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appropriate to their gender. That is, they learn how to 
think and act  as  boys  or  gir ls ,  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, aggression, strength, and 
independence are identified with masculinity. For 
instance, in most Western societies, aggression in women 
is considered unfeminine, if not inappropriate or disturb-
ing (Sandberg and Grant 2015). Likewise, the gentle, 
unassertive male is often looked on with scorn or pity, stig-
matized as a “wimp.” Gender stereotypes in the United 
States are less rigid than in the past, but they are still a big 
part of popular culture and provide guidelines for parents 
and especially for boys’ behavior. Girls’ norms of accept-
able female behavior have expanded more than norms of 
masculinity, and more girls have aspirations for formerly 
male-dominated professions, such as engineering, law, 
and medicine, than boys have for nursing. Girls have more 
flexibility in sports they choose and in toys they can play 
with (“Gender Stereotypes” 2011).

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

Infancy.  Learning how to carry out gender roles begins 
at birth. Parents in the United States describe their new-
born daughters as soft, delicate, fine featured, little, 
pretty, cute, awkward, and resembling their mothers. 
They depict their sons as strong, firm, alert, and well 
coordinated—and treat them as such (Lindsey 2015). 
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. A trade publication, Earnshaw’s Infants’ 
Department, published an article in June 1918 that 
advised parents, “The generally accepted rule is pink for 
the boys, and blue for the girls. The reason 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, boys receive 
more encouragement than girls to be independent and 
exploratory. More pressure is put on boys to behave in 
“gender-appropriate” ways, with an emphasis on achieve-
ment, autonomy, and aggression (Kramer and Beutel 
2014). Boys are socialized into this “boy code” that pro-
vides rigid guidelines for their behavior.

Girls, on the other hand, are trained to express aggres-
sion in subtler ways: through gossip, rumors, name- 
calling, backbiting, and excluding other girls from social 
activities (Beran 2012). Friendship and needing to belong 
are the weapons—rather than the “sticks and stones” used 
by boys. This form of bullying is subtle and hard to detect, 
but it can have long-lasting effects on girls (Beran 2012; 
Girls Health 2009; Simmons 2002).

Names for children also reflect stereotypes about gen-
der. Boys are more often given strong, hard names, often 
ending in consonants. The top 10 names given to boys in 
2016 were Liam, Noah, Ethan, Lucas, Mason, Oliver, 
Aiden, Elijah, James, and Benjamin. Girls are more likely 
to be given soft, pretty names with vowel endings, such as 
most of the 2016 top 10: Emma, Olivia, Ava, Sophia, 
Isabella, Mia, Charlotte, Harper, Amelia, and Abigail 
(BabyCenter 2016).

Children, like the girl in this picture, begin to conform to gender 
expectations once they are old enough to understand that their sex is 
permanent.
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