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Abstract

In middle childhood, many girls go through a curious metamorphosis, in which their earlier
embrace of all-things-feminine appears to transform into an identity as a tomboy. We believe this
striking shift, observed in girls but not boys, signifies a critical development in children’s socio-
cognitive functioning, with implications for their understanding of gender as it relates to their
identity and their social relationships. In this article, we review the evidence for this identity shift
and present a theoretical account that integrates ideas from social cognition and social develop-
ment. We argue that this identity shift involves the emergence of public regard and status aware-
ness, with concurrent increases in the complexity with which knowledge associated with gender
categories is represented in the mind. We then posit that these changes have important implica-
tions for the developmental trajectory of implicit and explicit gender attitudes and stereotypes, and
we present a set of predictions generated by our theoretical analysis.

Gender is one of the earliest learned and most influential social identities throughout the
lifespan (Bem, 1993). Gender identity is usually seen as relatively stable; except in rare
circumstances, an individual remains a male or female for life despite contextually-based
shifts in certain features, such as the salience of gender identity or the display of gender-
typed behaviors (Deaux & LaFrance, 1998). Yet, gender identities can change. According
to social identity theory, individuals seeking to maximize their self-esteem may move
from identifying with a low-status social group to a higher-status one if boundaries
between the groups are permeable (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986). Given the status
disparity between men and women (Deaux & LaFrance, 1998; Rudman & Glick, 2008),
it is interesting to ask whether this social identity principle applies to gender.

Childhood is an especially exciting time to view gender through the lens of social
identity principles. It is during this period that individuals first learn about gender catego-
ries, the boundaries of those categories, and their permanence (Ruble, Martin, & Beren-
baum, 2006). Gender is also extremely salient to most children in their everyday lives
(Ruble et al., 2006). Although basic self-categorization into a gender group may not nor-
mally change after preschool, gender identity consists of multiple dimensions that may be
flexible, such as the centrality of gender to one’s self-concept or how typical one feels
(Halim & Ruble, 2010; Tobin et al., 2010). Moreover, whereas gender identity during
the preschool years primarily connects to specific gender-typed activities and interests
(e.g., dolls and princesses versus trucks and superheroes), gender identity during middle
childhood takes on larger meanings in terms of interpersonal relationships, intergroup
evaluations, and one’s place in society. During the same time period, substantial
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advancements in children’s social-cognitive processes occur that may motivate and enable
social identity change.

In this paper, we suggest that aspects of gender identity have the potential to become
dynamic because of two important social cognitive developments that occur between pre-
school and middle childhood: (i) changes in children’s awareness of the variation that
exists in evaluative standpoints toward social categories (public regard); and (ii) changes in
children’s representations of gender categories (see Table 1). We describe how these two
sets of social-cognitive processes contribute to gender identity changes and then suggest
how this social-cognitive framework can inform a wider range of identity-relevant phe-
nomena, such as intergroup beliefs and attitudes. We begin our review with an illustrative
phenomenon that captures the kind of gender identity-relevant change that appears to
take place during this time period.

An Illustrative Phenomenon: The Pink Frilly Dress

Social-cognitive processes underlying shifts in gender identity are manifested in one par-
ticularly intriguing phenomenon. Recently, preschool- and kindergarten-aged girls seen
flitting around in pink, frilly dresses have caught the attention of both the media and psy-
chologists (e.g., Bailey, 2008; Bates, 2009; Orenstein, 2010; Ruble, Lurye, & Zosuls,
2007a; Ruble et al., 2007b). Glittery chiffon peeks out of their winter jackets even on
the coldest of days. These girls not only love pink – they demand to wear pink and
refuse to wear pants nearly every single day and for every occasion, even when inconve-
nient and inappropriate, such as when they have run out of clean pink clothes or when
embarking on a day of strenuous outdoor activities. (Halim et al., forthcoming; Ruble
et al., 2007a). This phenomenon – which we call ‘PFD’ for ‘pink frilly dress’ – is striking,
seen in 74% of the 3- to 4-year-old girls in a recent empirical study (Halim et al., forth-
coming). Interestingly, PFD does not seem to be simply the result of parent socialization;
many parents report being forced to negotiate with and often yield to their daughters on
the issues of wearing such clothing (Halim et al., forthcoming). Moreover, PFD was
found to be linked to girls’ positive evaluation of their gender identity and with a greater
understanding that gender is relatively stable over time (Halim et al., forthcoming),

Table 1 Framework of social cognitive developmental changes affecting gender identity shifts

Processes

Standpoints toward gender categories Changing representations of gender

Increasing awareness of public regard
Increasing awareness of higher male status
Increasing awareness of discrimination against
women

More complex and nuanced theory of mind
Neurological development

Maturation of medial prefrontal cortex

Shift from rigidity to flexibility in gender category
distinctions
Understanding of gender constancy
More advanced classification skills
Change in essentialistic thought

Increase in recognizing heterogeneity within gender
categories
Increasing understanding of the dimensional nature
of traits
Better understanding of individual differences, or
within-category variability
More use of subgrouping
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suggesting that PFD reflects the developmental process of girls’ understanding and
embracing their female gender identity. These girls appear to love being girls and they
want to communicate that symbolically through their clothing.

Curiously, a very different type of behavior is seen during elementary school when the
girls are a few years older. No longer is PFD the norm; only approximately 30–40% of girls
in middle childhood describe themselves as traditional girls or as having primarily female-
typical interests (England, Martin, Dinella, & Leonard, 2011; Jannone, Halim, Greulich,
Lurye, & Ruble, forthcoming). Instead, in an apparent 180º turnabout, ‘tomboyism’
becomes quite common, with some girls eschewing the PFD they embraced just a few
years earlier. Several retrospective studies have revealed that approximately one-third to
three-quarters of women recall being tomboys in middle childhood (Burn, O’Neil, &
Nederend, 1996; Hyde, Rosenberg, & Behrman, 1977; Morgan, 1998; Plumb & Cowan,
1984). Studies of elementary school children have observed similar rates of prevalence,
with approximately one-third to one-half of girls labeling themselves as tomboys (Dinella
& Martin, 2003; Jannone et al., forthcoming). Indeed, girls in elementary school show
increasing interest in masculine activities and behaviors – they like to play more sports,
wear pants, talk and act like boys, and play with male-typed toys (Bailey, Bechtold, &
Berenbaum, 2002; Paechter & Clark, 2007; Sandberg & Meyer-Bahlburg, 1994). Some
research suggests that girls also develop an active aversion to feminine activities and inter-
ests (Carr, 1998), and they may actively shun pink objects and female-typed activities
(McHale, Shanahan, Updegraff, Crouter, & Booth, 2004). As tomboys, they report an ada-
mant refusal to wear skirts or dresses (Paechter & Clark, 2007). Hence, these normative
shifts suggest major changes in the gender identity and attitudes of many girls in a relatively
short period of time.

Do boys show a similar change in their gender identity and attitudes? The evidence
suggests that they do not. In early childhood, boys, like girls, show strong gender-typed
rigidity during preschool and kindergarten, expressed in male-typical interests and forms
of play (see Ruble & Martin, 1998). However, in elementary school, at the time when
girls begin to shift away from a highly feminine gender identity, most boys remain stead-
fastly masculine and interact mainly with other boys (Maccoby, 1998; Ruble & Martin,
1998).1 In a review of the gender literature, Ruble et al. (2006) concluded that, in mid-
dle childhood, boys tend to be more rigid in their stereotypic toy and activity preferences
than girls.

What explains this curious shift in gender identity and related behaviors among many
girls but not boys between early (preschool) and middle childhood (elementary school)?
In the following section, we examine social-cognitive developmental processes that can
affect social identity, integrating theoretical ideas from adult social and cognitive psychol-
ogy with developmental psychology (Pomerantz & Newman, 2000).

Standpoints Toward and Representation of Gender Categories: A Proposed
Social-Cognitive Framework for Gender Identity Change

We suggest that identity-relevant changes, such as those illustrated by the PFD to tom-
boyism shift, reflect two general sets of concurrent developments in how children think
about themselves and others. First, they begin to view social categories from multiple
standpoints, including from the viewpoints of others, not just from their own internal
perspectives (e.g., Moretti & Higgins, 1999). This means, for example, that girls and boys
become increasingly aware of the differential status ascribed to males and females in soci-
ety, and they find themselves included in either the high or low status group. At the
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same time, in step with continuing neural development, a child’s capacity for appreciating
another person’s unique point of view (Theory of Mind) increases dramatically (Saxe,
Carey, & Kanwisher, 2004). Second, dramatic changes in how gender is represented,
both at the group and individual level, occur during this time period (Olson & Dweck,
2008; Ruble & Goodnow, 1998). Hence, we will argue that the PFD-tomboy shift we
are describing reflects two powerful sets of social-cognitive developments: an awareness
of differing standpoints toward gender categories and changing representations of gender.

Standpoints toward gender categories

We propose that one way to understand the shift from PFD to tomboy is to consider
children’s changing capacity to view gender from multiple standpoints. In this section,
we examine the nature of these changes as reflected in two different, but related areas of
research: the development of public regard and theory of mind.

The development of public regard. Public regard refers to the awareness that other people
may evaluate one’s group and hold it in high or low esteem, and this awareness is recog-
nized as a key component of social identity (Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe,
2004; Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998). To date, theories of gender
identity development have not integrated research on public regard; yet we believe such
integration is critical for explaining dramatic observed shifts in gender identity and atti-
tudes. For example, research on group hierarchies has found that adult members of low-
status groups, who are presumably aware of the negative public regard toward their
group, tend to exhibit ambivalent attitudes toward members of their own group and
sometimes show positive implicit attitudes toward the high-status outgroup (see Dasgupta,
2004; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Lane, Mitchell, & Banaji, 2005). In one study, the
implicit and explicit attitudes of college students from various lower-status groups were
assessed (Rudman, Feinberg, & Fairchild, 2002). These students took an Implicit Associa-
tion Test and reported on a feelings thermometer how warm or cold they felt toward
their own group and toward the high status group. These members of lower-status
groups were, from higher to lower status, as rated by themselves and others, Jews, Asians,
overweight people, and poor people. Results showed that the lower the group status, the
less positive was the implicit ingroup bias. Adult members of low-status groups also
sometimes show outgroup favoritism (although this is not always the case: see Lane et al.,
2005). In one study, Latino and Asian American college students tended to choose White
partners over members of their own ethnic groups when signing up for an ostensible psy-
chology experiment (Jost, Pelham, & Carvallo, 2002).

Other research suggests that the experience of being a member of a low-status group
motivates changes in one’s identity that involve distancing oneself from the low-status
group and ⁄ or associating more strongly with the high-status group, in combination with
other strategies for improving self-esteem (Brewer & Brown, 1998; Tajfel & Turner,
1986). Indeed, in one qualitative study, women reported that they became tomboys
because they were aware of and desired the advantages conferred on masculinity by soci-
ety (Carr, 1998). Thus, it appears that the gender identity shifts reflected in the PFD-
to-tomboy phenomenon may be triggered by an emerging sense of public regard. Given
the status differences associated with gender, this trigger operates very differently among
girls than among boys.

Several studies have examined perceptions of gender status in children. Children aged
6 to 12 have been found to perceive masculine jobs as more important, lucrative,
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difficult, and higher in status compared with feminine jobs, and these perceived differ-
ences were greater among the older children (Liben, Bigler, & Krogh, 2001; Teig &
Susskind, 2008). Similarly, Neff, Cooper, and Woodruff (2007) found that children aged
7 to 15 tended to believe that men have more power, influence, status, and respect than
did women in business and politics, a difference that was also greater among the older
children. Hence, findings in the extant literature are consistent with the idea that the
awareness of status differences associated with public regard emerges during middle child-
hood years, although questions remain about public regard in early childhood.

Children also become increasingly aware of gender discrimination in middle child-
hood (Verkuyten, Kinket, & van der Wielen, 1997), and this likely coincides with the
development of public regard. For example, when asked why there has never been a
female president of the United States, 10-year-olds are more likely to cite gender dis-
crimination than 5-year-olds (Bigler, Arthur, Hughes, & Patterson, 2008). In other
research (Brown & Bigler, 2004), children were given scenarios in which a teacher
evaluated either a female or male student more positively than the other. When chil-
dren learned that discrimination might be likely (e.g., when told, ‘Mr. Franks almost
always gives boys higher grades than girls on their stories’), children aged 5 to 7 were
nevertheless more likely to attribute the evaluation to the child’s ability or effort rather
than to discrimination, relative to children aged 8 to 10. Thus, a substantial number of
children in middle childhood are aware of gender discrimination, and this awareness
increases with age.

Theory of mind. The emerging ability to view social categories from another standpoint in
middle childhood may reflect more basic-level developments in Theory of Mind (ToM).
ToM refers to the belief that other people possess their own unique perspectives, mental
states, desires, emotions, beliefs, and intentions. Different components of ToM appear to
develop over time. Much of the research on ToM in children has examined the degree to
which children understand that another person may have a unique perspective on objects
(Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2001). For example, at around 4 years of age, children recog-
nize that two people who see the same object from different perspectives will have differ-
ent visual experiences (Flavell, 1978; Masangkay et al., 1974), as well as different beliefs
about the object (Astington, Harris, & Olson, 1988; Gopnik & Astington, 1988).

By around the age of 7 or 8 years, children begin to understand that a stimulus, seen
or heard in exactly the same way, may be interpreted differently (Wainryb, Shaw, Lang-
ley, Cottam, & Lewis, 2004). This ability is called interpretative ToM (Carpendale &
Chandler, 1996; Lalonde & Chandler, 2002; Ross, Recchia, & Carpendale, 2005). Chil-
dren aged 7 to 9 also increasingly understand that people can have different trains of
thought about the same stimuli (Eisbach, 2004). Thus, if children have positive concep-
tions of their own gender, understanding that others may have different, even negative,
conceptions of their own gender would facilitate the development of public regard.

A growing body of neuroscience research corroborates the idea that changes in the
development of children’s brains may relate to theory of mind and the emergence of
public regard (Crone, 2008; Liu, Sabbagh, Gehring, & Wellman, 2009; Saxe et al.,
2004). Neuroimaging studies of adults suggest that the processes of ToM, categorical per-
son perception, and group perception are associated with activity in regions of the medial
prefrontal cortex (mPFC). In particular, the mPFC has been linked to a range of
processes related to ToM such as understanding that there are false beliefs, mentalizing,
and person perception (Amodio & Frith, 2006; Frith & Frith, 1999), all of which are
conceptually related to the awareness of public regard.
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One particular within-subjects fMRI study had volunteers look at three types of car-
toons (ToM, non-ToM, and control) and to consider the meaning of each cartoon
silently (Gallagher et al., 2000). An example ToM cartoon depicted a scientist who had
just used a telescope with dark, inky rings around his eyes looking wonderingly at two
colleagues, snickering with each other, with large markers in hand. A non-ToM cartoon
depicted workers at an assembly line. A control cartoon was a jumbled picture of differ-
ent objects (a violin player, a trailer, and a unicorn). Activation of the mPFC was greater
in the theory of mind task than in the non-theory of mind and control tasks. Interest-
ingly, the anterior regions of the mPFC linked to ToM (e.g., BA 10) are among the
slowest regions of the brain to form, and they continue to develop into late childhood
(Casey, Galvan, & Hare, 2005a; Casey, Tottenham, Liston, & Durston, 2005b; Sowell
et al., 2004). Hence, the neural developments from ages 3 to 10 associated with ToM
appear to correspond with the emergence of public regard.

In sum, this research suggests that a confluence of developmental changes in the mind
and brain from early to middle childhood contribute to children’s ability to take the
standpoint of others in viewing social categories. As children’s brains mature and their
theory of mind becomes more complex, children may begin to understand that males are
a higher status group than females and that gender discrimination can occur. These
changes suggest a mechanism by which the gender identity of girls may shift in ways that
do not occur for boys. Girls may turn toward masculinity, whereas boys may remain
staunchly masculine.

Changing representations of gender

An important second set of developmental changes – representations of gender – provides
the vehicle for a shift in gender identity because they allow social identity movement
without major violations of social norms. In this section, we examine two fundamental
changes in children’s understanding of gender categories: (i) a shift from rigidity to flexi-
bility in making gender category distinctions, and (ii) an increase in recognizing heteroge-
neity within gender categories.

Shift from rigidity to flexibility in gender category distinctions. One well-documented change
in the literature on gender development concerns shifts in the rigidity versus flexibility of
gender norms. By about 3 years of age, children typically know some gender stereotypes
(Miller, Lurye, Zosuls, & Ruble, 2009), but at approximately 7 years of age, children’s
acceptance of stereotypes as inflexible or morally right declines, even though their knowl-
edge of stereotypes continues to increase (Huston, 1983; Ruble et al., 2006). For exam-
ple, in a longitudinal study following children annually from age 5 to 10, interviewers
read children a list of behaviors and traits (e.g., ‘There are children who are very strong
and can lift heavy things’, ‘There are people who like to look beautiful and to please oth-
ers’) and asked children who they think is like that (Trautner et al., 2005). Children
showed the highest level of rigidity (i.e., responding ‘only’ females or ‘only’ males) at 5
or 6 years of age and then a dramatic increase in flexibility (i.e., responding that the item
could apply to both females and males) beginning 2 years later. In short, older children
recognize that there are many similarities between boys and girls.

One additional noteworthy finding in the Trautner et al. (2005) study is that analyses
of individual differences in stereotyping indicated that children followed the same devel-
opmental trajectory of rigidity followed 2 years later by flexibility, regardless of variations
in when rigidity reached its peak or what level it reached. These findings suggest that

938 Changes in Gender Identity and Gender Bias

ª 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd Social and Personality Psychology Compass 5/11 (2011): 933–949, 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2011.00399.x



cognitive developmental factors influence this shift toward flexibility, even if socio-cul-
tural factors, such as how much families emphasize gender equality, influence how early
rigidity emerges and how extreme it gets. Although the exact cognitive precursors to this
shift from rigidity to flexibility are unknown, research has highlighted a few possibilities.

First, by 5 to 7 years of age, most children achieve an understanding that, despite super-
ficial changes, such as a girl’s short haircut, gender remains permanent (gender constancy;
Szkrybalo & Ruble, 1999). This understanding has been linked to increased flexibility in
gender-typed beliefs and attitudes. For example, in one study, when asked, ‘Is it wrong for
boys to wear nail polish?’ children who better understood the permanence of gender more
often answered, ‘No,’ and were more willing to be friends with a boy who wore nail pol-
ish (Ruble et al., 2007b). Second, children in middle childhood increasingly improve in
their ability to simultaneously classify a person across multiple dimensions (Piaget, 1965),
such as across gender and race, and this ability has been linked to less rigid stereotyping
(Bigler, 1995; Bigler & Liben, 1992). Third, there are important changes in children’s
essentialistic thought between early and middle childhood (Gelman & Taylor, 2000). That
is, although younger children can understand that there are some essential non-observable
features that distinguish boys and girls, older children view such features as more diagnostic
of category membership than outward appearances and behaviors. Once children recog-
nize that appearance and behaviors are less essential to differentiating boys and girls, they
can be more flexible in their reactions to gender norm violations. Thus, one possible way
to understand the shift from PFD to tomboyism is that cognitive developmental processes
between preschool and middle elementary school enable children to represent the attri-
butes of males and females in more flexible terms, such that they feel more comfortable
deviating from gender norms. In the case of girls as tomboys, it may simply become more
acceptable to themselves and their peers to wear pants and play soccer.

Increase in recognizing heterogeneity within gender categories. Several lines of evidence also
suggest that, as they move from early to middle childhood, children view individuals in
more complex ways, allowing an appreciation of heterogeneity within a category. First,
children’s understanding of the nature of personal attributes changes. In early childhood,
children understand traits as categories (e.g., ‘shy’ or ‘not shy’) (Heyman & Gelman,
1999, 2000), whereas during elementary school, they increasingly view traits as dimen-
sional in nature (e.g., ‘a little bit shy’ or ‘very shy’) (Gonzalez, Zosuls, & Ruble, 2010).
Thus, girls learn that they can be only a little bit or a lot girly and still be considered
girls. Coupled with an understanding that gender is relatively permanent (Szkrybalo &
Ruble, 1999), girls can feel secure in their gender identity without adhering to a proto-
type.

Second, children increasingly understand individual differences as they move from early
to middle childhood (Alvarez, Ruble, & Bolger, 2001). Younger children are less likely
to recognize that there can be individual variation in how gender-typed individual chil-
dren might be within gender categories (Martin, 1989). For example, in one study, when
asked if a target child would like to play with dolls or trucks, younger children’s judg-
ments were based on categorical information (whether the child was a boy or a girl). For
children 8 years and older, however, the target child’s individual preferences mattered,
such that a target boy described as liking kitchen sets was judged to also like playing with
dolls (Martin, Woods, & Little, 1990). Thus, for younger children, being a boy and hav-
ing masculine characteristics appear to be equivalent, whereas older children understand
that some girls differ from other girls and some boys differ from other boys. Thus, by
middle childhood, girls can still consider themselves members of the female category,

Changes in Gender Identity and Gender Bias 939

ª 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd Social and Personality Psychology Compass 5/11 (2011): 933–949, 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2011.00399.x



even if they prefer male-typical activities. A parallel in the adult impression formation lit-
erature involves the same kind of process. Among adults, given information-processing
limits and a complex social environment, the dominant mode of impression formation
relies on categorical thinking, or group stereotypes, and this involves automatic processing
(Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). However, in the appropriate motivational context, individuat-
ing information (like, ‘She likes to eat carrots’) can encourage a controlled, more attri-
bute-based, form of processing (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990).

Third, because children in middle childhood increasingly recognize within-group vari-
ability among gender groups, they may be more able than younger children to form gen-
der subgroups. The process of subgrouping refers to a person’s organization of a
superordinate group into clusters of individuals based on their similarities and differences
(Hornsey & Hogg, 2000; Richards & Hewstone, 2001). To our knowledge, research has
not yet examined children’s spontaneously-generated gender subgroups. However, one
study on late adolescents found that the top-listed female subgroups included ‘prissy girl’
and ‘athlete’ (Eckes, Trautner, & Behrendt, 2005). Research from the adult literature has
found similar gender subgroups (e.g., Noseworthy & Lott, 1984; Vonk & Olde-Monnik-
hof, 1998), which can have distinct sets of stereotypes (e.g., Deaux & LaFrance, 1998;
Vonk & Ashmore, 2003). Other findings also suggest that subgrouping may function as a
buffer in self-stereotyping (Steele, 2003). In this study, girls exhibited gender stereotypes
having to do with math abilities with regard to adults (they associated men with math),
but not with regard to children (they associated math with both boys and girls). Steele
(2003) proposed that girls subgroup themselves from the female superordinate group,
which may explain, in part, why girls and boys do equally well on math, but men out-
perform women. Hence, we speculate that tomboys and girly-girls are subgroups formed
by girls during elementary school that can buffer tomboys from the effects of negative
beliefs about female inferiority to males.

Summary. Children’s representations of gender change from early to middle childhood
in a way that corresponds to the PFD-to-tomboy phenomenon. During this timeframe,
children’s conceptualization of gender norms increases in flexibility, making it possible for
girls to ‘blur’ the boundaries between boys and girls and thus feel freer to assume more
boy-like characteristics. At the same time, a greater understanding of within-gender cate-
gory heterogeneity, in terms of the dimensionality of traits and awareness of individual
differences, makes it possible for a girl to be relatively low on ‘girliness’ but still feel like
she belongs to the female gender category. Moreover, these more complex gender cate-
gory representations allow children to form gender subgroups that further facilitate shifts
in gender identity.

A Social-Cognitive Framework for Gender Identity Change

We have used an illustration from the developmental literature to show how social-cog-
nitive processes can underlie shifts in a social identity. Specifically we posited that the
concurrent developments in (i) children’s increasing capacity to think about social catego-
ries from another standpoint, and in (ii) children’s more complex representations of social
categories may jointly influence the shift from PFD to tomboyism in girls, and also influ-
ence the staunch adherence to masculinity in boys, from early to middle childhood.
Additionally, we have argued that neural changes during this time contribute to more
sophisticated theory of mind, which corresponds to an increased ability to take the stand-
point of others in viewing social categories. This advance in children’s social cognition,
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in turn, contributes to increasing awareness of public regard, including the awareness of
gender status differences and gender discrimination, which all serve together as a trigger
to a shift in social identity. During the same developmental period, increases in the com-
plexity of gender category representations, including stereotype flexibility, within-cate-
gory heterogeneity, and subgrouping, provide a vehicle for change. In short, so far, our
social-cognitive analysis has been used to explain an intriguing illustration of the implica-
tions of basic developmental processes for social identity change, specifically from PFD to
tomboy. We believe this analysis can be applied to a broad set of sociocognitive processes
beyond identity shifts. Thus, in a brief, final section, we consider in what ways our
social-cognitive analysis might generate some novel predictions regarding developmental
changes in intergroup attitudes and beliefs.

Implications for Gender-Related Intergroup Attitudes and Beliefs

What are the implications of our social-cognitive analysis for developmental changes in
how children perceive and feel about boys and girls? What happens to girls’ ingroup posi-
tivity when they become aware of lower public regard and potential gender discrimina-
tion? Do boys increase in outgroup derogation and prejudice? In addition, given the
focus of much of contemporary social psychological research on implicit versus explicit
components of attitudes and stereotypes, it makes sense to ask how the social-cognitive
analysis might apply to this distinction. Do these implicit and explicit components diverge
or converge during development? In this section, we discuss the implications of our theo-
retical analysis for changes in children’s explicit and implicit gender associations, as they
relate to stereotypes and cognitive and affective components of attitudes (see Amodio &
Mendoza, 2010 for a full discussion of components of stereotypes and attitudes).

Predictions for explicit gender stereotyping and attitudes

According to social identity theories, children’s understanding that they belong to one
social group and not another should initiate a number of identity validation processes
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979), one of which is to view one’s own sex (i.e., the ingroup), more
favorably. Our social-cognitive analysis suggests that, prior to the awareness of public
regard, both boys and girls should show this ingroup bias, and stereotypes and attitudes
should be relatively consistent. Indeed, for both sexes, research shows that gender stereo-
types in early childhood are very positive for the ingroup (e.g., Powlishta, Serbin, Doyle,
& White, 1994), accompanied by gender attitudes that reflect strong ingroup positivity
(Yee & Brown, 1994).

By middle elementary school, the increased complexity of gender representations, in
combination with increased public regard, should lead to more nuanced attitudes towards
both the gender ingroup and outgroup as well as to more balanced stereotypes, especially
for girls. For stereotypes, prior research has shown, as predicted, that the positivity bias
declines with age (Martin & Ruble, 2009). It is not yet clear if this decline is the same
for boys and girls. Surprisingly, however, if anything, girls have been found to show
more biased (anti-boy) explicit intergroup evaluations and stereotypes overall (Zosuls
et al., 2011), perhaps because of the play and interpersonal styles among most boys,
which many girls find aversive (Ruble et al., 2006), or because different subgroups of girls
(e.g., tomboys versus girly girls) may respond differently. Indeed, tomboys have been
found to possess explicit positive evaluations of boys (in regards to the adjectives fun,
great, important, dumb, annoying, boring, with the negative adjectives reverse-scored),
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whereas traditional girls have been found to possess more neutral explicit evaluations (Jan-
none et al., forthcoming). In the same study, girls in all subgroups expressed positive
explicit evaluations of girls, but the degree of positivity was stronger among traditional
girls than it was among tomboys.

In contrast to stereotypes and cognitive aspects of attitudes, there has been little
research about developmental trends in the affective aspects of attitudes – that is, how
children feel about males and females. In one recent study, Zosuls et al. (2011) explicitly
asked about positive and negative feelings and found ingroup bias for positive feelings
only; neither boys nor girls felt negatively toward the outgroup, at least not explicitly.
Future research involving direct comparisons across age, attitudes, and stereotypes is
needed, including comparisons of these components with awareness of public regard. Of
particular interest is the possibility that a girl’s personal evaluation of females may
become dissociated from her perceived (negative) public regard for her gender group –
a dissociation observed in adults for ethnic identity (e.g., Wiley, Perkins, & Deaux,
2008).

Predictions for implicit gender stereotyping and attitudes

Our social-cognitive framework also has implications for the development of implicit
gender associations. Here, we invoke cognitive neuroscience models of intergroup bias
to develop our predictions (e.g., Amodio, 2008; Amodio & Ratner, 2011). Implicit
affective attitudes are believed to involve subcortical neural structures, such as the amyg-
dala (Amodio, Harmon-Jones, & Devine, 2003), a structure that develops early. By con-
trast, semantic forms of implicit bias involve neocortical structures in the brain, such as
the lateral temporal lobe and the posterior prefrontal cortex (Gabrieli, 1998), which are
still developing in young children and grow until early adulthood (Casey et al., 2005a).

Accordingly, we predict that implicit affective associations should represent the earliest
form of implicit gender bias in early childhood, similar to early forms of implicit racial or
nationality bias in young children (Dunham, Baron, & Banaji, 2006). By comparison,
implicit conceptual associations, which comprise stereotypes, are expected to be weaker
and relatively less well-formed. Instead, we might observe simple conceptual associations
picked up from one’s social environment (Olson & Fazio, 2004), and these may or may
not relate to children’s personal affective responses and behavior. For example, children at
this age may learn to repeat adults’ suggestions that girls are good and boys are bad, with-
out really internalizing this attitude. Indeed, in a child version of the IAT, children were
found to associate girls with ‘good’ and boys with ‘bad’ (Cvencek, Greenwald, & Meltzoff,
2011). Finally, given the relatively simplistic representations of gender in early childhood,
we would not predict strong implicit stereotyping effects at this age (with the exception
of associations with affect-laden trait attributes, such as warm and strong; Rudman,
Greenwald, & McGhee, 2001). Thus, we predict that young children would show strong
implicit positive affective associations toward their own gender group, but weak implicit
affective associations with the gender outgroup and relatively weak implicit stereotype
associations with either group. For example, in a potential experiment on implicit affec-
tive associations, looking at pictures of girls may facilitate girls’ categorization of cartoon
happy faces, or viewing a picture of a girl before an unfamiliar object (like a Chinese pic-
tograph) may cause girls to associate that object with happy and fun feelings. However,
for a girl, looking at pictures of boys may have no real effect on these types of implicit
affective measures. As an example of weak implicit stereotype associations, in a potential
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experiment, children may show no different reaction times when linking concepts like
‘math’ or ‘verbal’ with either girls or boys.

The transition to middle childhood brings with it an elaborated semantic network
and capacity for implicit conceptual associations. At this age, we predict that implicit
conceptual ‘cognitive’ attitudes should reflect internalized preferences, as in adults.
These implicit conceptual cognitive evaluations should most likely match affect-based
associations, as in adults (e.g., Phelps et al., 2000). Although the correspondence
between affective and cognitive forms of implicit gender attitudes has not been studied,
it is also possible that these forms of bias may diverge as children become aware that
public regard favors boys over girls. Thus, we would predict that affective and concep-
tual components of implicit attitudes would be concordant among boys, but discordant
among girls, such that implicit affective processes favor girls, but conceptual processes
show more ambivalence or favor boys. An analogous pattern is seen in adult studies of
implicit racial attitudes, with ambivalent implicit preferences among members of the
disadvantaged group. On average, White Americans show a moderate-to-strong prefer-
ence for White faces over Black faces, whereas African Americans tend to show a neu-
tral and potentially ambivalent preference for White versus Black faces (Nosek et al.,
2007).

With increases in the strength and complexity of their semantic processing, our the-
oretical analysis predicts the emergence of adult-like implicit stereotyping effects for
children in middle childhood (ages 7 to 9). With increasing exposure to cultural influ-
ences and media, such as television, movies, and the news, the content of children’s
stereotypes should begin to converge with those of adults (Devine, 1989; also Correll,
Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002). Indeed, American children have been shown to
associate males with the math stereotype in an Implicit Association Test by around age
7 (Cvencek, Meltzoff, & Greenwald, 2011). In contrast to implicit stereotypes, implicit
attitudes are known to not simply reflect societal influences (Devine, Plant, Amodio,
Harmon-Jones, & Vance, 2002; Olson & Fazio, 2004), and research has demonstrated
that implicit stereotypes and attitudes are often uncorrelated and function independently
(Amodio & Devine, 2006). Therefore, it is possible that boys and girls in middle child-
hood should possess similar implicit stereotypes, in both strength and content (e.g.,
Rudman et al., 2001), yet diverge in their implicit affective associations, favoring their
respective ingroup. Indeed, implicit gender associations in adults find that both men
and women’s implicit stereotypes about leadership and competence favor men, whereas
their implicit stereotypes about communality and warmth favor women (see Rudman
& Glick, 2008).

To summarize, the transition observed in many girls from PFD to tomboyism should
mark important developments in implicit gender associations and their relations to explicit
attitudes and beliefs. In particular, younger children’s implicit associations should be more
strongly influenced by affective processes than by higher-level conceptual processes.
However, as girls enter middle childhood and begin to second-guess their love of pink
and frilly clothing (due to changes in gender representations and public regard), we
expect to observe implicit gender stereotype effects and conceptual evaluations that favor
boys. These implicit conceptual associations may conflict with girls’ implicit affective
preferences that favor their own group, and they may also begin to diverge from their
more nuanced explicit attitudes and beliefs. Interestingly, this pattern of divergence is
expected to be strongest among the girls who show the more extreme changes from PFD
to tomboyism. This theoretical analysis suggests an interesting and informative program of
future research on the development of gender attitudes and beliefs.
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Discussion

Limitations and future directions

At this point, we must note some limitations with respect to our argument. First, the
processes being emphasized in the present paper represent a form of ‘self-socialization,’ in
which children’s motivations to engage in identity-relevant behaviors depend jointly on
changes in social-cognitive structures and the social information available to these struc-
tures (Martin, Ruble, & Szkrybalo, 2002). However we acknowledge that identity-rele-
vant shifts are also at least partly influenced by changes in social, environmental, and
cultural factors (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Higgins & Parsons-Eccles, 1983). For example,
parents with egalitarian goals may try to mitigate the influence of gender stereotypes on
their children, and this gender socialization process seems likely to increase with age.

Second, one might argue that the consequences of gender status disparities may exist
largely in the future for children, rather than reflect status differences experienced by chil-
dren in the present. For example, girls generally outperform boys in the classroom in ele-
mentary school (Dwyer & Johnson, 1997; Hartley & Sutton, 2011). However, children
are avid consumers of the media, which predominantly portrays boys and men as leaders
and in other high-status roles (Ruble et al., 2006). Recent research suggests that the
amount of TV viewing is associated with greater awareness of male-female status dispari-
ties, in children as young as 4 years of age (Halim et al., forthcoming). Thus, understand-
ing gender status hierarchies may not require the ability to project oneself into the future
to have an effect.

Third, our predictions focus on an identity shift that may be seen only in a subset of
girls. Indeed, not all girls shift toward more masculine interests. Given the general social-
cognitive changes at this time, why might this be? We speculate that girls experience
simultaneous pressures to be typical as well as unique, and that different girls balance
these simultaneous forces in different ways. Moreover, among adults, awareness of dis-
crimination toward one’s group has been associated with increased collective identifica-
tion (e.g., the rejection-identification model, Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999). It
would be interesting in future research to investigate whether some girls in middle child-
hood might react to an awareness of status differences and gender discrimination with
increased gender identification.

Finally, there is not yet longitudinal data to determine whether the girls who once
exhibited PFD are the same girls who are later tomboys. This is an important direction
for future research. However, we feel confident in our analysis of the gender identity
shift given evidence of the overall normative changes that occur. As stated earlier, 74% of
girls between the ages of 3 and 4 exhibit PFD (Halim, Ruble, Lurye, forthcoming),
whereas up to two-thirds of girls in middle childhood claim they are, at least, somewhat
tomboys (Jannone et al., forthcoming). Thus, it makes sense that these PFD and tomboy
subsets overlap.

Conclusion

After reading this article, we suspect the reader will be especially attentive to the pink
and frilly fashions favored by the 4-year-old girls in one’s neighborhood. One might also
notice the marked lack of such fashions among the girls who are just a few years older.
With this curious phenomenon as a backdrop, we examined the critical psychological,
cognitive, and neural developmental changes that accompany this shift in gender identity
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among girls and considered its implications for the development of implicit attitudes and
stereotypes concerning gender. In doing so, this review highlights the fruitful integration
of theories on social cognition from the adult and child literatures as a means to examine
issues of gender identity development and the particular ways in which intergroup biases
are expressed in childhood. This curious phenomenon of young girls’ fashion provides a
useful platform for developing a theoretical analysis that generates several new and inter-
esting hypotheses to be tested in future research.
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1 Gender researchers have attempted to describe the male analog of girls’ tomboyism, but note that an equally
androgynous identity does not appear to exist for boys (although some use ‘sissy’ or ‘mama’s boy’ as an approxima-
tion; Coyle, Trübutschek, & Fulcher, 2011; Martin, 1989; Martin, 1990, Martin, 1995).
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