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CHILD DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVES

Sexism in Childhood and Adolescence: Recent Trends
and Advances in Research

Campbell Leaper,' and Christia Spears Brown®

! University of California, Santa Cruz, and *University of Kentucky

ABSTRACT—Sexism in many Western, technological-indus-
trial societies is expressed in more complex ways in the
21st century than it was in the past. Cultural shifts have
led to much progress toward gender equality, but narrow
definitions of gender expression continue to be reinforced.
Developmental research has highlighted the continued
impact of sexism on children’s and adolescents’ develop-
ment. In this article, we review recent work on sexism in
three areas: gender identity and expression, gender dis-
parities in academic achievement, and sexual harassment
and sexualized gender stereotypes. We conclude with sug-
gestions for research.

KEYWORDS—sexism; gender identity; gender nonconfor-
mity; academic achievement; sexual harassment; objectifi-
cation

Research on children’s gender development began to take off in
the 1960s in conjunction with the second wave of the feminist
movement (1). Recently, researchers have begun to examine
more explicitly the prevalence and impact of sexism on develop-
ment. To illustrate, in a PsycINFO search using the subject term
sexism, 77% of journal articles on studies of children or adoles-
cents were published after 2000. However, much research pub-
lished in earlier decades is pertinent to our understanding of

sexism in childhood. The earlier work focused on the
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development and repercussions of traditional gender stereotypes
and preferences in play (e.g., boys are strong and girls are
nurturing, girls like dolls and boys like trucks). Today, more
developmental psychologists examine direct and indirect
manifestations of sexism in childhood.

The idea that more research is now being conducted on sex-
ism in childhood may seem paradoxical. In many respects, the
feminist movement has led to greater gender equity in society.
For example, it is now commonly expected that women will pur-
sue professional careers and men will be involved in child care.
Nonetheless, sexism persists in often complex and subtle ways.
For example, girls and women attain academic successes and
attend college at higher rates than boys, yet they remain under-
represented in many of the most prestigious and high-paying
fields (2). In addition, girls are often sexualized, objectified, and
sexually harassed (2). Furthermore, while gender roles have
become more flexible for girls over the past 50 years, they
remain narrow and rigid for boys (2). These cultural shifts are
occurring amid frequent media coverage of individuals with
diverse gender and sexual identities who have been granted
equal protection under federal laws in several countries yet still
face hostility and discriminatory statutes in many communities
(3). These paradoxical cultural shifts reflect progress toward
gender equality as well as continued resistance to broader
expressions of gender. Moreover, they have an impact on chil-
dren and adolescents and therefore warrant nuanced research
within developmental science.

In our review, we highlight new areas of research that address
modern and complex forms of sexism during childhood and ado-
lescence in the context of Western, technological-industrialized
societies. Specifically, after defining sexism, we describe three
areas of recent and burgeoning research on various forms of sex-
ist stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination that have resulted
from the shifting cultural contexts: sexism based on gender iden-
tity and expression, school-based sexism and disparities in aca-
demic outcomes, and sexualization and sexual harassment of
girls and boys. We conclude with recommendations for
research.
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DEFINING SEXISM

Defining sexism illustrates how diverse the research on sexism
can be. The construct encompasses stereotypes, prejudice, and
discrimination on the basis of gender or gender expression (3).
This can include generalized beliefs or cognitions about individ-
uals based on their gender category or expression (e.g., girls like
dolls). When generalized beliefs affect individuals’ emotional
reactions and behaviors, sexism may ensue in the forms of gen-
der-based prejudice and discrimination (3). Gender-based preju-
dice occurs when people hold positive or negative attitudes
toward those who conform to or violate their gender-stereotyped
expectations (e.g., it is good for boys—but not for girls—to play
football). Prejudice can be unconscious, whereby individuals are
unaware of their automatic or implicit associations toward others
based on gender (3). Finally, discrimination arises when individ-
uals’ behavior toward others is biased positively or negatively
based on people’s gender or gender expression (e.g., boys are
teased for appearing feminine; 3).

NEW RESEARCH ON SEXISM

Gender Identity and Expression

For several decades, much research on gender development
examined parents’ and peers’ encouragement of gender-norma-
tive and discouragement of gender-nonnormative activities and
play in children (2). Although most children identify with their
assigned gender at birth (cisgender) and conform to cultural
expectations for their gender, many children do not. These
include youth who do not identify with their assigned gender
category; instead, they may identify with a different gender cate-
gory (transgender), more than one gender category (gender fluid),
or no gender category (agender). Other children may identify
with the gender they are assigned at birth, but express them-
selves in gender-nonconforming ways such as appearance,
behavioral styles, and activities. For example, cisgender boys
may like playing dress up and dislike rough play, and cisgender
girls may like playing superheroes and dislike dolls.

Many mental health professionals have characterized gender-
nonconforming children and adolescents as maladjusted. These
children have been labeled with clinical diagnoses such as gen-
der identity disorder or gender dysphoria, and they have been
sent to clinics for treatment designed to foster greater gender
conformity (4). These labels and practices have been criticized
as forms of discrimination against those who do not conform to
mainstream gender roles (4, 5). These diagnoses have been
applied more to male than female youth, which likely reflects the
greater value placed on gender conformity for boys than girls (6).

In recent years, more researchers have begun to examine how
parents and peers respond to either transgender children or chil-
dren who do not conform to their assigned gender identity. Chil-
dren’s degree of gender nonconformity is related to risks of
verbal, psychological, and physical abuse by parents (7), as well
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as rejection by peers (6). Many transgender youth experience
distress about their gender identity (gender dysphoria), which
largely stems from rejection by parents, peers, and other sources
(8). However, an increasing number of parents in many Western,
industrialized societies accept transgender and other gender-
nonconforming children (9). Accordingly, when parents or peers
are more accepting of gender-nonconforming youth, the youth

have higher levels of well-being (10, 11).

Summary and Implications

Conceptions of gender are broadening in society. Many children
do not accept traditional binary gender categories. These
include youth who are transgender, gender fluid, or agender.
Recent research has challenged earlier views of gender noncon-
formity as symptomatic of a psychological disorder. The adjust-
ment difficulties correlated with gender nonconformity appear
related to the rejection, bullying, and abuse these children have
faced. To help promote greater tolerance of gender diversity,
teachers can include discussions of transgender and gender-
nonconforming people in their curriculum (12), and schools can
institute policies against bullying and harassment (13).

Sexism in School Achievement

Researchers have studied gender disparities in educational per-
formance in Western, industrialized nations for decades.
Recently, more researchers have addressed how sexism and
gender biases contribute to average gender differences in aca-
demic achievement that lead to gender inequities among adults
in occupational status and relative pay. Two topics that have
attracted attention are gender biases related to girls’ achieve-
ment in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM), and the relation of traditional gender ideologies to boys’

success in school.

Gender and STEM Achievement

Girls earn higher average grades than boys in math and science
courses throughout school in many industrialized nations, yet
women remain underrepresented in occupations related to math-
intensive STEM fields such as physics, computer sciences, and
engineering (see 2). Several individual, interpersonal, and insti-
tutional factors undermine girls’ motivation and achievement in
these subjects (14). Among these influences, internalizing nega-
tive stereotypes regarding girls’ abilities in math and other tech-
nical subjects can undercut girls’ confidence (14, 15). In
addition, some parents expect and encourage boys to achieve
more than girls in STEM (16); in a longitudinal study, parents’
expectations were related to girls’ later math achievement—even
after controlling for girls’ initial performance (17). Finally, peer
groups can either foster or impede girls’ motivation to succeed
in STEM subjects. In one study of U.S. adolescents, many girls
reported hearing negative comments from male and female peers
about girls’ abilities in math, science, or computers (18). More-
over, in two studies of U.S. adolescents, peer support or
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criticism of STEM subjects was related positively or negatively,
respectively, to girls” motivation in science, even after control-
ling for grades (19, 20). Collectively, these experiences can
weaken girls” sense of belonging in STEM fields (see 14).

Boys’ School Success

In many industrialized nations, boys tend to attain lower average
grades and adjust less successfully to school than girls (see 2).
This gender disparity in academic achievement extends into
later years when fewer men than women graduate from college.
Moreover, in the United States, these average gender differences
in academic achievement are larger among Black and Latinx
youth than among White European American and Asian Ameri-
can youth (see 2).

Boys’ internalization of traditional gender ideologies may
partly account for this trend. In research, when adolescent boys
endorsed traditional notions of masculinity, such as appearing
tough and being self-reliant, they were less willing to seek help,
comply with teachers, and aspire for educational success (21,
22). In addition, gender-stereotyped beliefs may lead some boys
to avoid subjects viewed as feminine, such as reading or the arts
(23). In some communities, boys who violate these traditional
masculine norms may be teased by peers (24). Furthermore,
norms of masculinity may lead some boys to be disruptive and
noncompliant in the classroom (21). In turn, these mishehaviors
may lead boys to be suspended or expelled from school (25). In
the United States, these consequences are often more severe for
boys of color from backgrounds of lower socioeconomic status

than for other children (26).

Summary and Implications

Gender biases in academic achievement contribute to sexism in
two important ways. First, they constrain opportunities for indi-
viduals and reduce their likelihood of realizing their potential in
life. Many girls may avoid certain STEM subjects and careers
they might find fulfilling, and many boys may devalue school-
work and be less likely to attend college. Gender biases also
contribute to later gender inequities in occupational status and
pay—STEM careers, such as engineering and computer science,
are among the fastest growing and highest paying jobs in the
United States and other industrialized nations. To counter these
trends, researchers have identified interventions that may reduce
school-based sexism, promote girls’ interest in STEM subjects,
and encourage boys’ engagement in school (see 27). For exam-
ple, discussions with students about gender biases in academic
fields may help (28). Also, extracurricular programs that allow
students to learn and practice particular subjects with peers
may strengthen students’ motivation (29).

Sexualized Gender Stereotypes and Sexual Harassment

For decades, researchers have examined sexual harassment of
women in the workplace and sexual objectification of women in
society. More recently, developmental psychologists have

extended these analyses to children and adolescents. As
reviewed later, sexual objectification and sexual harassment are
directed to girls as well as boys, although it is generally more
pervasive among girls.

Sexualized Gender Stereotypes

The American Psychological Association’s Task Force on the
Sexualization of Girls reviewed the sexualized depictions of girls
in media, including magazines, video games, music videos, tele-
vision shows, and movies (30). Because these pervasive images
emphasize thin and White standards of beauty, they can restrict
girls’ standards for physical attractiveness and undermine their
self-images (30). Sexualization and objectification of girls in
media also reify traditional heterosexual scripts (31), including,
for example, the expectation that boys should focus on girls as
sexual objects and that girls should focus on their sexualized
appearance (32). Furthermore, children generally perceive sexu-
alized girls as less smart, less nice, and less athletic than non-
sexualized girls (32); by extension, accepting these stereotyped
beliefs may undermine some girls’ own academic confidence
and performance (33).

Increasingly over recent years, boys have been exposed to
unrealistic images of men as highly muscular. Several studies
have documented how these images can negatively affect boys’
(and men’s) body images (34). The sexualization of men and
women in the media exaggerates stereotypical images of attrac-
tiveness that are largely unattainable for most people. It also
reinforces traditional gender differences in power: Men are sup-
posed to be strong and imposing, whereas women should be
frilly and decorative.

Sexual Harassment
Sexual harassment includes sexually derogatory comments and
unwanted sexual contact. These behaviors are reported com-
monly among youth in many countries and become more
prevalent across adolescence—especially toward girls (18, 35,
36). In one national survey of U.S. adolescents, 56% of girls
and 40% of boys reported being sexually harassed (35).
Another survey of U.S. adolescents found variations in
reported incidences of sexual harassment based on respon-
dents’ sexual orientations and gender identities (36). The high-
est rates were among transgender youth (81%), lesbian/queer
girls (72%), bisexual girls (66%), gay/queer boys (66%), and
bisexual boys (50%). The reported rates were somewhat lower
for heterosexual cisgender girls (43%) and heterosexual
cisgender boys (23%). In general, researchers find greater
incidences of sexual harassment and bullying aimed at sexual-
minority and gender-nonconforming children and adolescents.
Frequent experiences with sexual harassment are associated
with adjustment difficulties (e.g., lower body esteem and self-
esteem, more depression and anxiety) and declines in aca-
demic motivation and performance (37). Sexual harassment is
directed  toward

disproportionally cisgender girls as
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well as lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, or transgender
(LGBQT) and gender-nonconforming youth (relative to
heterosexual cisgender gender-conforming boys); these
trends thereby reinforce tradi-tional gender roles and power
imbalances.

Summary and Implications

Sexualized images of gitls are ubiquitous in popular media. Many
girls internalize the stereotypes associated with these images,
which can have negative academic and psychological
ramifications. The sexualization of girls also contributes to a
heteronormative culture in which girls are objectified and any
youth outside of that heteronormativity are ostracized. As a result,
cisgender girls as well as LGBQT and gender-noncon-forming
youth are highly likely to be sexually harassed by their peers.
Children and adolescents can be taught to recognize these forms of
sexism stemming from media and their peers. For example, in one
study (38), children who were taught how to identify, analyze, and
respond to sexism were more likely to detect sexism in media and
challenge peers’ sexist comments several months later than were
peers who did not receive these lessons. Increasing media literacy
and changing the peer culture are critical to combating the impact
of sexism.

CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH

Taken together, research over the past three decades has high-
lighted how the changing cultural context of sexism—one in
which sexism is pervasive, yet nuanced and complex—contin-
ues to affect girls and boys during childhood and adolescence.
Sexism has become more covert than it was 50 years ago. Today
it often appears as implicit or unconscious prejudices (39), sub-
tle reinforcements of stereotypical behaviors (40), or self-sociali-
zation to peer group norms (41). Yet it still affects the academic,
psychological, social, and health outcomes of both girls and
boys.

Although considerable research has documented the impact of
sexism on development, we need to expand this work (1).
Specifically, researchers should focus on the new ways sexism is
expressed today. For example, because sexism has become
increasingly subtle in many societies, researchers should con-tinue
to explore how implicit biases lead to discriminatory behavior
directed at children (see 3). In addition, social media is a breeding
ground for gender harassment by peers and for the expression of
sexualized gender stereotypes (42). Researchers need to be nimble
in examining how and when newly popular platforms (e.g., social
media) can create hostile environments for youth. Overall,
researchers should have a greater appreciation for the ever-
changing experiences of children and adolescents, and they should
deftly explore how gender bias is expressed in ways relevant to
today’s youth.

We also need a deeper understanding of the long-term effects
of experiencing sexism in childhood combined with other forms
of discrimination, such as those based on individuals’ race/eth-
nicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, appearance, religion,
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or socioeconomic status (3, 43). Variations in gender norms
related to cultural traditions may affect how and when sexism is
manifested across different ethnic groups. Also, individuals may
be more likely to experience discrimination when they belong to
more than one stigmatized group (44). Finally, although our
review considered sexism in the context of Western, industrial-
ized societies, developmental psychologists should also examine
these processes in other regions of the world. In many societies,
the lives of girls and gender-nonconforming youth remain highly
oppressive (45).

Despite advances in gender equity over the past 50 years,
sexism is still prevalent in childhood and adolescence. As we
strive for gender equity, researchers must be mindful of the ways
sexism has persisted, the ways sexism has transformed over
time, and the ways individuals from diverse backgrounds experi-
ence sexism differently.
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