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Introduction

 Adolescence is a period of 
transitions – physical, 
emotional, cognitive, social.

 Differential health patterns 
emerge by gender.
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Introduction

 Adolescence is a period of 
transitions – physical, 
emotional, cognitive, social.

 Differential health patterns 
emerge by gender.

 Such health inequities are 
driven by stereotypical or 
inequitable gender norms.

 Early adolescence (10-14 
years): intensification in 
attitudes about gender 
norms.

Men 
should be 

strong 
and tough

Women 
should 

obey men

Boys that 
show 

emotions 
are gay

Girls that 
show their 

bodies 
are sluts

Women 
should 
stay at 
home



Objective & research questions

 To explore factors associated with early adolescent gender 
attitudes in different cultural settings globally. 



Objective & research questions

 To explore factors associated with early adolescent gender 
attitudes in different cultural settings globally. 

 Mixed-methods approach:
 What are the correlates of gender attitudes? (Quant. studies)

 How do young adolescents learn about and construct gender attitudes in 
relation to their social environments? (Qual. studies)

 Guided by the Ecological framework
 Individual (e.g. sex, age, ethnicity)

 Interpersonal (e.g. family, peers)

 Community/societal (e.g. school, media)

Community/
Societal

Interpersonal

Individual



Defining key terms

 Gender: Socially and culturally constructed characteristics of men and women

 Gender norms: Widely held societal rules about gender roles, behaviors

 Gender attitudes: Individual perceptions/beliefs about gender norms. E.g.: 
“It is ok for a man to hit his wife”

 Stereotypical or inequitable gender attitudes: Perpetuate unequal 
power relation between men and women; stigmatize those that do not adhere 
to gender norms

Men 
should be 

strong 
and tough

Women 
should 

obey men

Boys that 
show 

emotions 
are gay

Girls that 
show their 
bodies are 

sluts
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should 
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Methods: Systematic review

 Inclusion criteria
 Primary data analysis; all study designs

 Peer-reviewed journal, 1984-2014

 Young adolescents aged 10-14 years

 Outcome: individual gender attitudes 

 Explore at least one potential influence on gender attitudes

 Database search: PubMed, PsychINFO, Global Health, Scopus among others 

 Screening: 3 reviewers screened titles/abstracts, full-texts.

 Data extraction & study quality: standardized templates by study design 

(qual./quant./mixed)

 Thematic synthesis
 Quant: summary of factors associated with gender attitudes 

 Qual: articles coded using Atlas.ti in order to identify themes



Record identified in database search
(n=17,249)

Records screened for title/abstract
(n=14,312)

Records excluded
(n=12,878)

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility
(n=1,434)

Full-text articles included for data extraction
(n=181)

Full-text articles excluded (n=1,253)
• Date (n=192)
• Data (n=235)
• Age (n=531)
• No gender-related outcome (n=267)
• No exposure (n=10)
• Unobtainable (n=16) or Duplicate (n=2)
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Records after duplicates removed
(n=14,312)

Flowchart of screening and data extraction process. 

Full-text articles excluded during data 
extraction (n=92)

• Data (n=1)
• Not peer-reviewed (n=38)
• Age not disaggregated (n=15)
• No gender attitude outcome (n=31)
• No exposure beyond age (n=12)
• Lack of detail (n=2)

Studies included for data synthesis (n=82)
Qualitative (n=31)

Quantitative (n=46)
Mixed (n=5)



1study

2-4 studies
>5 studies

Results: Study characteristics



Results: Study characteristics

 Quality of studies
 Strong: 17%
 Moderate: 50%
 Low: 33%

 Study participants
 Sex: most studies mixed-sex, some males/females only 
 SES: varying (low, middle, high), many do not state
 Urban/rural: varying (urban, sub-urban, semi-rural, rural, mixed)
 Study setting: school-based most common, household-based second



Results: Gender attitudes

 Quantitative measures too different to compare across studies

 Qualitative themes: stereotypical or inequitable attitudes are 
common
 Attitudes about boys: Toughness, strength, competitiveness, need to display 

heterosexual prowess, non-femininity and homophobic opinions

 Attitudes about girls: Beauty, attractiveness, compliance, weakness, 
vulnerability, constrained freedom, should not reveal “too much” or act in a 
sexual way



Results: Individual level

Factor Quantitative themes (What) Qualitative themes (How/Why)

Sex

Boys are more likely than girls to hold 
stereotypical gender attitudes

Girls, more commonly than boys, challenge 
gender inequalities

Boys face (more) social barriers (than 
girls) to challenge gender inequalities

[If I were a girl] I wouldn’t feel 
as many pressures from other 
people from the same gender—
boys are more likely to single out 
and make fun of those who do 
not fit those perceptions of 
“coolness” 
(Chinese-American boy, US)



Results: Individual level

Factor Quantitative themes (What) Qualitative themes (How/Why)

Sex
Boys are more likely than girls to hold 
stereotypical gender attitudes

Boys face (more) social barriers (than 
girls) to express gender equitable 
attitudes

Race, ethnicity, 
immigration history

Gender attitudes appear to vary by 
race/ethnicity and immigrant 
background, but there is no clear 
trend in associations

Gender attitudes intersect with the 
construction of norms about other social 
and cultural categories

Young adolescents of immigrant origin 
experience clashing cultural messages 
about gender normsYou just can’t beat the 

white guy; the White 
guy is alright, the 
black lad’s messed up. 
(Asian boy, England) 



Results: Interpersonal level

Factor Quantitative themes (What) Qualitative themes (How/Why)

Family

Young adolescents gender attitudes 
are linked to those of parents; 
associations vary by sex.

No evidence that parental gender 
roles in the home are associated with 
child's gender attitudes

Gender attitudes appear to be 
associated with sibling dyad 
composition (e.g. age, sex); 
associations vary by sex. 

Young adolescents learn about gender 
role expectations in the home 

Mothers appear to be especially 
important in teaching and enforcing 
gender roles

Daughters are strictly controlled and 
supervised, often tied to concerns 
about female sexuality 

I have learnt from my 
mother that when a woman
is talking to a man she talks 
in an apologetic manner 
(Girl, Ghana) 

I wish I was like my brother because my 
dad lets him do everything, not because 
he’s older, because when my brother was 
my age my dad let him go everywhere. 
And with me, no. Guys can’t get 
pregnant, guys can’t do this, guys can’t 
do that, but girls… 
(Mexican American girl, US)



Results: Interpersonal level

Factor Quantitative themes (What) Qualitative themes (How/Why)

Peers Explored by one study; no main 
theme identified.

Male peer groups enforce 
competition, toughness and sexual 
prowess

Boys who fail to achieve local 
masculinity stereotypes are bullied and 
ridiculed by their peers

Female peer groups enforce beauty, 
appearance and heterosexual 
romance

Peers police gender boundaries 
related to female sexuality

Girls experience control and exclusion 
by male peers

Most of the time boys will 
tell you that if you don’t 
approach a girl and tell her 
that you love her, it means 
you have been bitten by a 
mouse, that you are a 
coward (Boy, South Africa) 

They say we’re not for 
playing football because 
we’re girls and we make so 
many mistakes because we 
are weak (Girl, Honduras) 



Results: Community/Societal level

Factor Quantitative themes (What) Qualitative themes (How/Why)

School

Exposure to sex education curricula 
is associated with more equitable 
gender attitudes, though studies are 
all quasi-experimental and of low 
quality.

School communicate and uphold 
gender norms through rules, 
sports/activities and 
teacher-student relationships

Media

Some indication that viewing 
sexually explicit media or 
pornography is linked to more 
conventional gender attitudes. 

Media appears to shape gender 
attitudes in various ways



Implication of findings

 Stereotypical/inequitable gender attitudes are apparent already 
in early adolescence.
 Differential socialization processes for boys and girls 
 Young adolescents heterogenous group; attitudes co-constructed 
with ethnicity/race, social class, etc.

 Interpersonal relations with family and peers important intervention 
points.
 More research needed on community/society domains.
 9 in 10  studies from US or Western Europe – global research 
needed.
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