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Thank you all for the great inputs on what we mean by gender socialization and when it starts. There is now a general consensus that early gender socialization starts at birth, and is a process of learning cultural roles according to one's sex. Right from the beginning, boys and girls are treated differently by the members of their own environment, learning the differences between boys and girls, women and men. In summary, early gender socialization, similar to all other learning processes, starts at birth. It was also clear from your comments that gender socialization is culturally bound. As boys are favoured in most cultures, this will be reflected in their self images: boys being more assertive and demanding, girls being more submissive and modest. Thanks to such a vivid example from China that was shared by MTP Fong. Similar examples can be found in many other cultures. 
Gilberto Mendez is asking if boys and girls share their experiences when they truly realize that boys and girls are different. Perhaps our younger participants can share their views with us, or we may ask this question to our young colleagues through UNICEF’s "Voices of Youth" website. 

Then the discussions moved on to HOW we should facilitate positive gender socialization. Edward Nuarpah gave examples of female presidents, and urged that positive gender socialization is important for ensuring gender equality. Emily Vargas Baron has given examples of how positive gender socialization can be facilitated through parental education at home and through training of caregivers at the centres. 
All these comments are listed below to generate further discussion. 
At this point, however, before moving onto the HOW, let's sit back and reflect on WHAT we want to achieve with this important social learning process. What do we mean by positive gender role? How can it be described? Do we want all girls to strive to be presidents of their own country and if not, why not? The recent UN Study on Violence against Children states that boys at 14-17 are at the highest risk of violence. Can this be related to early gender socialization of boys? Are we favouring boys by making them believe that they are strong and can/should protect girls and women? Or what is the image of a girl who is equal to a boy? 
Knowing that gender socialization processes are culturally bound, yet acknowledging that we are living in a rapidly globalizing world, what do we expect from girls and boys when they assume their roles "equally" in a society they live?
What are the characteristics of male and female gender roles that can lead to "gender equality and equity" globally? 
What is "positive masculinity", as opposed to "masculinity"? 
What is a "positive female image", as opposed to "feminine image"?
I think we first need to elaborate on what we want to achieve as positive gender roles for boys and girls. Looking forward to your comments.
Nurper Ulkuer, Ph.D.
Program Officer
ECD Unit/Program Division
UNICEF New York


This issue, GENDER SOCIALIZATION, a strategy that encompasses the meximum utilization of the fundamentals of behavioural psychology and that of sociology, is of great importance and this could be used as a mechanism for the promotion of Gender Equality and Gender Equity in society. 

I think in packaging the contents of gender socialization, the national plans of a particular country, the richness of its human resources and the economy must be put into consideration. Gender socialization can be seen as a process that facilitates productive interaction between boys and girls, and which starts from kindergarten or in the neighbourhood: sensitization of the awareness of the target group to trigger personality identification: exposure of the group to the scenarios that will strengthen character and prepare them for the challenges of the future, so that if the foundation for early childhood is strong, it will be easy to promote gender equality and gender equity in society when the children are grown.
But since the teachers in nursery schools are invariably experts in Child Psychology and Child Education, they know the factors to apply in order to facilitate the socialization process with children of the opposite gender by developing the curriculum that encompasses details of academic work that will enable them to meet their needs in a particular geographic region, because the need of British children differ a little from that of their peers in Mozambique/Ethiopia or New York. 
Heather-Ronke AKANNI (Ms)
Permanent Delegation of Nigeria to UNESCO
UNESCO House
Paris, France


In contrast to the biological component of the term 'Sex', 'Gender' (from Latin: genus) is a term depicting gender-specific roles, which are attributed to women and men in society. These roles are not determined by biological criteria and dispositions, but by structural and individual conditions, cultural rules, norms and taboos based on socio-cultural perceptions of men and women in a society. Gender roles and gender hierarchies vary from one culture to another and can be changed because of the character of a society at large that is instrumental in creating such situation. 

Thus we can say gender socialization is a proactive process in order to create an identity in regard to specific role and responsibility of men and women in a given socio-economic, socio-religious and socio-cultural settings based on traditions, existing preemptive conception, understanding, value judgments, preferential treatments at different echelon of social hierarchy. Such kind of situation has been deeply embedded into the very fabric of society that promote, protect and practice the same for a long time always try to rationalize things whatever they want to do. On the other hand, enlightened families in the same cultural milieu preach and practice things based on rational judgments, pragmatic outlook. But in common parlance, a kind of preferential treatment always being a part and parcel of day-to-day life of common mass in a society. And the fact that women has been the major victim of such situation. 
And it is now evident that the analysis of gender: 
· is the process of identifying differences between the sexes with regard to living conditions, needs, levels of participation, access to and control of resources, access to and participation in development and also decision-making and the attribution of different roles for women and men 
· highlights imbalances as regards the advantages or disadvantages for women and men in society or in a specific area
· reveals the underlying causes of structural gender inequality
And in order to correct the situation we have to device strategic and holistic approach to such gender equality and for that matter we have to ensure; rights-based approach to addressing the root causes of poverty. Women and men, boys and girls, experience poverty when they are denied the right to livelihoods, water, education and health, protection and security, a voice in public life, or freedom from discrimination. 

Subrata Banerjee
Professional- Gender & Development
Kolkata, BENGAL, India 


I think we all agree that gender socialization starts at the very early beginning of life and if we read all we wrote and looking into all cultural differences, gender socialization continue with the effect of cultural differences to gender in the society. I think it is all `life cycle approach `we should consider. We need to start parenting programmes for mothers and fathers-to-be, to empower and teach them what to do what to see and make them understand the value of sending their girls/boys to school. If a child goes to school then we can make a big change of her/his life. We know that cultural differences which make vulnerable one of other gender changes can start by parenting education. If we teach parents or to be ones the changes for their children depends on what they do, how they do and the possible changes of their children’s future are on their hand. It is all to empower the child through empowering parents. The resistance to change the social values and the social pressure are hard for the changing the behavior of the parents for the goodwill of the child but if all development programmes supporting each other , there will be convincing and changing the behavior . 
I believe we have to see the big picture through looking into first disaggregated data and start convincing leaders and design programmes from parenting to gender equal education and opportunities to start make changes of the `equal gender socialization` Of course gender socialization continue throughout of life cycle. Means that we have to look into all stages all laws, all data all programmes and curriculums and we all have to work in an `intersectoral approach’ in the country and at the global level. 
Sumru Kutlu
Senior Programme Asst.
Programme Coordination
UNICEF UN House, Çankaya/Turkey 


As an independent researcher studying the issue of gender socialisation and gender inequity, it's certainly helpful to take in other peoples' views and thoughts proffered.

In certain oriental cultures, such as in many Traditional Chinese families, the pressure on women to produce a boy is huge. Family and community demand it. A boy will bring status. He will continue the family line. And it is a powerful cultural preference. More is the case than not, Chinese tradition despises the girl child. Under the influence of feudalistic thinking & history, for example, the Principle of Primogeniture: principle by which property descends only to the eldest son (or grandson)in the family. And traditionally, because of the Salic/ Salique Law: Law excluding females from dynastic succession... boys and girls in most traditional Chinese families are given drastically different treatments. Often a boy born to a family craving for a male heir to continue the family line would mean a gift from heaven and an answer to the parents' prayers, whereas a girl born to a family who has long craved for a male heir would mean great disappointment (grief) to the parents. And oftentimes, the woman has to bear the blame for not fulfilling her "duty" of delivering a boy child.

We have seen great technological advances in the past few decades, but traditional and deep-rooted thinking is not easy to eradicate. Perhaps, with better education, women and girls are able to change their life chances!

MTP Fong
Independent researcher
Richmond Hill, Ontario
Canada


What a wonderful discussion! The rich array of observations during this dialogue could lay a foundation for some programme initiatives on these critically important issues. 

We must remember that in some world areas, we have shockingly high rates of "missing girls" -- those who are aborted or the victims of infanticide. Therefore, these are life and death issues as well as more subtle and depressing acts of gender prejudice that ultimately harm both boys and girls.
If we look at this discussion from a life cycle and inter-generational points of view, then the roles of socialisation and enculturation become more clear.
For me some of the biggest questions are:
1. What types of ECD gender interventions might be culturally appropriate and acceptable within the cultural ideals of a people?
Example: In a particular culture, boys are to be favoured for a variety of reasons, but the culture also expects all children to be healthy, strong and intelligent. Can this commonly held cultural ideal be used to overcome the prejudice against girls?
2. When should gender-based education begin?
Example: Prenatal education programmes could emphasise the importance of preparing for a healthy, well developed baby and well nourished baby whether boy or girl, lauding the importance of good mothering and fathering of both boys and girls. [Now you see why I say that socialisation begins during pregnancy.]
3. How should gender-based educational messages be provided?
Example: A combination of person-to-person home and centre-based services could be used along with media reinforcement.
These are just a few thoughts... Of course, each culture must independently design, develop, field-test and ultimately provide prenatal and parenting education activities that fit within its cultural ideals.
Warmest wishes to all,
Emily Vargas-Baron
Director, The RISE Institute


The discussion has been rich and interesting. I wonder if it is being focused mainly on socialization agents. What about the girls and boys themselves? When to they start realizing that they are a he or a she? When do they make sense out of the signs that adults and siblings are sending? 

Gilberto Mendez
Senior Education Specialist
Christian Children's Fund


For us here, we look at this issue of early gender socialization as the relationship or interaction that exists between opposite sexes starting from the age of 1 through 5, when the child starts to remember and learn things quickly. Before getting to the answer, let us look at the advantages and disadvantages of early gender socialization. The advantage of early gender socialization is that it promotes equality between both sexes from an early stage; it empowers both sexes to be able to do things, because it is from this stage that the child learns that he/she will grow and rule the real world. As for disadvantages, interaction between sexes may make the opposite sex feel inferior, which may promote negative behaviours. 

Looking at the world now, it is vital that early gender socialization be implemented because with this, we are going to live in a world where women can do anything men can also do. Examples of this are in my country, Liberia, where we have a female President, as well as Germany and other great nations. One thing that needs to be implemented here is the relationship between parents and children, and parents should have a role to play in early gender socialization by advising – not beating – the child. 
If early gender socialization is not implemented, there will be an anti-socialization where women will hate men and men will also go against women. Because if they do not learn from each other from the beginning, it will be very difficult to interact with each other, and this will create a problem for the present world we are living in. 
Edward Nuarpah
Center for Child Empowerment
Liberia
West Africa 
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