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Gender role socialization is the process by which 
people learn the cultural norms, attitudes, and behav-
iors appropriate to their gender. That is, they learn 
how to think and act as boys or girls, women or men. 
Socialization reinforces the “proper” gender behaviors 
and punishes the improper behaviors. This process, in 
turn, reinforces gender stereotypes. In many societies, 
traits of gentleness, passivity, and dependence are 

associated with femininity, whereas boldness, aggres-
sion, strength, and independence are identified with 
masculinity. For instance, in most Western societies, 
aggression in women is considered unfeminine, if not 
inappropriate or disturbing (Sandberg 2013). Likewise, 
the gentle, unassertive male is often looked on with 
scorn or pity, stigmatized as a “wimp.” 

Stages in Gender Socialization
Bounce that rough-and-tumble baby boy and cuddle 
that precious, delicate little girl. Thus begins gender 
socialization, starting at birth and taking place through 
a series of life stages, discussed in Chapter 4 on social-
ization. Examples from infancy and childhood show 
how socialization into gender roles takes place.

Infancy. Learning how to carry out gender roles 
begins at birth. Parents in the United States describe 
their newborn daughters as soft, delicate, fine fea-
tured, little, pretty, cute, awkward, and resembling 
their mothers. They depict their sons as strong, firm, 
alert, and well coordinated (Lindsey 2011). Although 
gender stereotypes have declined in recent years, 
they continue to affect the way we handle and treat 
male and female infants. 

Clothing, room decor, and toys also reflect 
notions of gender. An interesting fact is that only 
a century ago pink was considered the “manly” 
color and self-respecting men were steered away 
from the very soft feminine color—blue (“Finery 
for Infants” 1893). A trade publication, Earnshaw’s 

Infants’ Department, published an article in June 1918 
that advises parents: “The generally accepted rule 
is pink for the boys, and blue for the girls. The rea-
son is that pink, being a more decided and stronger 
color, is more suitable for the boy, while blue, which 
is more delicate and dainty, is prettier for the girl.” In 
1927, Time magazine printed a chart showing sex-
appropriate colors for children: pink is for boys—blue 
for girls (Maglaty 2011). Moreover, prior to the 20th 
century both boys and girls in the United States were 
dressed mostly in frilly dresses until they were about 
6 (Maglaty 2011).

Childhood. Once they are out of infancy, research 
shows that boys receive more encouragement than 
girls to be independent and exploratory. More pres-
sure is put on boys to behave in “gender-appropriate” 
ways, with an emphasis on achievement, autonomy, 
and aggression (Kramer and Beutel 2014). Boys are 

Country

Lower Chamber 
(House of 

Representatives) 
or Single 
Chamber

Upper 
Chamber 
(Senate)

    1 Rwanda 63.8 38.5

    2 Andorra 50.0 —

    3 Cuba 48.9 —

    4 Sweden 45.0 —

    5 Seychelles 43.8 —

    6 Senegal 43.3 —

    7 Finland 42.5 —

    8 Nicaragua 42.4 —

    9 Ecuador 41.6 —

  10 South Africa 40.8 35.2

  11 Iceland 39.7 —

  11 Spain 39.7 —

  13 Norway 39.6 —

  14 Belgium 39.3 50

  15 Mozambique 39.2 —

  22 Germany 36.5 27.5

  27 New Zealand 33.9 —

  45 Afghanistan 27.7 27.5

  53 Australia 26.0 38.2

  57 Iraq 25.2 —

  61 Canada 25.1 39.6

  74 United 
Kingdom

22.6 23.4

  90 Saudi Arabia 19.9 —

101 United States 18.2 20.0

TABLE 9.1  Women in National 
Governments (Selected 
Countries), 2014 

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union 2014. www.ipu.org. Reprinted with 
permission of the Inter-Parliamentary Union.

Note: To examine the involvement of women in other countries or  
to see even more recent figures, go to http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/
classif.htm.
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