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Children’s books “articulate cultural and social norms to a young child (Nahara,
1998, pg. 8)”. Using both qualitative and quantitative means, this study explored
gender portrayals in books and how feminist views affect ratings of masculinity
and femininity. Overall, females characters were more passive than men.
Furthermore, feminists rated masculine traits to be more positive than feminine
traits. The social implications for this are vast.

Gender inequality is perpetuated by stereotypes about women’s abilities (Reuben
et al., 2014). Children’s books transmit these gendered stereotypes and attitudes.
Indeed, books act as a microcosm for the broader political and social landscape. A
large body of research demonstrates sexism in children’s books, such that they
feature male characters more than female characters as a whole, especially as
lead characters and in titles (Hollis-Sawyer & Cuevas, 2013).

In children’s books females are generally more passive than male characters
(Kolbe & La Voie, 1981). Research has previously investigated gender portrayals
in a range of popular children’s books (e.g., Caldecott book prize winners
(Weitzman, Eiffer, Hokada & Ross, 1972). However, variation in book length, story
genre, target age, and structure are confounding variables. In order to more
specifically examine gender, this study examined one popular and long-standing
book series - the full collection of Roger Hargreaves’s Mr Men and Little Miss
story books. These stories are consistent in terms of the variables listed above, but
differ in terms of the gender and nature of the main characters.

In children, awareness of gender stereotypes in books affects how they see
themselves (Thompson & Zerbinos, 1997). However, the role of parental
awareness of sexism is yet to be fully scrutinised.

Female characters will be portrayed as generally more passive than male
characters.

There will be a correlation between gendered ratings and positive/negativity
ratings of book titles.

Participants who identify as a feminist will rate words differently compared to non-
feminists.

Part 1: Book coding

47 Mr Men and 34 Little Miss books were
thematically analysed using a coding tool
comprising of four themes.

Part 2: Adjective sorting

106 participants were recruited
through social media sites
Facebook, Linkedin and Twitter
and asked to complete an online
survey on Qualtrics.

Participants were asked to rate
each title adjective (e.g. bossy,
happy, strong) on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from entirely
feminine to entirely masculine.

They were then asked to rate the

~ Stereotypes & Agency vs £ same words on a 5-point scale
Themes: passivity: from entirely positive to entirely
negative.

Participants were briefed,
debriefed, and asked to give
informed consent.
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Part 1: Book coding

There are significantly more male peripheral characters in Little Miss books (M =
3.64) compared to Mr Men books (M = 2.46). p < 0.05.

Mr Men characters have more direct speech (M = 61.52) than Little Miss
characters (53.52) although this difference is not significant p = 0.327.

The books were highly stereotypical in terms of agency. Little Miss characters
relied on being saved by other characters generally more (51.5%) than Mr Men
characters (32.6%), although this was not significant F(1,81) = 1.895, p = 0.173

“She now works for Mr Lazy!

"Help! She cried. ;
She cooks and cleans for him!*

"Somebody help!*

"She started to cry again. Big fat
tears. Oh dear me!*

(Little Miss Late)

(Little Miss Giggles) (Little Miss Lucky)

Part 2: Participant rating Descriptive data

A repeated measures ANOVA revealed that the Little Miss

book title adjectives were rated as significantly more positive ; ggDezl\/; ; 28'5’
than Mr Men books, F (1,89) = 630.83, p < 0.001. . 84.9% of
Little Miss book titles were generally thought to be feminine, aarrtlcllcp?nntls
whereas Mr Men book titles were identified as being more | 3:0/e ? S8
masculine, F (1,89) = 237.46, p < 0.001 2 9
participants

were educated

No correlation between masculine/feminine rating of the ?
to Bachelor’s

character’s traits and positivity of those traits, r = 1.45, p =

degree level.
0.19 . 635%
There was a significant positive correlation between |deqt|f|ed ave

feminist

masculinity and positivity, although this effect was only
present in feminist participants. r=0.458, p < 0.001

This study contributes to the growing literature discussing gender portrayals in
children’s books. The results were largely consistent with our hypotheses, in that
generally female characters were more passive than male. This is consistent with
previous reports (Peterson & Lach, 1990). This study explored this trend in greater
depth by adding the dimension of feminist beliefs of the participants.

The stark difference between the ratings of feminist and non-feminist participants
is particularly noteworthy. Feminists rated masculine traits more positively than
feminine traits, whereas non-feminists did not. This suggests that feminists reject
typically feminine characteristics more than non-feminists and may prefer to be
associated with masculine stereotypes.

Indeed, the interplay between femininity and feminism is complex. Previous
research suggests that females refute the label of feminist due to fears of being
perceived as unfeminine (Faludi, 1992). However other literature claims that the
ability to express “girliness” or femininity is a product of feminism (Baumgardner &
Richards, 2004).

In summary, this study suggests that word use in children’'s books must be
carefully considered in order to portray genders equally.

The next stage of this project will test whether feminist parents use different
motivators when selecting Little Miss books for their daughters. We hypothesise
that, overall, parents will choose stereoptyical books more than non-stereotypical
books. (The stereotypicality will be based on the data collected above). However,
this will be less the case for parents who identify as feminist.
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