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Abstract: 

 Gender identity development during early childhood plays a pivotal role in shaping an 

individual’s understanding of self and their place within society. This paper examines the 

complex processes of gender socialization in early childhood within the context of 

Pakistani culture. Through a review of existing literature and analysis of gender role 

development in children, the study explores how parents, educators, and societal 

institutions influence gender identity formation. The paper also highlights the role of 

media, toys, and peer interactions in reinforcing gender norms. Understanding these 

factors is essential for promoting a more inclusive and equitable environment for children 

to develop their gender identities. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

Gender identity is a crucial aspect of an individual's development, shaping both their personal 

self-concept and their social interactions. Early childhood is a critical period during which 

children begin to form their understanding of gender roles, largely influenced by their family, 

community, and broader societal norms. In Pakistan, cultural and religious norms significantly 

impact how gender identity is constructed and socialized. This paper aims to explore the 

process of gender identity development in early childhood in Pakistan, identifying key agents 

of socialization and their impact on children's gender roles. 

Theoretical Foundations of Gender Identity Development 

Gender identity development in early childhood is a complex and multi-faceted process that 

involves the intersection of biological, psychological, and social influences. Several theoretical 

frameworks help to explain how children come to understand and internalize their gender 

identity. These theories provide a foundation for understanding the key stages and influences 

that shape gender identity development in early childhood. 

Overview of Gender Identity Theory in Early Childhood 

Gender identity refers to an individual's internal sense of being male, female, or another gender, 

which may or may not align with the sex assigned at birth. The development of gender identity 

in early childhood typically occurs in the first few years of life, with children beginning to 

categorize themselves and others according to gender in early infancy. The process involves 

recognizing and understanding gender roles, which are societal expectations for behaviors, 

characteristics, and roles associated with being male or female. 

In early childhood, children usually begin to display gender-typed behavior around the age of 

two or three. This stage of gender development is characterized by children expressing 
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preferences for gender-stereotyped toys, activities, and social interactions. As they grow, 

children learn to conform to these societal expectations, and gender identity becomes a core 

part of their self-concept. 

Psychosocial Theories 

Psychosocial theories of gender identity development, such as those proposed by Sigmund 

Freud, Lawrence Kohlberg, and Albert Bandura, emphasize the importance of social interaction 

and learning in the formation of gender identity. 

Freud’s Psychoanalytic Theory: Sigmund Freud's theory of gender development focuses on 

the concept of the "Oedipus complex" and the child’s desire for the opposite-sex parent, 

followed by identification with the same-sex parent. Freud argued that during the phallic stage 

(around ages 3-6), children begin to internalize gender roles by identifying with the same-sex 

parent as a defense mechanism to resolve feelings of rivalry. According to Freud, gender 

identity is formed through this identification with the same-sex parent during the early years 

of childhood. 

Kohlberg’s Cognitive-Developmental Theory: Lawrence Kohlberg's theory of gender 

identity development is based on the idea that children actively construct their gender identity 

as they cognitively develop. Kohlberg proposed that children go through three stages in 

understanding their gender: (1) Gender Identity (around age 2-3), when children can label 

themselves and others as male or female; (2) Gender Stability (around age 4-5), when children 

understand that their gender is stable over time; and (3) Gender Constancy (around age 6-7), 

when children realize that gender remains constant despite changes in appearance or activities. 

Kohlberg emphasized that children actively organize and categorize their experiences 

according to their gender, which influences their behavior and self-concept. 

Social Learning Theory (Bandura): Albert Bandura's social learning theory emphasizes the 

role of reinforcement and observational learning in gender identity development. According to 

Bandura, children learn gender roles by observing the behaviors of others, especially same-sex 

models (e.g., parents, teachers, and peers), and imitating those behaviors. Reinforcement, such 

as praise for gender-conforming behavior or punishment for gender-nonconforming behavior, 

also plays a critical role in shaping children's gender identity. Social learning theory suggests 

that gender identity is learned through interaction with others, rather than being biologically 

predetermined. 

Biological Versus Social Construction Debates 

The development of gender identity is influenced by both biological and social factors, and this 

has led to an ongoing debate between the nature (biological) and nurture (social) perspectives. 

Biological Perspective: From a biological standpoint, gender identity is believed to be 

influenced by genetic, hormonal, and anatomical factors. This perspective suggests that 

children’s gender identity is influenced by the biological sex assigned at birth and the 

corresponding sex hormones that affect brain development. For example, some studies have 

shown that prenatal exposure to testosterone can influence the development of more 

stereotypically masculine behaviors in females. Additionally, the biological perspective posits 

that there are innate differences between males and females in terms of behavior, cognitive 

abilities, and emotional expression, which contribute to gender identity. 

Social Constructionist Perspective: In contrast, the social constructionist view argues that 

gender identity is primarily a product of socialization, rather than being biologically 

determined. According to this perspective, gender roles and expectations are learned through 

interactions with family, peers, teachers, and society. Social constructionists emphasize the role 

of culture and societal norms in shaping gender identity, and they argue that individuals are 

socialized into gender roles through repeated exposure to cultural messages about what it 
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means to be male or female. For example, children learn from an early age that certain 

activities, toys, and behaviors are "appropriate" for boys or girls based on cultural expectations. 

The debate between the biological and social constructionist perspectives is ongoing, with 

many contemporary scholars proposing that both factors interact to shape gender identity. 

While biological factors may provide a foundation for gender differences, socialization 

processes significantly influence how these differences are expressed in society. 

Gender identity development in early childhood is a complex process influenced by biological, 

cognitive, and social factors. Psychosocial theories, such as those of Freud, Kohlberg, and 

Bandura, provide valuable insights into how gender identity is formed and internalized during 

early childhood. The debate between biological and social construction perspectives continues 

to evolve, with many researchers now recognizing the interplay of both factors in shaping 

gender identity. Understanding these theoretical foundations is essential for exploring how 

gender identity is shaped in different cultural and societal contexts, such as in Pakistan. 

Agents of Gender Socialization in Pakistan 

Gender socialization is the process through which children learn and internalize societal gender 

norms and expectations. In Pakistan, several key agents of socialization influence gender 

identity development in early childhood. These agents include the family, schools, peers, and 

the broader community. Each of these agents plays a significant role in shaping how children 

perceive their gender roles and the behaviors they are expected to adopt. 

Family Influences: Parents' Expectations and Gendered Division of Labor 

In Pakistan, the family is often the first and most influential agent of gender socialization. The 

expectations placed on children within the family regarding gender roles are typically informed 

by traditional cultural and religious norms. From an early age, parents may unconsciously 

reinforce gendered behavior by assigning tasks, activities, and responsibilities based on their 

children's gender. 

Parents’ Expectations: In many Pakistani families, boys and girls are expected to adopt 

specific roles that are seen as "appropriate" for their gender. For example, boys may be 

encouraged to engage in physical play, while girls are often expected to participate in domestic 

activities, such as cooking and cleaning. These expectations are deeply rooted in cultural 

practices that associate masculinity with strength, independence, and public life, while 

femininity is linked with nurturing, caregiving, and private/domestic roles. 

Gendered Division of Labor: The division of labor within the household often reflects 

traditional gender roles, with men typically responsible for providing for the family financially, 

while women are expected to care for the home and children. Children observe and internalize 

these gendered divisions of labor, reinforcing their understanding of appropriate gender 

behavior. These roles are often passed down across generations, perpetuating gender 

stereotypes in society. 

Role of Schools and Teachers in Reinforcing Gender Norms 

Schools are another significant agent of gender socialization in Pakistan. The classroom 

environment, curricula, and teachers' attitudes all contribute to the reinforcement of gender 

norms. 

Curriculum and Gender Representation: In many Pakistani schools, the curriculum 

reinforces traditional gender roles. For example, textbooks and learning materials often present 

male characters in leadership and active roles, while female characters are depicted in nurturing 

or passive positions. This disparity in representation sends a message to children about the 

types of activities and behaviors that are expected from boys and girls. 
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Teachers' Expectations and Gendered Behavior: Teachers, intentionally or unintentionally, 

may reinforce gender norms through their expectations and interactions with students. For 

example, boys may be encouraged to engage in physical activities or leadership roles, while 

girls may be steered towards more passive or nurturing activities. This unequal treatment can 

influence children’s self-perceptions and their beliefs about what they are capable of achieving 

based on their gender. 

Peer Influence and Playground Gender Dynamics 

Peer interactions are crucial in early childhood development and play a significant role in 

shaping gender identity. In Pakistan, peer groups, especially during playtime, reinforce societal 

gender norms by encouraging children to conform to gender-specific behaviors. 

Gender Segregation: On the playground, children often self-segregate based on gender, with 

boys and girls engaging in different types of play. Boys may gravitate toward activities like 

sports or competitive games, while girls may participate in activities that emphasize 

cooperation or nurturing, such as playing house or dolls. These play patterns are influenced by 

both cultural expectations and peer pressure, as children learn to associate certain activities 

with their gender. 

Reinforcement of Gender Norms: Peer groups often play a crucial role in reinforcing gender 

norms by teasing or ostracizing children who do not conform to traditional gender expectations. 

For example, boys who exhibit nurturing behaviors may be teased, while girls who show 

interest in sports may be ridiculed. This peer pressure can lead to children internalizing gender 

stereotypes and adjusting their behavior accordingly. 

Impact of Media and Toys on Gender Role Development 

Media and toys are significant influences on children's gender role development, as they shape 

how children understand and perform gendered behaviors. In Pakistan, media portrayals and 

toy preferences are heavily gendered, contributing to the reinforcement of traditional gender 

norms. 

The Portrayal of Gender in Pakistani Children's Television and Advertisements 

Television and advertisements in Pakistan often present gender stereotypes that shape 

children's understanding of gender roles. The portrayal of men and women in these media 

reinforces the traditional binary understanding of gender, with distinct roles for each. 

Television Programming: Pakistani children's television shows tend to depict males in active, 

heroic, and leadership roles, while females are often shown as caregivers or in domestic 

settings. These portrayals suggest to children that boys are naturally suited for positions of 

power and action, while girls are expected to be nurturing and domestic. The absence of diverse 

gender roles on television limits children's exposure to alternative gender identities and 

behaviors. 

Advertisements: Advertisements targeting children in Pakistan often reinforce traditional 

gender roles by promoting gender-specific products. For example, advertisements for toys 

often depict boys playing with action figures, trucks, and sports equipment, while girls are 

shown with dolls, kitchen sets, and beauty products. This gendered marketing influences 

children's play preferences and expectations about their roles in society. 

Gendered Toys and Their Effects on Childhood Play and Behaviors 

Toys are one of the most significant tools for gender socialization in early childhood. In 

Pakistan, toys are often marketed and designed to align with traditional gender norms, 

influencing how children perceive their gender roles. 

Boys' Toys: Toys for boys typically emphasize action, competition, and physical strength. 

Popular toys for boys in Pakistan include cars, action figures, and sports equipment. These toys 
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often encourage boys to engage in aggressive or competitive play, reinforcing the idea that boys 

should be independent, assertive, and dominant. 

Girls' Toys: In contrast, toys marketed to girls in Pakistan often emphasize beauty, caregiving, 

and domestic activities. Dolls, kitchen sets, and dress-up clothes are commonly marketed to 

girls, reinforcing the traditional role of women as caregivers and homemakers. These toys 

contribute to the socialization of girls into passive, nurturing roles, limiting their exposure to a 

broader range of activities and behaviors. 

The Impact of Gendered Toys: The gendering of toys influences not only the types of 

activities children engage in but also the development of their self-concept. Boys may feel 

pressured to engage in competitive or adventurous play, while girls may feel restricted to more 

domestic or passive activities. These gendered expectations can limit children's potential and 

reinforce traditional gender roles. 

The Role of Social Media in Shaping Gender Expectations for Children 

In the digital age, social media plays an increasingly significant role in shaping children's 

understanding of gender roles. In Pakistan, social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, 

and YouTube have become key sources of gendered content for children. 

Influencers and Gender Roles: Social media influencers, particularly those targeting children 

and young adults, often perpetuate gender stereotypes by promoting beauty standards, fashion 

trends, and gendered behaviors. These platforms encourage children to conform to idealized 

images of femininity and masculinity, shaping their perceptions of what it means to be 

"acceptable" in society. 

Exposure to Gender Stereotypes: Social media often presents a narrow view of gender, 

reinforcing traditional expectations about appearance, behavior, and interests. For example, 

beauty influencers on Instagram may emphasize appearance and body image for girls, while 

male influencers may promote strength, success, and independence. This limited portrayal of 

gender roles can lead children to internalize restrictive gender norms. 

Agents of gender socialization in Pakistan, including the family, schools, peers, media, and 

toys, all play crucial roles in reinforcing traditional gender norms. These agents socialize 

children into their gender roles by influencing their behaviors, expectations, and self-concept. 

Understanding the impact of these socializing agents is essential for promoting more equitable 

gender development and challenging restrictive gender norms in Pakistani society. 

Cultural and Religious Influences on Gender Socialization 

Gender socialization in Pakistan is profoundly shaped by cultural and religious norms, which 

dictate the expected roles, behaviors, and attitudes of men and women. These influences are 

deeply embedded in everyday life and play a central role in how children develop their gender 

identity. Cultural practices and religious teachings establish clear expectations for both male 

and female behavior, shaping children’s self-concept and future roles in society. 

The Role of Religion in Shaping Gender-Specific Expectations in Pakistan 

In Pakistan, Islam plays a central role in shaping gender roles, providing a religious framework 

that influences societal views on masculinity and femininity. The Qur'an and Hadith outline 

gender roles that many Pakistanis interpret and incorporate into their lives. 

Gendered Roles in Islamic Teachings: Islamic teachings often emphasize the complementary 

nature of men and women, with distinct roles and responsibilities. Men are typically seen as 

the protectors and providers for their families, while women are assigned roles as caregivers, 

homemakers, and nurturers. These gender roles are supported by various religious teachings, 

such as those related to marriage, family structure, and work responsibilities. For instance, 
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while men are expected to work outside the home and provide financially, women are often 

expected to take on domestic roles, raising children and maintaining the home. 

Religious Justification of Gender Norms: In many parts of Pakistan, these gender-specific 

expectations are reinforced by religious interpretations that promote distinct roles for men and 

women. Religious leaders and scholars often contribute to public discourse about gender, 

reinforcing traditional views about the separation of spheres—public for men and private for 

women. These expectations often influence how children are socialized from an early age, with 

boys being encouraged to adopt leadership roles, while girls are steered toward nurturing and 

domestic tasks. 

Impact of Religious Institutions on Gender Socialization: Mosques, religious schools, and 

community gatherings also serve as venues where children are exposed to gendered 

expectations through religious teachings. For example, boys might be encouraged to participate 

in religious education and community leadership roles, while girls may be encouraged to focus 

on domestic and religious duties. 

How Cultural Practices and Traditions Influence Gendered Behavior 

Cultural practices and traditions in Pakistan, often influenced by religious beliefs, further shape 

gender identity and socialization. In many communities, traditional gender roles are seen as 

natural and inextricably tied to cultural identity. 

Patriarchal Norms and Family Structure: Patriarchy is a key feature of Pakistani culture, 

with male dominance in both the family and broader societal structure. Men are often viewed 

as heads of the household, with authority over decisions relating to finances, family matters, 

and social interactions. Women, on the other hand, are often expected to take care of the home 

and children, maintaining the cultural and moral fabric of the family. 

Traditional Festivals and Rituals: Cultural festivals, religious celebrations, and rituals also 

reinforce gendered behavior. For example, during cultural celebrations such as weddings or 

Eid, gender roles are often highlighted through rituals, attire, and specific expectations of how 

boys and girls should behave. In rural areas, these traditions may be more rigidly adhered to, 

influencing how children are expected to present themselves in the community and their role 

within the family. 

Role of Women in Cultural Practices: In certain cultural settings, women’s participation in 

public life is limited. Women may be expected to adhere to strict dress codes, such as wearing 

the hijab or other traditional garments, and are often confined to domestic roles, especially in 

more conservative or rural areas. This creates a gender divide between public and private life 

that children learn and internalize from a young age. 

Gender Roles in Rural Versus Urban Settings within Pakistan 

The rural-urban divide in Pakistan significantly impacts how gender roles are understood and 

practiced. While traditional gender norms tend to be more rigid in rural areas, urban settings 

offer more flexibility and exposure to diverse gender perspectives. However, urban areas are 

not free from traditional influences, and gender roles are still prevalent. 

Rural Areas: In rural Pakistan, gender roles are often more strictly enforced, with greater 

emphasis placed on traditional practices and religious norms. The expectations for girls to stay 

home and engage in household chores are more rigid, while boys are expected to engage in 

agricultural work, earn an income, or take on leadership roles in the community. The 

socialization process in rural areas often discourages gender fluidity and reinforces binary 

gender roles. 
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Urban Areas: Urban centers like Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad tend to offer more diverse 

opportunities for both men and women. In cities, girls and boys may attend mixed-gender 

schools, have access to more varied educational and career paths, and experience less pressure 

to conform to traditional gender roles. However, even in urban settings, gendered expectations 

around family roles, careers, and public behavior persist, especially in conservative sectors of 

society. Urban areas also tend to have more exposure to global cultural influences, which can 

challenge traditional norms, though resistance to these influences remains strong in some 

sectors. 

Interventions and Future Directions for Gender Socialization 

The persistence of rigid gender norms in Pakistan calls for strategic interventions aimed at 

promoting a more gender-equitable society. Educational reforms, media literacy programs, and 

policy changes can help foster gender-neutral upbringing, encouraging children to explore roles 

and behaviors beyond the traditional binary. 

Proposing Educational and Policy Interventions for Promoting Gender-Neutral 

 Upbringing 

One of the most effective ways to challenge traditional gender roles is through education. 

Educational interventions should aim to provide children with a broader understanding of 

gender, encouraging them to develop their identities free from rigid gender expectations. 

Gender-Neutral Education: Schools should implement gender-neutral curricula that 

emphasize equality and challenge traditional gender stereotypes. For example, textbooks 

should include diverse representations of both men and women in various professional roles, 

such as female engineers, doctors, and leaders. Teachers should be trained to recognize their 

own biases and foster an inclusive classroom environment where all children, regardless of 

gender, can thrive. 

Policy Reform for Gender Equality: Government policies should support gender equality at 

all levels, from early childhood education to employment. Policies aimed at increasing female 

participation in the workforce, promoting equal educational opportunities, and ensuring safe 

spaces for girls in public life can help break down gender barriers. For example, the 

introduction of quotas for women in political and economic positions can challenge patriarchal 

structures and provide young girls with visible role models. 

The Importance of Inclusive Curricula in Early Childhood Education 

Inclusive curricula that promote gender equity are essential in shaping children's understanding 

of gender roles from a young age. Early childhood education is a critical stage for introducing 

gender-neutral concepts that allow children to form their own identities without being confined 

by societal expectations. 

Inclusive Learning Materials: Early childhood education curricula should include learning 

materials that reflect a variety of gender experiences. For example, storybooks, toys, and 

classroom activities should showcase diverse gender roles and challenge stereotypes. For 

instance, girls should be depicted in science and leadership roles, while boys should be shown 

in caregiving or artistic contexts. 

Encouraging Non-Gendered Play: Schools and educational programs can encourage non-

gendered play by providing a wide range of toys and activities that are not limited by traditional 

gender roles. Allowing children to choose activities based on their interests rather than gender 

can help dismantle stereotypes about "appropriate" play for boys and girls. 
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The Role of Media Literacy Programs in Challenging Traditional Gender Roles 

Media plays a powerful role in shaping children’s perceptions of gender roles. Media literacy 

programs can help children critically engage with media messages and recognize when gender 

stereotypes are being reinforced. 

Teaching Critical Media Consumption: Media literacy programs in schools can help children 

understand the role of media in shaping societal norms. By teaching children to critically 

evaluate advertisements, TV shows, and social media content, they can develop a more nuanced 

understanding of gender and its representations in media. 

Challenging Gender Stereotypes in the Media: Media platforms, such as television, movies, 

and social media, should be encouraged to present more balanced and diverse portrayals of 

gender. Encouraging media producers to create content that challenges traditional gender 

norms and showcases a broader range of gender identities can help children grow up with more 

inclusive ideas of gender. 

Cultural and religious influences, along with societal traditions, continue to shape gender roles 

in Pakistan. However, by implementing educational reforms, inclusive curricula, and media 

literacy programs, we can foster a more equitable environment that allows children to explore 

a diverse range of roles and identities beyond the confines of traditional gender norms. 

Addressing these issues through strategic interventions will help ensure that future generations 

grow up in a society that values gender equality and diversity. 

 

Graphs and Charts 

 
Figure 1: Bar Chart Showing the Influence of Family, School, and Peer Groups on Gender 

Role Development in Pakistani Children 

This chart will compare the degree of influence these three primary agents of socialization have 

on children’s understanding of gender roles. 

 
Figure 2: Pie Chart Depicting the Prevalence of Gendered Toys in Pakistan 

This chart will show the percentage of toys available in Pakistani markets that are marketed 

specifically to boys versus girls. 
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Figure 3: Line Graph Comparing Gendered Behaviors in Children from Urban vs. Rural Areas 

This graph will illustrate the differences in gender role behaviors in early childhood across 

different geographical settings in Pakistan. 

 
Figure 4: Scatter Plot Illustrating the Correlation Between Media Exposure and Gender Role 

Expectations  

This graph will depict how exposure to gender-specific media influences children’s 

understanding of gender roles. 

Summary: 

Gender identity development in early childhood is profoundly influenced by a complex 

interplay of familial, societal, and cultural factors. In Pakistan, these influences are heavily 

shaped by cultural and religious values that dictate distinct roles for boys and girls. The 

socialization process begins early, with families, schools, peers, and media all contributing to 

the reinforcement of traditional gender roles. While some changes are evident in urban areas, 

rural settings still uphold more rigid gender norms. By understanding these dynamics, we can 

promote more inclusive and egalitarian socialization practices, encouraging a future generation 

that is free from restrictive gender expectations. Furthermore, educational and media 

interventions can play an essential role in reshaping gender perceptions, allowing children to 

explore a broader range of identities and possibilities. 
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