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Toys provided to children and the characteristics they are ericouraged to adopt can deeply shape their
future. From a young age, children face gendered expectations. Girls are often attracted to “feminine” items like pink
dresses by age two, while sports are typically viewed as for boys, that is, “masculine.” These early perceptions about
gender roles are shaped by a highly gendered environment, influencing children’s understanding of themselves and

their place in society.

Although these gender divisions might seem minor, they have long-term effects on children’s self-image,
choices, and behaviors. Society’s indirect reinforcement of gender roles can negatively shape one’s values and

thereby limit personal growth and freedoms, impacting one’s individuality and identity.

Historically, several societies viewed women as intellectually inferior, a misconception that even science
once attempted to prove. Indeed, many myths about gender-related intelligence differences have been disproven, but
biases are still not unusual in our society, starting as early as before birth. Studies show that parents often
subconsciously treat male and female babies differently. For instance, when mothers know they are expecting a boy,
they describe the baby’s movements as “strong” or “active,” even though no actual difference exists if they don’t

know the baby’s sex. Such biases are reinforced by toys that assign specific traits and interests to boys and girls.

Play is essential to childhood development, enabling children to build skills and explore interests. Blocks,
for example, can enhance spatial abilities, while dolls promote empathy and caregiving. However, when children
receive toys limited by gender stereotypes, they miss out on many developmental opportunities. This limits the range
of skills and interests children can develop based on gender expectations. Observing others, children start identifying

with these “appropriate” gender roles, with girls choosing pink items and boys avoiding them.

These tendencies are further reinforced through marketing and labeling practices. Psychologists explain
that children naturally identify with the “group” they see themselves belonging to. This drives boys away from dolls
and makes girls hesitant to pick up toys like trucks. Even a toy’s color can influence interest; girls are more likely to
play with a “masculine” toy if it is pink. As children grow, they associate specific toys and activities with their

gender, shaping their lifelong interests and behaviors.

Parents also unintentionally support gender stereotypes by how they perceive their children’s
characteristics. Boys are often described as adventurous or energetic, while gitls are seen as gentle or nurturing.
Research, however, indicates that these differences are not natural but shaped by parental biases. Parents tend to
emphasize boys’ physical abilities and set more daring targets for them, even when no actual physical difference
exists. This indirect bias influences children’s self-perceptions, leading boys to see themselves as active and

assertive, and girls as quieter and more emotionally expressive.

Language also reinforces these stereotypes. Studies have shown that mothers speak more often to baby

girls than baby boys, discussing emotions more frequently with daughters. This can unintentionally condition girls to
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be more expressive and communicative, while boys may grow up focusing on physical or assertive behaviors. These

language patterns impact how children see themselves, potentially limiting their self-expression and life choices.

Interestingly, parents are generally more open to buying “masculine” toys for girls than “feminine” toys
for boys, even if they aim to avoid gender stereotypes. This reflects a societal view that values masculine qualities
over feminine ones, making parents uncomfortable when boys display characteristics traditionally seen as feminine.
Thus, if girls enjoy “masculine” activities, they may be praised. On the other hand, boys who show interest in
“feminine” items are often discouraged and may face ridicule. This double standard strengthens the notion that
femininity is less valued, impacting boys’ behaviors and career prospects later in life. Studies show that men with

“feminine” qualities often face differences in income.

Gendered conditioning also impacts academics. For example, no gender difference in math exists when
children start school, but a gap emerges over time due to expectations from both teachers and the children
themselves. These evolving expectations conflict with today’s ideas of gender equality, which promote the

availability of choices and fulfilling one’s potential, regardless of one’s gender.

The influence of gender-specific toys may even affect brain development. In one study, girls who played a
spatially challenging game like Tefris for months showed growth in brain areas tied to visual processing. This
finding suggests that toys can influence intellectual growth, meaning that when boys and girls are encouraged to play
with different toys, their brains may develop differently. Toys like puzzles or building blocks may enhance certain

cognitive skills, affecting long-term development.

The biases surrounding toys, personality characteristics, and activities have significant and lasting effects
on individuals and society. When children are steered into limited gender roles, they may develop skills and interests
that are suited to these roles but lose chances to explore other interests or talents. This kind of social conditioning

maintains the stereotypes that society often tries to overcome.

In summary, toys, language, and parents’ expectations shape how children perceive themselves and their
world. These influences start early and extend into adulthood, affecting career paths, self-expression, and social
roles. To change these patterns, we need conscious efforts to give children diverse experiences and encourage
interests beyond traditional gender norms. This shift could lead to a world where all children can explore and

develop a full range of skills, fostering a more inclusive society.

Hi# : Melissa Hogenboom, “The Gender Biases That Shape Our Brains,” BBC, May 25, 2021.
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