that girls may develop gender-based knowledge
carlier, and perhaps have more well-developed gender schemas, than boys. For
example, girls can match female and male faces to voices earlier and more
accurately than boys (Poulin-Dubois et al., 1998). Girls, on average, produce
gender labels a month earlier (M = 18.12 months) than boys (M = 19.39 months)
and are more likely to have produced gender labels between 17 and 21 months
than boys (Zosuls et al., 2009). Similarly, around 18 months old, girls, but not
boys, associate gender-stereotypical toys with the corresponding gender (Serbin
et al., 2001).

6.1.2 Socialization in Infancy

Because gender is, by definition, socially defined and constructed, it is import-
ant to examine the social sources of influence that may contribute to children’s
gender development. Primary caregivers, such as parents, are important influ-
ences on infants’ gender development and begin to emphasize gender before
a child is even born.

In 2008, the first “gender reveal” party, a party hosted by expectant parents
for their friends and family to publicly reveal the sex of their expected child, was
posted online. In the decade that followed, more than 29,800,000 gender reveal
videos were posted on YouTube and more than 62,700,000 gender reveal posts
were made on Instagram (Giesler, 2019). These gender reveal parties can range
from expectant parents cutting a cake to reveal pink or blue batter, to opening
a box to reveal pink or blue balloons that float into the air, to skydiving with
a pink or blue parachute. Not only are these gender reveal parties increasingly
elaborate and expensive, but there are also reported instances in which they
have been dangerous. One common method for the gender reveal is releasing
colored powder into the air. In October 2019, a woman was killed at a US gender
reveal party in lowa when the homemade pipe bomb meant to explode and shoot
pink or blue powder into the air misfired and hit her with flying debris (Garcia,
2019). In 2018, a US Border Patrol agent in Arizona held a gender reveal party
that sparked a fire causing more than $8 million in damage and burning more
than 45,000 acres of land. Importantly, the name of the parties is misleading, as
they are actually revealing the external genitalia of the baby (as identified by the
doctor based on a sonogram image) and not the gender. Knowledge of the
baby’s presumed gender is further indicated by parents’ choices of gendered
first names, pink or blue bedroom decorations, and gender-specific clothing and
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haircuts (Leaper, 2015; MacPhee & Prendergast, 2019 Pomerleau et al., 1990).
Additionally, the focus on gendered home environments and bedrooms has
changed little since the 1970s. Rheingold and Cook (1975) originally found
that young children’s rooms and toys were highly gendered and MacPhee and
Prendergast (2019) found similar results for children’s bedrooms in 2017.

Beyond an overall focus on gender distinctions at birth, parents also empha-
size gender by interacting differently with daughters versus sons. One common
way that parents differentiate between girls and boys is through their language.
Some research suggests that parents are more talkative with their daughters than
with their sons (Brachfeld-Child, Simpson, & Izenson, 1988; Leaper, Anderson,
& Sanders, 1998; Vandermaas-Peeler et al., 2012), a trend that may be espe-
cially prominent with newborns and that may decrease over time (Johnson et al.,
2014; see also Gilkerson, Richards, & Topping, 2017). For example, in studies
of parent—child interactions while reading books, mothers talked more with
newborn daughters than sons (Johnson et al., 2014; see also Gilkerson et al.,
2017). Parents have also been shown to use verbal direction more with girls than
boys. In one study, while instructing their eight-month-old infants to put a cube
into a cup, parents used more imperatives (e.g., instruction), negatives (e.g.,
preventing an action), and exhortations (e.g., “come on’’) with daughters than
sons (Brachfeld-Child et al., 1988).

Research using new technologies suggests that the gender differences in how
parents and children interact may really be driven by the gender of the parent, at
least early on in development. Bergelson and colleagues (2019), using “wear-
able technology,” had children in their first two years of life wear an audio
recorder in the chest pocket of a special shirt. They then selected one day’s
worth of recording from each of the sixty-one children in their sample and
catalogued each day-long recording into distinct audio clips, examining the
quantity and proportion of child-directed and adult-directed speech that chil-
dren heard over their first two years. Although they found no differences
between how much speech girls and boys heard, they found that children
heard two to three times more speech from females than males (Bergelson
et al., 2019).

In addition to interacting differently with girls and boys, parents may also
have different expectations for their daughters versus their sons. For example,
one study of mothers and their eleven-month-old infants found that, although
there was no actual gender difference in infants’ crawling abilities, mothers of
boys accurately estimated their child’s crawling ability, whereas mothers of
girls underestimated their child’s crawling ability (Mondschein, Adolph, &
Tamis-LeMonda, 2000). Furthermore, mothers of boys overestimated the stee-
pest slope their child would attempt to crawl down, but mothers of girls
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underestimated the steepest slope their child would attempt to crawl down
(Mondschein et al., 2000). Thus, although not based on actual observed differ-
ences, parents often hold gendered expectations for girls and boys. These
expectations have the potential to shape children’s future development and
may explain some gender differences later in childhood (Blakemore,
Berenbaum, & Liben, 2013).

6.2 Gender in Early Childhood

In early childhood (the years capturing toddlerhood and preschool), children are
developing greater social cognition (e.g., theory of mind), develop stronger
preferences and intentions (succinctly articulated by the label “terrible twos”),
begin to develop a basic sense of self that is distinct from others, begin
interacting with peers at school, and begin to consume children’s media.
These changes contribute to the growing complexity and stability of children’s
knowledge of gender and their own gender identity.

6.2.1 Gender Development

Early childhood, beginning around age three, marks a substantial increase in
children’s attention to, sterecotypes associated with, and identification with
gender. Some theorists have argued that this is the age when children first
start to be influenced by cultural norms and start to become group-minded
(Tomasello, 2019). Indeed, this is the age when many parents start to notice
that their previously gender-neutral children start to show strong preferences
aligned with their identified gender.

Most children consistently identify their own gender identity as early as two
years old (Leinbach & Fagot, 1986; Zosuls et al., 2009). Children typically
perceive themselves to be more similar to their own gender than the other
gender (Martin et al., 2017). This is true of children who identify with their
gender assigned at birth as well as transgender children who identify with
a different gender than the one assigned at birth (Olson & Giilgéz, 2018).
Beginning around age two or three, children also endorse gender stereotypes
about roles, toys, and activities (see Ruble & Martin, 1998; for a review, see
Zosuls et al., 2009). For example, classic research found that children, by age
three, stereotyped girls as the ones “who cry,” “like to play with dolls,” “like to
help their mother,” and “like to cook™; boys are stereotyped as “like to play with
cars,” “like to build things,” “like to help their father,” and “say ‘I can hit you’”
(Kuhn, Nash, & Brucken, 1978). These stereotypes have been consistent in
more recent research. When three-year-olds were asked to sort toys (e.g.,
a skateboard figure, a motorcycle figure, a ball and glove, an army coat, a tea
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set, a baby doll and crib, a ballet tutu, and a white straw hat with ribbons) into
piles of “girl toys” and “boy toys,” 92 percent of their responses reflected
gender-typical stereotypes. By age five, the number had risen to 98 percent
(Freeman, 2007). Children also show preferences for toys stereotypically asso-
ciated with their own gender relative to toys associated with the other gender
(Shutts, Pemberton, & Spelke, 2013). The more concrete the stereotype (“boys
play with trucks” compared to “boys are good leaders”), the earlier children
develop stereotypes associated with it. Later, children’s stereotypes begin to
incorporate personality traits and more abstract concepts. Meta-analytic work
indicates that children’s endorsement of gender stereotypes peaks around age
six and then becomes more flexible (Signorella, Bigler, & Liben, 1993; Trautner
et al., 2005).

Around age three, children start to develop the concept of gender stability,
which is the understanding that boys will grow up to be men and girls will grow
up to be women (Ruble et al., 2007). This is fully developed around age five,
when children develop a more general sense of gender constancy, in that they
believe gender is stable across time and situations (Martin et al., 2002; Ruble
etal., 2007; Ruble, Balaban, & Cooper, 1981). Importantly, the age that children
indicate gender consistency across situations varies tremendously across stud-
ies, often depending on how questions are asked (e.g., forced choice or open-
ended) and whether a justification or explanation is expected (see Ruble et al.,
2007). As children develop their understanding that gender is stable, their
stereotypes become increasingly rigid; once that knowledge has been achieved,
their stereotypes become more flexible.

Although gender constancy has been an important developmental milestone
traditionally examined in the field of gender development, research with young
transgender children highlights that there may be more nuance to children’s
understanding of the “constancy” of gender (Ghavami, Katsiaficas, & Rogers,
2016; Olson & Giilgoz, 2018). For example, although the gender development
of transgender children is similar to cisgender children in almost all ways,
including stating that most people have a stable and consistent gender identity
from childhood to adulthood, young transgender children often reported that
they had a different gender when they were babies (Giilgoz et al., 2019; Olson &
Giilgdz, 2018). Rather than reflecting a lack of gender constancy, their
responses instead reflect their own experiences, such that they were labeled
one gender at birth that differs from their current gender identity. Siblings of
transgender children also have a more fluid understanding of gender constancy
relative to individuals without transgender siblings (e.g., saying that there are
some people who change genders from childhood to adulthood; Olson &
Giilgoz, 2018).
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Finally, during the preschool years, many children begin to show strong
preferences for their gender expression. These preferences are most visible
among the more than half of young girls between the ages of three and six
who boldly enter a “pink frilly dress” (PFD) phase (Halim et al., 2014). During
this phase, young girls seem to internalize the gendered color-coding of pink for
girls and show extreme preference for frilly pink clothing and products (Halim
et al., 2014; Ruble, Lurye, & Zosuls, 2007). This phase is marked by a highly
feminine appearance rigidity among girls that prioritizes appearance-focused
behavior and goals, even at the expense of active and agentic movement (i.e., it
is difficult to actively play in frilly dresses; Paoletti, 2012). Relatedly, girls as
young as four express appearance-related concerns, such as asking for feedback
on their appearance (e.g., “Does this look good on me?,” “Do I look pretty?”)
and expressing negative comments about their appearance (e.g., “I don’t like my
hair/nose/bottom,” “I am not pretty”; Tiggemann & Slater, 2014).

6.2.2 Socialization in Early Childhood

In early childhood, young children interact with the social world much more
than they did as infants. During this developmental period, children are influ-
enced in more substantial ways by their parents as well as their peers.
A substantial body of research has documented the ways in which parents
treat daughters and sons in different ways (for a review, see Brown & Tam,
2019).

One of the primary ways parents can reinforce gender stereotypes in their
young children is through their encouragement of gendered play (Lytton &
Romney, 1991). Parents tend to stereotype certain toys as masculine (e.g., tools
and trucks) and certain toys as feminine (e.g., dolls and makeup) (Peretti &
Sydney, 1984; Wood, Desmarais, & Gugula, 2002). Parents then provide their
children with gendered toys, reinforce play with same-gender toys, and discour-
age play with cross-gender toys, regardless of children’s actual toy preferences
(Etaugh & Liss, 1992; Lytton & Romney, 1991; Peretti & Sydney, 1984; Raag &
Rackliff, 1998; Wood et al., 2002).

There is gender asymmetry in terms of which parents are most inclined to
enforce gender stereotypes, and with which children. Consistently, fathers tend
to be more rigid about gender-typed play than mothers (Leaper & Friedman,
2007). Fathers are more likely to give children gender-typed toys during play
than mothers and engage in rough-and-tumble play more with sons than with
daughters (Bradley & Gobbart, 1989; Jacklin, DiPietro, & Maccoby, 1984).
Additionally, gendered play is often more strictly enforced with sons versus
daughters. Although many parents believe it is appropriate for girls to play with
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cross-gendered toys (e.g., girls playing with tools), many do not believe it is
appropriate for boys to do the same (e.g., boys playing with a doll), and boys are
less likely to receive cross-gendered toys from parents, even when they request
them (Campenni, 1999; Fisher-Thompson, 1993; Robinson & Morris, 1986;
Wood et al., 2002). By preschool, children recognize that parents have prefer-
ences for the types of toys they should play with, as 44 percent of preschool
boys thought their fathers would say playing with girls toys was bad (Raag &
Rackliff, 1998; Robinson & Morris, 1986). This recognition appears to increase
across preschool. For example, whereas 20 percent of three-year-old boys
thought their fathers would approve of cross-gender toy play, only 9 percent
of five-year-old boys did (Freeman, 2007).

Beyond differences in play and toy choices, parents also substantially differ
in how they talk to daughters and sons in early childhood. Some research has
shown that parents of children in early childhood talk more with girls than boys
and ask more questions to girls compared to boys (Ely, Gleason, & McCabe,
1996; Leaper et al., 1998; Vandermaas-Peeler et al., 2012). Furthermore, girls
heard more diminutives and pet names, whereas boys heard more imperatives
(Ely et al., 1996). The more children’s parents talk to them, the more advanced
their language development is (Huttenlocher et al., 1991; Tomasello, Mannle, &
Kruger, 1986), and parents’ tendency to talk more with girls versus boys may
contribute to the later differences in language skills described in section 6.1.2.

Not only do mothers and fathers differ in the amount that they talk with girls
and boys but they also differ in the topics they discuss with girls and boys. One
of the most prominent differences exists in the discussion of emotion. In
general, parents use a greater number and variety of emotion words when
talking with daughters versus sons, especially with regards to female-typed
emotions such as sadness (Adams et al., 1995; Aznar & Tenenbaum, 2015;
Chaplin, Cole, & Zahn-Waxler, 2005; Maccoby, 1998; Mascaro et al., 2017).
Parents are more warm, encouraging, and empathic with girls than boys and are
more likely to respond to girls’ displays of emotions without judgment (Chaplin
et al., 2005; Fivush, 1991; Lambie & Lindberg, 2016; Mandara et al., 2012;
Mascaro et al., 2017).

Although parents discuss general emotions and sadness more often with
daughters, they discuss anger more often with sons (Archer, 2004; Block,
1983; Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinard, 1998; Letendre, 2007; Maccoby,
1998; Morris et al., 2007). Indeed, while reading stories with androgynous
characters to their children, parents tended to label characters who displayed
happiness or fear as female but labeled characters who displayed anger as male
(van der Pol etal., 2015). Parents are also more likely to accept displays of anger
and aggression from boys versus girls, and boys in turn expect less punishment
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for their displays of anger than girls do (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Letendre, 2007;
Maccoby, 1998). Parents are also more likely to model aggression with sons
versus daughters, displaying more anger and physical control (such as spanking
or grabbing) toward sons than daughters (Endendijk et al., 2017; Garner,
Robertson, & Smith, 1997; Kochanska et al., 2009). These gender differences
in parenting may contribute to later differences in boys’ and girls’ displays of
aggression described in section 5.1. For example, studies suggest that boys are
more prone to unprovoked physical aggression than girls, while girls are more
prone to relational aggression than boys (Bettencourt & Miller, 1996;
Bjorkqvist, 2018; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).

It is important to note that the majority of research on gender socialization has
been conducted in a Westernized context, usually the United States, and there is
cultural variation in these parenting patterns. Findings in some countries mimic
those in the United States. For example, a study of parents and children in Spain
found that mothers talk more about emotions with children than fathers and that
parents talk more about emotions with girls than boys (Aznar & Tenenbaum,
2015). In a large cross-national study across fifty low- and middle-income
countries, Bornstein and colleagues (2016) found that boys received moderately
harsher physical punishment than girls (although physical violence was high for
everyone, with 63 percent reporting physical violence and 17 percent reporting
severe violence). Parents in other countries, however, display different patterns.
For example, Peruvian mothers of sons use more emotion words than mothers
of daughters (Melzi & Fernandez, 2004). Additionally, in one study of 868
Turkish mothers of preschool-aged children, mothers’ responses to children’s
emotions did not differ based on child gender, except regarding sadness (Ersay,
2014). When responding to their child’s sadness, mothers of boys were more
likely to use magnifying responses (e.g., mimicking their sons’ sadness) than
mothers of girls (Ersay, 2014).

Like parents, peers also serve as an important source of gender socialization
for children, and this socialization can begin as early as preschool. When
children learn to label people based on gender (around age two), they begin to
display a preference for same-gender peers over other-gender peers (Fagot &
Leinbach, 1993; LaFreniere, Strayer, & Gauthier, 1984; Powlishta, Serbin, &
Moller, 1993). This tendency leads to high degrees of gender segregation in
preschools, such that preschoolers spend more time with same-gender peers,
play in highly gender-segregated groups, and engage in gender-stereotypical
play within those groups (Fagot, 1977; Maccoby, 1998; Martin & Fabes, 2001;
Powlishta et al., 1993). Gender norms are also enforced by peers as early as
preschool. Not only are children enforcing gender norms on their peers but also
a majority of children engage in at least some “gender policing” or “gender
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enforcing.” In a study of preschool children, Xiao and colleagues (2019) asked
children to identify “gender enforcers” by asking them, “Who in your classroom
says you shouldn’t play because you are a (boy/girl)?”” Results indicated that
65 percent of children were seen as gender enforcers by at least one of their
peers, and the more time children spent playing with gender enforcers, the
higher their gender stereotyping and gender-segregated play became over time
(Xiao et al., 2019).

Research using sophisticated modeling techniques (stochastic actor-based
modeling) helps elucidate the ways in which children socialize themselves in
gender-segregated peers groups. Martin and colleagues (2013) conducted
repeated, longitudinal observations of preschool children (enrolled in Head
Start preschools in the United States) and recorded their playmates and their
play activities over time. As expected, children selected same-gender play-
mates and playmates with similar levels of gender-typed activities. Selection
based on gender-typed activities partially mediated selection based on sex of
peers. Importantly, children influenced one another’s engagement in gender-
typed activities over time, becoming increasingly similar to their inter-
actional partners in gender-typed activities. When the investigators com-
pared the mechanisms that seemed to lead to such high rates of gender
segregation, they found that children were actually selecting peers more on
the basis of matching gender than matching on preferred activity (Martin
et al., 2013).

Beyond peers at school, schools themselves can be important sources of
environmental influence. According to DIT (Bigler & Liben, 2007), when
gender categorization is made salient, children increase their attention to gen-
der, focusing on gender differences; this process, in turn, serves to strengthen
and reinforce their gender stereotypes. Schools, especially preschools, can vary
in the degree to which they make gender a salient category. Experimental
research with three-to-five-year-old children in preschools involved assigning
their classroom teacher to either increase or decrease the salience of gender
within the classroom (Hilliard & Liben, 2010). In the high-gender-salient
classrooms, teachers used gender labels in speech (e.g., “I need a girl to pass
out the markers” and “Good morning boys and girls”), in their classroom
organization (e.g., having separate bulletin boards for girls and boys), and in
activities (e.g., lining up by girls and boys). In contrast, in the low-gender-
salient classrooms, teachers were asked to avoid using gender to sort, label, and
color-code children. After two weeks in these classrooms, children in the high-
gender-salience classrooms, but not the low-gender-salience ones, showed
stronger gender stereotypes, less positive ratings of other-gender peers, and
decreased play with other-gender peers (Hilliard & Liben, 2010). Thus, simply
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making gender an important part of the school day led to stronger gender biases
among the preschoolers.

6.3 Gender in Middle Childhood

Middle childhood (the age range of six to eleven, spanning the elementary or
primary school years) is a critical period in which the academic and social
foundations of later adolescence are laid. For children in middle childhood, the
school context greatly informs their gender development. Gender stereotypes
are often related to academic abilities, teachers at times engage in gender
discrimination, and peers exert gender-conformity pressures on one another.
Children in middle childhood are also avid consumers of stereotypical media
that further informs their conceptions of gender.

6.3.1 Gender Development

In middle childhood, children’s endorsement of gender stereotypes peaks. By
age six, in US, Italian, and German samples, children endorse STEM-related
gender stereotypes in favor of boys. Research relying on both explicit and
implicit measures has found that both girls and boys believe that boys like
math more and are better at math than girls (Cvencek et al., 2011; Muzzatti &
Agnoli, 2007; Steffens, Jelenec, & Noack, 2010). Children extend those stereo-
types to physics and computer science as well (Kessels, 2005; Mercier, Barron,
& O’Connor, 2006). These gender differences are reflected in children’s own
self-concepts, such that boys, more so than girls, implicitly associate “me” and
math (Cvencek et al., 2011; Steffens et al., 2010). Importantly, the more girls
endorse the implicit stereotype that boys are better at math (which they endorse
by about age nine), the more their own academic self-concept shifts away from
math and toward languages (Steffens et al., 2010; Steffens & Jelenec, 2011).
Beyond stereotypes about boys and their greater STEM abilities, research has
also shown that, by age six, girls are less likely to believe that their own gender
group can be brilliant or “really, really smart” relative to boys’ beliefs about
their own group’s brilliance (Bian, Leslie, & Cimpian, 2017). Critically, these
ability beliefs are distinct from their stereotypes about who does well in school,
consistent with the reality that girls often perform better than boys in school.
Thus, by age six, girls are less likely to endorse the stereotype that girls are
brilliant, regardless of how much better girls are doing in class, than boys are to
endorse the stereotype that boys are brilliant. Furthermore, girls’ lower beliefs
in own-gender brilliance predicted their own diminished interest in activities
described as being for children who are “really, really smart” (Bian et al., 2017).
Relatedly, as boys develop an awareness that adults hold negative stereotypes
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about their school performance, around ages seven to eight, they, too, become
susceptible to the negative effects of stereotypes (Hartley & Sutton, 2013).
Taken together, this body of research indicates that children in elementary
school endorse the stereotype that boys are better at STEM subjects and are
more likely to be brilliant, although they do not actually perform as well in
school relative to girls. For both girls and boys, these beliefs negatively predict
their own preferences and performance.

Additionally, during middle childhood, children actively endorse gender
stereotypes pertaining to appearance and continue endorsing stereotypes per-
taining to activities. For example, when asked what being a girl means to them,
one girl said, “[boys are] really nasty ... I like being a girl because girls are
pretty,” and another answered, “you could wear dresses, skirts, like um, and you
could wear hair ties” (Rogers, 2018, p. 7). Children also express activity-
focused stereotypes. When asked what it would be like if he was a girl, one
boy answered, “it would be a lot different because you wouldn’t be able to play
football or anything” (Rogers, 2018, p. 7). Only a small percentage of children
gave answers that countered gender stereotypes. For example, “I like saw
a video once and it was about these girls around the world were being treated
differently because they’re girls and so they don’t get an education because they
think it’s unimportant and they get enslaved or they have to get married at 13;
it’s really stupid” (Rogers, 2018, p. 10).

In addition to endorsing stereotypes that girls should be appearance-focused,
children also seem to develop within-gender stereotypes about certain types of
girls, specifically based on the degree to which they are sexualized. Across
multiple studies using different stimuli (e.g., paper dolls, pictures of real girls,
and videos taken from the Disney Channel), both girls and boys perceived
sexualized girls (e.g., a girl wearing a mini-skirt, midriff shirt, jewelry, and
makeup) to be more popular and pretty, although not as smart, nice, or athletic,
than a non-sexualized girl (e.g., a girl wearing jeans and a blouse; Stone, Brown,
& Jewell, 2015). Importantly, these stereotypes parallel adults’ views in which
both women and men perceive sexualized girls and women to be less deter-
mined, capable, and competent than non-sexualized girls and women (Daniels
& Zurbriggen, 2016; Glick et al., 2005; Graff, Murnen, & Smolak, 2012).
Although both girls and boys perceive sexualized girls to have high status,
these stereotypes are more strongly articulated by girls than boys — perhaps
because the stereotypes are applied to, and thus relevant for, girls (Stone et al.,
2015).

Girls also seem to internalize aspirational images of sexualized girls
(McKenney & Bigler, 2016a, 2016b). In one study of six-to-nine-year-old
girls, 68.5 percent showed signs of self-sexualization and 59 percent wanted
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to look like a sexualized doll (Starr & Zurbriggen, 2019). Given girls’
attention to sexualization and the high status conveyed to sexualized girls,
it is not surprising that girls’ appearance values shift away from the preschool
PFDs and toward a sexualized appearance. The attention to a sexualized
appearance in middle childhood appears related to children’s exposure to
sexualized messages from parents and media. For example, mothers’ level
of sexualization predicts girls’ level of sexualization, and children whose
mothers are more sexualized express greater appearance-related concerns
(Tiggemann & Slater, 2014). Furthermore, girls who have more exposure to
sexualized media endorse more positive stereotypes about sexualized girls
(Stone et al., 2015), internalize sexualization messages more, and have more
negative body image (Slater & Tiggemann, 2016), relative to girls with less
sexualized media exposure.

Beyond endorsing gender stereotypes, children in middle childhood are
aware of status differences and potential discrimination between women and
men and girls and boys. Liben, Bigler, and Krogh (2001) found that, by middle
childhood, children are aware of the greater status (e.g., greater income) associ-
ated with the jobs performed by men compared to jobs performed by women,
even when the jobs are fictional and thus not based on actual job characteristics.
Beyond knowledge of overall gender inequalities, experimental studies show
that, by middle childhood, children can detect specific instances of gender
discrimination from teachers in fictional stories (Brown & Bigler, 2004) and
from judges in a presumably real art contest (Brown, Bigler, & Chu, 2010).
When children in fourth through eighth grade (around ten years old to fourteen
years old) were asked about instances of gender bias in an open-ended question
(Brown et al., 2011), girls typically report that boys receive preferential treat-
ment in athletics (e.g., “The P.E. teacher always thinks boys will be faster”) and
boys report that girls are given preferential treatment within the classroom (e.g.,
“When a girl does something wrong, the teacher never gets her in trouble. A boy
does the same thing, and he always gets in trouble.”). Across all ages, girls are
more likely to perceive sexism than boys, perhaps reflecting their awareness of
the lower social status of females relative to males (e.g., Brown & Bigler, 2004;
Brown et al., 2010; Brown et al., 2011).

Finally, as children enter middle childhood, the same-gender preferences that
they displayed in early childhood persist (Strough & Covatto, 2002; Zosuls
et al., 2011). Children in middle childhood continue to play in highly gender-
segregated peer groups, with boys playing in primarily all-boy peer groups and
girls playing in smaller typically all-girl peer groups (e.g., Maccoby, 1998;
Mehta & Strough, 2009). As mentioned in section 5.2, as girls and boys spend
more and more of their play time interacting with same-gender peers, they
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increasingly socialize themselves in gender-stereotypical ways, exacerbating
previously smaller differences (Mehta & Strough, 2009).

In middle childhood, more so than in early childhood, children are more
likely to reject peers who display counter-stereotypical, rather than stereotype-
consistent, behaviors (Blakemore, 2003; Martin, 1989). Braun and Davidson
(2017) also found that elementary school children prefer gender-typical peers to
gender-atypical peers, citing displays of traditionally masculine activities as
reasons for liking boy classmates and a tendency to devalue feminine activities.
In a study of five-to-nine-year-old children, boys gave “like” nominations to
male peers who participated in sports during recess (a stereotypically masculine
activity), and they gave “dislike” nominations to male peers who participated in
role-play (a stereotypically feminine activity; Braza etal., 2012). In a study with
Chinese four-to-nine-year-old girls and boys, children gave more positive peer
appraisals (e.g., preferred being friends with and shared more stickers with) to
gender-conforming compared to gender-nonconforming children in a series of
vignettes (Kwan et al., 2020). This study was replicated with Canadian children
and similar patterns were found, with some notable differences (Nabbijohn
et al., 2020). In the Canadian sample, older children thought gender-
conforming children were more well-liked, compared to gender-
nonconforming children, but only for boy targets; in the Chinese sample, both
girls and boys who were gender-conforming were more well-liked than gender-
nonconforming children (Kwan, 2020 Nabbijohn et al., 2020). The preferences
for gender-conforming children were stronger in the Chinese sample than the
Canadian sample (Nabbijohn et al., 2020). These studies suggest that attitudes
toward gender-nonconforming children vary, and are partially influenced, by
culture. The endorsement of gender stereotypes and the rejection of noncon-
forming peers are also stronger among cisgender children than transgender
children (Olson & Enright, 2018).

6.3.2 Socialization in Middle Childhood

As children enter elementary school, parents continue to be an important source
of gender socialization, although teachers, peers, and media begin to take on
increased importance. Parents continue to show differential treatment for girls
and boys, particularly based on their own stereotypes about children’s academic
abilities. For example, parents assume that boys like math more, need math
more, and are better at math than girls (Andre et al., 1999). Parents also assume
that boys are more interested in science and are better at science than girls
(Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003). Furthermore, parents attribute boys’ success in
math and science to innate talent, whereas they attribute girls’ success to hard
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work (Yee & Eccles, 1988). This differential attribution occurs despite the fact
that girls earn higher grades in math and science courses than boys throughout
elementary school (Hill, Corbett, & St. Rose, 2010; NCES, 2013). Consistent
with these stereotypes, parents are more likely to discuss numbers and science,
and engage in more cognitively demanding conversations about physics, with
sons than daughters (Chang, Sandhofer, & Brown, 2011; Crowley et al., 2001;
Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003). Boys report that their parents encourage involve-
ment in science (e.g., looking at science websites together) more so than girls,
and parents of girls are more likely to offer unsolicited help with math and
science homework, suggesting they believe girls to be less capable in these
domains (Bhanot & Jovanovic, 2005; Simpkins, Price, & Garcia, 2015).

Parental stereotypes and expectations can be even more important to chil-
dren’s beliefs and attitudes than actual academic experiences. For example,
parents’ beliefs about their children’s abilities and interests affect their chil-
dren’s self-perceptions; these self-perceptions, in turn, affect children’s actual
performance (Gunderson et al., 2012; Jacobs, Vernon, & Eccles, 2005). Adults’
beliefs about children’s abilities and interests in science predict children’s
science self-efficacy, persistence, and competency (Tenenbaum & Leaper,
2003). In addition, parents’ expectations and encouragement about computer
science have been shown to be stronger predictors than children’s own com-
puter-based activities in predicting children’s computer self-efficacy (Vekiri &
Chronaki, 2008).

Teachers, as the other critical adults in children’s lives, also hold many of the
same gendered stercotypes about girls’ and boys’ STEM abilities as parents.
Teachers often believe that boys are better at STEM subjects than girls and even
underestimate girls’ actual math abilities (Hand, Rice, & Greenlee, 2017,
Robinson-Cimpian et al., 2014). Also like parents, teachers tend to attribute
boys’ STEM success to innate ability, whereas they attribute girls’ success to
hard work (Carlone, 2004). In contrast, although teachers perceive girls to have
poorer STEM abilities than boys, they perceive girls to be more successful in
school overall (Mullola et al., 2012; for a review, see Brown & Stone, 2016).
Teachers rate their male students as less attentive, less persistent, and less
competent than their female students, and they stereotype boys as underachiev-
ing relative to girls (Jones & Myhill, 2004; Mullola et al., 2012). Furthermore,
teachers report that boys are more impulsive, more restless, and possess less
effortful control than girls, even when those beliefs are unsupported by actual
classroom observations (e.g., Else-Quest et al., 2006; Jones & Myhill, 2004).
These beliefs are also reflected in teachers’ actual behaviors, as teachers are
stricter with boys than girls, and boys are more likely to be punished than girls
(Pickering, 1997; Silva et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2002). It is important to note
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that this disproportionate discipline is exacerbated for boys of color, particularly
African American boys (e.g., Ksinan et al., 2019; Skiba et al., 2002; Wallace
et al., 2008).

In interviews with girls and boys in middle childhood, it was evident that
many children recognize that girls and boys are treated differently by teachers;
the boys perceived differential treatment to be a form of injustice, whereas the
girls blamed the boys for their own poor behavior (Myhill & Jones, 2006).
Children also perceived the teachers to have different expectations for girls and
boys, believing that the teachers viewed girls as needing to be treated gently but
boys needing to be treated firmly.

Peers also play an important role in socializing gendered behaviors, particu-
larly by enforcing gender conformity among one another. Although children
engage in some gender policing, self-segregate into same-gender groups, and
socialize themselves accordingly starting in early childhood, children in middle
childhood appear more rigid in their enforcement of gender norms. Gender-
atypical children are significantly more likely to be teased, rejected, and har-
assed than their more typical peers (Jewell & Brown, 2014; Kochel et al., 2012;
Zosuls et al., 2016; Young & Sweeting, 2004). Although both girls and boys
prefer gender-typical peers to atypical peers, boys are more likely to enforce
gender conformity among peers. Indeed, an observational study in elementary
schools found that, in the playground, high-status boys served as the gatekeep-
ers of gender conformity and transgressions (McGuffey & Rich, 1999).

Finally, children’s media is an important socializer of gender development, as
there are consistent differences in how girls and boys are depicted in educational
curricula, books, television, and movies. For example, in elementary school
textbook depictions, females possess some masculine characteristics (such as
assertiveness), but males rarely possess feminine characteristics (such as
empathy; Evans & Davies, 2000). Although current television programs created
for children contain more counter-stereotypical depictions of boys than in
previous years (Barner, 1999; Martin, 2017), boys who are portrayed as gay
or feminine are the source of jokes because of their counter-stereotypical
behaviors (Myers, 2012). This trend is also evident in award-winning books
prevalent in school libraries. Even among award-winning children’s books
considered to be nonsexist, boys never have feminine traits or occupations
(Diekman & Murnen, 2004), men are rarely depicted as fathers caring for
infants or children (a role usually assigned to mothers; Anderson & Hamilton,
2005), and girls are often underrepresented or portrayed with gender-
stereotypical occupations (Hamilton et al., 2006).

In general, media consumed by children in middle childhood conveys two
broad stercotypes: boys and men as assertive and girls and women as
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sexualized. For example, analyses of popular children’s television programs
show that boys are portrayed as answering more questions, telling others what
to do more often, and showing more ingenuity than girls (Aubrey & Harrison,
2004). In video games, played more frequently by boys than girls, boys are
frequently portrayed as aggressive (Dill & Thill, 2007). Boys also watch a lot of
sports media (Carroll, 2005), and much of popular sports programming (such as
American football and hockey) values and reinforces physical aggression and
violence among men (Hardin et al., 2009; Messner, 1990; Messner & Sabo,
1994).

Media targeted to children in middle childhood also portrays girls as sexual
objects. Children’s television shows frequently portray girls as sexualized by
wearing tight, revealing clothing (Lacroix, 2004). A study analyzing ten of the
most popular television shows among European American and Latina
American girls in the United States found evidence of sexualization of female
characters in every show (McDade-Montez, Wallander, & Cameron, 2017).
Indeed, the most common themes in popular children’s shows were boys
objectifying girls based on their attractiveness, as well as girls engaging in self-
objectification. For example, in many children’s television shows, particularly
those with a male protagonist who interacts with a girl, girls are portrayed as
focused on having a boyfriend and sexually objectifying themselves to attract
a boy (Kirsch & Murnen, 2015). A longitudinal study with early adolescent
boys found that watching mainstream television marketed to youth in late
childhood/early adolescence (e.g., Disney and Nickelodeon), when coupled
with gender-stereotypical parental messages, led to increases in viewing
women as sex objects and viewing men as sexually dominant (Rousseau,
Rodgers, & Eggermont, 2019). The sexual objectification of women is likely
compounded by the use of video games, which frequently portray girls and
women as sexual objects (Dill & Thill, 2007). These stereotypes are also
prevalent in products marketed to girls. One-quarter of girls’ clothing is reveal-
ing or has sexually suggestive writing (Goodin et al., 2011). For example,
graphic tee shirts have sayings such as “Hot Stuff” printed on them in glitter
letters and sweatpants have “Juicy” or “Luscious” written across the seat.
Popular dolls marketed to young girls wear leather mini-skirts and thigh-high
boots (e.g., Boyd & Murnen, 2017).

7 Conclusions and Future Directions

Research focused on how girls and boys develop differently and develop ideas
about being a girl or boy has filled social scientific journals over the past half-
century. Over that time evidence has clearly established that gender is one of the
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most important social groups for children, dictating whom to play with, mes-
sages they attend to, and identities they develop. Children develop stereotypes
early in life, beginning in infancy, strengthening in preschool, and peaking in
middle childhood before becoming more flexible in adolescence. Although their
stereotypes become more flexible, these early stereotypes shape the types of
play, peer groups, and academic choices children make, which all lead to long-
term psychological, social, and academic consequences. Despite extensive
extant research on gender development, there are still some critical areas for
future research to explore, largely a result of changing cultural norms around
gender.

Since the first studies of gender development, researchers have asked how
much the origins and developmental trajectory of gender are based on nature
versus nurture. At a fundamental level, disentangling nature from nurture has
been at the core of all gender development research and is embedded in research
that examines how much the pink and blue marketing of toys shapes children’s
toy preferences, whether classroom structure and use of gender to label and sort
children increases gender stereotypes, and whether children seek out same-
gender peer groups because of early differences in activity level. No doubt,
contemporary developmental science appreciates that developmental systems
are relational and dynamic and that development is driven by continuing
transactions of individuals with their experiences. Despite this, researchers
typically have an underlying assumption that either (1) gender is heavily
biologically determined and gender differences are primarily due to genetic
and hormonal differences between girls and boys or (2) gender is socially
constructed and all gender differences are due to cultural socialization.
Biological theorists have looked at the early differences between female and
male infants and argued that differences that appear very early in life, before
children are impacted by culture, must be (primarily) due to innate differences.
Social constructionists have long asserted that gender is (primarily) meaningful
to the individual because of the gender category infants are placed in at birth and
the massive and ubiquitous amounts of gendered socialization that immediately
follow.

The current problem, and one future research must reconcile, is that we now
recognize, both scientifically and culturally, that there are many children for
whom neither camp’s explanations are satisfactory. There are millions of
children who are transgender, gender-fluid, or nonbinary. For these children,
their biological markers at birth (as indicated by genitalia), their gender social-
ization, and their own sense of gender are not neatly aligned. For many of these
children, their own sense of gender develops early, is consistent across time and
contexts, and is deeply felt even at great social costs (e.g., Giilgoz et al., 2019).
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If developmental science is to have relevance and value, research must adapt to
include all children (Brown, Mistry, & Yip, 2019). Therefore, current explan-
ations for how children develop a sense of gender must be refined. Research on
how children self-socialize in terms of their gender stereotypes, identity, and
preferences may play a key role in understanding the gender development of
both cisgender and transgender children (e.g., Giilgoz et al., 2019). Underlying
this sentiment is the belief that children should be trusted to know their own
gender, and if their experiences are not explained by existing theories, then the
theories are flawed, not the children.

Given research on transgender and gender-diverse children, researchers
investigating the development of gender should keep in mind the need for
researching gender outside of the binary model of girls and boys (e.g.,
Dunham & Olson, 2016). Research has consistently demonstrated that viewing
either gender or sex as a binary is inadequate. For example, research in
neuroscience has found women’s and men’s brains are not sexually dimorphic
and are more similar than they are different (Joel et al., 2015). Thus, some
researchers have suggested that gender/sex be conceptualized as a categorical
variable with more than two categories (Hyde et al., 2019). One option involves
giving youth more than two categories to select, asking them to identify as

EEINT3 EEINT3 EEINT3 EEINT3

“female,” “male,” “transgender female,” “transgender male,” “genderqueer,”
and “other (specify).” Another option, used by Tate and colleagues (2013), asks
participants, “How do you currently identify?”” and “What category were you
assigned to at birth?” An additional option asks youth in an open-ended
question, “What is your gender?” This allows children to use their own lan-
guage and categories. Regardless of the specific measurement approach, recog-
nizing that there may be developmental changes, researchers conducting
longitudinal research must also recognize that these labels may change over
time for an individual. Across these options is also the assumption that
researchers should allow children to self-identify. This is highlighted by
Giilg6z and colleagues (2019) who found that, although they grouped children
into cisgender and transgender, these groups did not always perfectly align with
the label that children gave themselves, which did not always align with
children’s preferred pronoun. Thus, research moving forward should carefully
consider how gender is labeled and use children’s own gender labels rather than
ones created by the researchers.

In other words, the study of children’s gender development should be
conceptualized outside the binary of girls and boys and move beyond
a simple comparison of gender differences. Furthermore, by studying gender
in a binary way, certain populations of children, such as transgender children,

intersex children, and nonbinary children are left out of the discussion. By not
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including diverse gender identities in research, the field cannot adequately or
fully understand gender development (Dunham & Olson, 2016). For example,
transgender children show different patterns of gender development only in
the domain of gender consistency, compared to cisgender children (Olson &
Glilgoz, 2018). Thus, using gender consistency as an important developmen-
tal milestone may no longer be appropriate or as important for development
as once thought. Additionally, expanding research to include more gender-
diverse children will allow for deeper theoretical understandings of gender
(for a full discussion, see Dunham & Olson, 2016). For example, if an
individual’s gender identity does not match their sex assigned at birth, the
traditional biological perspective of gender differences does not apply.
Additionally, if transgender children identify as a gender other than the one
their caregivers socialized them as, this indicates that social theories of
gender development (e.g., Bussey & Bandura, 1999) may also not fully
explain gender development. Thus, we urge future research on gender to
incorporate culturally diverse and gender-diverse perspectives (Brown,
Mistry, & Yip, 2019).

Beyond increasing the gender diversity of research, the current literature on
gender development needs to expand its reach beyond North American and
Western European samples. The majority of cross-cultural work focuses on
comparing gender differences across cultures without a deeper understanding of
the ways in which gender is embedded within the culture. As one example, an
analysis of gender equality and academic performance across forty countries
has shown that, when more women are in the labor force and have more political
power, girls show better mathematics performance (Guiso et al., 2008).
Research has not examined why women’s participation in work is related to
children’s academic abilities, yet the answers can speak to how broader gender
norms are transferred to children. For instance, is this relation a function of
broader societal gender equality — that might also be reflected in more equitable
family leave policies, greater female political representation, and equal pay —
that trickles down to children and, if so, how? Is this relation related to the
presence of female role models in the workforce that affects girls’ academic
motivation and persistence? Do certain educational practices early in schooling
lead to better math performance of girls, who subsequently become the women
who enter the workforce? In another example, researchers found that, in low-
and middle-income countries with lower levels of gender equality, girls were
less likely to work outside the home than boys, girls were more likely to be
assigned excessive household chores than boys, but boys were more likely to be
disadvantaged in their growth and mortality than girls (Bornstein et al., 2016).
Thus, when gender equality was low, girls faced economic disadvantages,
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whereas boys faced physical disadvantages. Additional thoughtful research
across countries can help inform why gender inequalities seem to persist.

In conclusion, a conscious effort to increase cross-cultural research, diversify
the study of gender away from the binary, include gender-diverse identities, and
connect broad social patterns to individual psychology will enrich theoretical
and empirical work and is a vital component of moving the study of gender/sex
forward.
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