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ave you ever wondered how a child comes to understand what it means to be a boy, a 

girl, or someone with a unique gender identity? Gender development is not something 

that suddenly appears during adolescence. Rather, it is a fascinating journey that begins from 

the moment a child is born and continues throughout life. Imagine a newborn baby named 

Sunita. When she enters the world, people immediately begin to describe her based on her 

biological sex. Family members buy pink clothes, dolls and accessories. Similarly, if a baby 

boy named Basavaraj is born, he may receive blue clothes, toy cars, and sports-related gifts. 

These seemingly simple actions represent the beginning of gender socialization, the process 

through which children learn the expectations, behaviors and roles associated with gender. 

Gender development is one of the most important aspects of human development because it 

influences how individuals perceive themselves, interact with others and participate in 

society. 

What is Gender Development? 
Gender development refers to the process through which individuals acquire an 

understanding of gender, develop a gender identity, and learn gender-related behaviors, 

attitudes, and social roles. 

Gender development includes: 

 Understanding one's gender identity. 

 Learning gender-related behaviors and expectations. 

 Developing attitudes toward gender roles. 

 Forming relationships influenced by gender norms. 

 Building a sense of self within a social and cultural context. 

Gender is not merely a biological characteristic. It is shaped by psychological, social, cultural 

and environmental influences. Gender behaviors is influenced by a complex interplay of 

social, environmental and biological factors. 

The Early Years: Discovering Gender 
By the age of two to three years, most children begin to recognize whether they are boys or 

girls. They may start identifying themselves and others based on visible characteristics such 

as clothing, hairstyle or names. For example, little Sunita notices that her mother wears 

certain types of clothes while her father wears others. She begins to imitate behaviors she 

observes around her. Likewise, Basavaraj may imitate his father, uncle or older brother. 

During these years, children actively observe and absorb information from their 

surroundings. They learn through imitation, observation and reinforcement. 
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Factor influencing gender development 
1.The Role of Family: The family serves as the child's first school of gender learning. 

Parents often unknowingly influence gender development through: 

 Choice of toys. 

 Household responsibilities. 

 Language and communication. 

 Expectations regarding behavior. 

 Opportunities provided to children. 

For instance, if boys are consistently encouraged to play outdoor games while girls are 

encouraged to help with household tasks, children begin to associate these activities with 

gender-specific roles. However, modern families are increasingly encouraging children to 

explore a wider range of interests regardless of gender. 

2.School and Peer Influences: As children enter school, their understanding of gender 

expands. Teachers, classmates and educational materials contribute significantly to gender 

development. Children often observe which activities are considered appropriate for boys and 

girls. Peer groups also play a powerful role. For example, if a boy enjoys dancing or a girl 

enjoys cricket, peers may either encourage or discourage these interests depending on 

prevailing social attitudes. Schools that promote equality and inclusiveness help children 

develop healthy gender identities and respect for diversity. 

3.Media and Technology: media representation shape public perception by establishing 

idealized or exaggerated models of how men and women should behave, dress and interact in 

society. In today's digital age, children spend considerable time engaging with television, 

movies, social media  and online platforms. Media can influence gender development 

positively by promoting Promoting equality, presenting diverse role models and challenging 

stereotypes. At the same time, media can reinforce stereotypes by portraying boys as strong 

and aggressive while depicting girls as emotional or dependent. Therefore, media literacy has 

become increasingly important in helping children critically evaluate gender messages. 

4.Cultural norms and beliefs: societal traditions, customs and religious teaching heavily 

dictate masculine and feminine behavior, while culture define specific responsibilities. 

5. Economic factors: The financial structures and availability of jobs within a society shape 

gender roles. Historical and current expectations regarding women’s employment, the gender 

pay gap and family financial responsibilities define the perceived societal roles for men and 

women the structure of the economy and availability of jobs can influence gender expectation 

regarding career paths, financial success caregiving. 

Major Theories of Gender Development: 
1.Psychoanalytic Theory 

According to Sigmund Freud  Children develop gender identity by identifying with the same-

sex parent during early childhood. Gender development occurs through a series of 

psychosexual stages in childhood. During the phallic stage (around ages 3–6), children 

become aware of gender differences. Boys identify with their fathers and girls identify with 

their mothers. Through this identification process, children adopt gender roles and behaviors. 

Freud believed this helps children develop a sense of being male or female. 

2. Social Learning Theory 

According to Social Learning Theory, children learn gender roles and behaviors by 

observing and imitating people around them, such as parents, siblings, teachers, and media 

figures. They watch how males and females behave and then copy those behaviors. Children 

are also influenced by rewards and punishments they receive for their actions. For example, a 

boy who is praised for playing football may continue that behavior, while a girl who is 

praised for being caring may develop similar tendencies. Thus, gender development occurs 

through observation, imitation, and reinforcement from society. 
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3. Cognitive Development Theory 

According to Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg, children actively construct their 

understanding of gender as they grow and think about the world. They first learn whether 

they are a boy or a girl and gradually develop a stable sense of gender identity. Once children 

identify themselves as boys or girls, they seek information about how members of their 

gender are expected to behave. They observe others and adopt behaviors that match their 

gender identity. Thus, gender development is driven by children's cognitive growth and 

understanding of gender concepts. 

4. Gender Schema Theory 

According to Sandra Bem, children develop mental frameworks called gender schemas that 

help them organize information about gender. These schemas are formed from experiences 

with family, peers, media, and society. Children create mental categories about what 

behaviors, activities, and interests are appropriate for boys and girls. As a result, they tend to 

choose behaviors that fit their gender schemas. Thus, gender schemas guide children's 

preferences, behaviors, and understanding of social expectations.. 

Promoting Healthy Gender Development: 
Parents, teachers, and communities can support healthy gender development by: 

 Encouraging equal opportunities. 

 Avoiding harmful stereotypes. 

 Respecting individual differences. 

 Providing diverse role models. 

 Promoting empathy and inclusiveness. 

When children are allowed to explore their interests freely, they develop confidence, 

creativity, and a stronger sense of self. 

Conclusion 
Gender development is a lifelong journey rather than a single event. From the first toys 

children receive to the friendships they form and the careers they choose, gender influences 

many aspects of human experience. However, modern society increasingly recognizes that 

every individual deserves the freedom to develop their identity without unnecessary 

limitations imposed by stereotypes. By understanding gender development, we can create 

environments that nurture equality, respect, and human potential. Key influences of gender 

development include parental guidance, peer group influence media stereotypes, education, 

cultural norms and hormonal levels reinforcement of specific gender roles shape how 

individual understand and express gender roles from early childhood. 
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