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Introduction
Gender norms 

• Culturally shared expectations about men and women
• Influence gender-related attitudes, beliefs and behaviors
• Vs. Multi-dimensional and complex nature of gender

Early adolescence (ages 10-14) is when perceptions of gender norms
• Become more solidified (Gender Intensification Hypothesis)
• Still malleable (endorse, resist or alter)

Little is known about how gender norms regulate 
adolescents’ lives across different cultural settings.



Study Aims
To explore how boys and girls in different cultural 

settings challenge gender norms, and the possible 
consequences of such challenges; and 

To explore cross-cultural similarities and differences 
in gender norm challenging and the social 
consequences for adolescents.



Methods
 Part of the Global Early Adolescent Study 

 Led by Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, the WHO and UNFPA in  
collaboration with 15 global institutions.

 Current data from four sites:
 two middle-income countries (Shanghai, China and New Delhi, India) 
 two high-income countries (Baltimore, USA and Ghent, Belgium)



Participants

 Living in urban poor areas; 
 Purposively selected (in dyads)

‐ Adolescents aged 11-13yrs; 
‐ Their parent or guardian.

 Consented and assented
 In total

‐ Narrative Interviews of 123 
young adolescents 

‐ In-depth interviews of 108 
parents/guardians

Balti
more

Delhi Ghent Shanghai Total

Adolescent Sample
Sex

M 9 16 12 17 54

F 19 15 18 17 69

Ages

11 12 10 9 10 41

12 9 10 11 15 45

13 7 11 10 9 37

Parent/Guardian Sample
Mother 18 14 27 18 77

Father 4 10 1 13 28

Others 0 0 0 3 3



Comparing
core categories

Analytical Strategy
A thematic analysis was conducted

Categories were 
compared and 
contrasted 
across sites 



Results



 Boys wearing make‐ups; girls playing boys’ sports were talked frequently as challenging gender norms;
 Clothing was singled out as a marker of gender appropriate public presentation for both boys and girls: 

boys -- sport clothes; girls ‐‐ skirts, dresses and so

ShanghaiGhentDelhiBaltimore

Perceptions about what it means to challenge gender norms

Boys Wear girls' clothes or 
make-ups.
don’t play sports,
do house chores, 
love boys, 
Do hair like girls

Helping mother do 
household chores,
Look after parents, 
not arguing with 
parents, 
be shy.

Wear make-ups,
don’t like football, 
Like girls’ toys or 
activities (Barbie dolls, 
knit or jump ropes), 
walk like faggots.

Wear girls' clothes or 
make-ups,
be soft or indecisive,
speak in a weak voice, 
talk, walk and behave 
like a girl, cry a lot,
couldn't fight.

Girls Play boys' sports like 
football and baseball,
fight,
beat people, 
don't like heels / bras,
do men's labor work. 

Do not perform 
household chores, 
roam outside in the 
neighborhood, 
play with boys,
wear jeans or short 
skirts.

Play football, 
dress or do their hair 
like boys, 
act sporty or tough,
say dirty words, 
sit with legs open, 
go to bars and parties.

Play boys' games,
never wear skirts,
be active, violent, 
brave, naughty, funny, 
sunny, careless.



Challenging 
gender 
norms

Boys

Girls

Both

Boys wearing nail polish

Girls playing soccer

Gender “inappropriate” 
Clothing

Perceptions about what it means to challenge gender norms



Baltimore

“[I would never] get my nails done… and 
get our hair done [with my brothers] ”
because “they are boys.” 

‐‐A girl, 11 yrs
• used to do these activities together 

but now it is inappropriate. 
• The only condition that boys would do 

this is if “they are gay, and my brother 
is not gay.” 

Ghent

“…uh, a man can also have something 
feminine, but if you want to be a real 
man...That you have to adapt with 
those things, with your clothing and 
stuff. And also play soccer and stuff, 
well yeah, or not like put on make-up 
and like mascara and paint your nails. 
Then you’re not a boy.”

--A boy, 11 yrs

N a i l  p o l i s h i n gN a i l  p o l i s h i n g



• “I have a good friend. His son is five years old. …When he saw his mother 
lipsticks and nail polish, he would cry for them. [laughs] Then he put nail 
polish on his toenails, and he came to my home to play. There were a few 
older boys [10 to 13 years] …and when adults were out, they were playing 
at home. They took off shoes, jumped in my bed. Suddenly they saw his nail 
polish. Then they made fun of him. My son said, you are not a boy, because 
you have the nail polish. Then another said, if you agree that he is not a boy, 
raise your hand. Then all the children raised their hands. Then he said, 
“Take off pants to prove that you are not a girl.” … When he [the boy who 
polished his toe-nails] went home he asked mom to remove all the nail 
polish. Then he did not touch anything that belonged to his mother. He told 
his mom, I am a boy, a man, and cannot touch girl’s things. “(by a mom)

Shanghai

N a i l  p o l i s h i n g



P l a y i n g  s o c c e r

• Playing soccer (football) has traditionally been viewed as a “boy 
thing”. Some male participants acknowledged that norms around 
soccer are somehow changing
– Girls are hundred percent [as involved as] boys in football. [Today] there are 

more girls playing football than boys. (13 year old boy, Ghent)

• Elsewhere soccer was seen as predominantly a male activity and 
comments centered around the requirements of strength, 
fearlessness and indifference to pain. 
– [I]f you [girls] play girl football like if you play boy football, they are going to 

tackle you anyway, they are just going to tackle you, at my school. (11year old 
boy, Baltimore)



For Girls: “girls can wear both skirts and pants, but boys can only wear pants.” 
--a boy, 11 yrs, Shanghai

For Boys: A boys from Baltimore indicated it didn’t matter so much what boys did 
but they need to dress right .

N a i l  p o l i s h i n gA p p r o p r i a t e  c l o t h i n g

“…she cut short hair and she never wears a skirt, just wears [pants] like the boy. 
Others regard her as a tomboy.”

--a boy, 13 yrs, Shanghai

A greater acceptance for girls to wear boys’ clothes

Stereotypes on clothing still exist



Delhi

As they become adolescents, tank tops, 
short skirts and jeans are not supposed to
be worn but rather they should wear the 
salwar (traditional Indian dress):
… There was a girl in our class in Mithapur School [near 
the slum], who used to wear short skirts [knee length]. 
In name of going to toilet she went to the ground and 
started playing with boys. When ma’am (teacher) came 
to know about it she scolded her for wearing short skirt 
in school. After the school got over, she was sitting alone 
when a boy went inside the school and raped her as she 
was wearing short skirt.

--a girl, 12yrs, Delhi

Ghent

Respondents mentioned how girls need 
to be careful in selecting their clothing, 
otherwise they could be considered as 
‘too easy’ or ‘prostitutes’ and become 
victims of violence. 

N a i l  p o l i s h i n gA p p r o p r i a t e  c l o t h i n g

Girls should not wear “provocative” 
clothes



* 

No 
Conseq.

Conseq.
For boys

Conseq.
For girls

No consequences
In some settings, going against stereotypes 
was considered less of an issue.
• Knitting-Ghent
• Non-stereotypic attire - Baltimore, Ghent, 

Shanghai

Girls with masculine appearances or 
behaviors were more likely to be
• labeled “tomboy” than pejorative 

names. 
• “corrected” by peers and parents
when called names such as slut, 
usually because of their attire being 
viewed as sexual.

Boys who are not like boys 
will be 
• laughed at by other boys,
• despised or talked about, 
• called names like gay or 

faggot (Baltimore, Ghent), 
or sissy or weirdo (Shanghai)

C o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  C h a l l e n g i n g  n o r m s

The consequnces of challening stereotypical gender norms varied across sites. 

Consequences



Conclusions



While stereotypical gender 
norms prevail, they are 
challenged by young 
adolescents in different cultural 
settings in various ways. 

Certain gender norms (e.g., boys should not be 
feminine and girls should not be “provocative”) 
were more resistant to change than others.

May be because girls who “act 
like boys” display masculine 
characteristics associated with 
power and dominance.

Similar dress and behaviors in different cultural contexts 
connote different meanings.

Different consequences of challenging norms.

Tomboys (girls) are granted 
more acceptance than their 
male sissy counterparts.

01

02

03

C o n c l u s i o n s

E.g., wearing skirts in Delhi vs. not wearing skirts 
in Shanghai.   



* 

Implications
 Help young people recognize and 

transform harmful stereotypical 
gender norms so as to create a 
more gender equal society;

 Interventions are needed to 
create equal gender norms and 
challenge harmful masculinity 
and femininity stereotypes.

Gender Norms are 
Changeable

Challenging With or Without 
Consequences

Complexity
Across Cultures

Stereotypical 
Norms Prevail & 
Being Challenged

C o n c l u s i o n s



THANK YOU!
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