
Introduction

Method

A 2 (participant gender: girls vs. boys) x 2 (character: stereotypical vs. ambiguous target) 

mixed ANOVA revealed a significant participant gender by character interaction for liking, 

F(1, 104) = 18.258, p <.001, and for affiliation, F(1, 104) = 27.191, p < .001. See Figures 

2 and 3, respectively.

Boys reported similar liking scores for the target and in-group, gender-stereotypical 

character, but girls reported lower liking for the target compared to the in-group, gender-

stereotypical character. 

• Boys’ reported liking for the target (M = 2.135, SD = 1.155) did not differ significantly 

from chance, as was the case for their reported liking for the in-group, gender-

stereotypical character (M = 2.212, SD = 1.210), ps > .05. Girls’ reported liking for the 

target (M = 1.796, SD = 1.088) did not differ significantly from chance, t(53) = - 1.376, 

p = .175, but girls showed greater liking for the in-group, gender-stereotypical 

character (M = 2.963, SD = 1.027) than expected by chance, t(53) = 6.889, p < .001.

Boys reported similar affiliation scores for the target and in-group, gender-stereotypical 

character, but girls reported lower affiliation for the target compared to the in-group, 

gender-stereotypical character. 

• Boys’ affiliation scores for the target (M = 2.423, SD = 1.126) were greater than 

expected by chance, t(51) = 2.709, p = .009, but boys’ reported affiliation scores for 

the in-group, gender-stereotypical character (M = 2.289, SD = 1.194) did not differ 

significantly from chance, t(51) = 1.743, p = .087. Girls’ affiliation scores for the target 

(M = 2.056, SD = 1.172) did not differ significantly from chance, t(53) = .348, p = .729, 

but girls’ affiliation scores for the in-group, gender-stereotypical character (M = 3.148, 

SD = .940) were greater than expected by chance, t(53) = 8.997, p < .001. 

Results

Discussion
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Overall, girls reported greater liking and desire for affiliation for the in-group, gender-

stereotypical character compared to the target. Boys’ performance suggested neutral 

attitudes towards both the target and the in-group, gender-stereotypical character. 

Despite the expectation that boys and girls would not differ in their liking and desire for 

friendship with the perceptually gender ambiguous target, only girls demonstrated biases. 

Some research suggests that girls demonstrate a stronger in-group bias than boys, but 

only at around 8 to 10 years of age (Powlishta, 1995). However, previous findings used 

members of the traditional gender categories, rather than incorporating a perceptually 

gender ambiguous character. It is possible that a strong in-group bias arises at an earlier 

age for girls when the target is unfamiliar (i.e., ambiguous) and prior knowledge about the 

person’s category-based associations is lacking. Furthermore, it is puzzling that boys did 

not show an in-group bias for the in-group, gender-stereotypical character, as previous 

studies did not report a lack of in-group bias in boys (e.g., Powlishta, 1995), but a weaker 

bias compared to girls. For boys, the lack of negativity towards the target, compared to a 

negativity that might have been captured towards girls, might have led to a lack of distinct 

differences between their ratings for the target and in-group, gender-stereotypical 

character.

By examining children’s feelings and beliefs about perceptually gender ambiguous 

people, it is possible to determine whether biased beliefs exhibited towards traditional 

gender out-group members (i.e., boys, girls) extend to people who exist outside of strict 

and categorical definitions. If so, it would suggest that attempts to challenge gender 

biases in children must be inclusive of individuals who exist outside of the traditional 

gender categories. This research may have implications for the understanding of biases 

in other social groups that are strictly defined and not fully inclusive.

One hundred and six 5- to 8-year-olds were given two stories that included a gender-

stereotypical character (matched to the participant’s gender) and two perceptually gender 

ambiguous characters (one of which was the target). 

Each character’s gender was either labeled (“We’re not sure about this person. This 

person doesn’t look like a boy or a girl.”) or unlabeled (“This person is short. This person 

wears small clothes.”). Each story included a conceptual match between the target and the 

in-group, gender stereotypical character and an appearance match between the target and 

perceptually gender ambiguous character. See Figure 1.

Participants reported their liking (i.e., “How much do you like this person?”) and desire for 

affiliation (i.e., “How much would you like to be friends with this person?”) for all of the 

characters. Responses were scored as follows: 0 = a little, 1 = in the middle, 2 = a lot. 

Scores for each character were summed across stories.  

Children prefer members of their own gender category and express negative attitudes 

towards individuals that violate gender norms (Blakemore, 2003; Martin, 1989; Yee & 

Brown, 1984). It is unclear whether these biases extend to perceptually gender 

ambiguous individuals (i.e., who do not appear to belong to a binary gender category and 

thus violate gender norms).

To examine children’s beliefs about gender ambiguous people, we introduced them to 

two trios of characters. Each trio included a perceptually ambiguous target, an in-group, 

gender-stereotypical character matched to the participant’s gender, and another gender 

ambiguous character. The in-group, gender-stereotypical character shared trait or 

occupation information with the target (i.e., conceptual match) and the perceptually 

gender ambiguous character shared appearance features with the target (i.e., 

appearance match). 

As part of a larger study, we focused on participant attitudes towards the perceptually 

gender ambiguous targets and the in-group, gender-stereotypical characters. We asked 

children how much they liked the perceptually gender ambiguous targets and how much 

they would like to be friends with the perceptually gender ambiguous targets. We also 

asked children the same questions for the in-group, gender-stereotypical characters.

Consistent with previous research (e.g., Yee & Brown, 1984), we expected children to 

report greater liking and desire for affiliation with the in-group, gender-stereotypical 

characters than for the perceptually gender ambiguous targets.  Boys and girls were 

expected to perform similarly, given that in-group gender biases are found in both boys 

and girls (e.g., Martin & Ruble, 2004). Nevertheless, it was still possible for girls and boys 

to perform differently, as in-group biases have mostly been explored when comparing 

beliefs towards members of the traditional gender groups, rather than comparisons that 

include people who exist outside of the traditional gender categories.

Figure 1. Example stimuli for a girl participant. Top left: perceptually gender ambiguous character, 

top right character: gender stereotypical character, middle character: perceptually gender 

ambiguous target. 

References
Blakemore, J. E. O. (2003). Children's beliefs about violating gender norms: Boys shouldn't look like girls, and girls shouldn't act like boys. Sex Roles, 48(910), 411-419. 

Martin, C. L. (1989). Children's use of gender-related information in making social judgments. Developmental Psychology, 25(1), 80 - 88. 

Martin, C. L., & Ruble, D. (2004). Children's search for gender cues: Cognitive perspectives on gender development. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 13(2), 67-70.

Powlishta, K. K. (1995). Intergroup processes in childhood: Social categorization and sex role development. Developmental Psychology, 31(5), 781-788.

Yee, M., & Brown, R. (1994). The development of gender differentiation in young children. British Journal of Social Psychology, 33(2), 183-196.

Presented at The Southeastern Psychological Association Conference in Jacksonville, Florida, March 22, 2019. 

Figure 3. Mean reported affiliation with the perceptually gender ambiguous target 

and gender-stereotypical character by participant gender. Error bars represent 

standard errors. *** indicates p < .001. 

Figure 2. Mean reported liking for the perceptually gender ambiguous target and 

gender-stereotypical character by participant gender. Error bars represent 

standard errors. *** indicates p < .001.  


