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Who Cares About Caring? Gender Stereotypes About Communal
Values Emerge Early and Predict Boys’ Prosocial Preferences
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3 Department of Psychology, Western Washington University
4 Department of Psychology, New York University

Communal values (i.e., valuing care for and connection with others) are important to individual well-
being and societal functioning yet show marked gender differences, with girls valuing communion more
than boys do. We examined whether endorsement of gender stereotypes associating communal values
more with girls than with boys relate to children’s own communal values and interests, potentially giving
rise to gender differences in preferences. We tested this relation across two studies with Canadian children
between the ages of 4 and 11 years (N = 379; 92 girls, 287 boys; majority White and East Asian or Pacific
Islander). We assessed children’s stereotypes about communal values (Studies 1 and 2; e.g., “Who do you
think cares more about always helping other people, even if it takes effort? Boys or girls?”), as well as the
extent to which children themselves (a) valued communion and (b) displayed interest in communal
activities (Study 2). In both studies, we found that children older than 6 consistently associated communal
values with girls more than with boys. Younger children, in contrast, exhibited an ingroup bias—they
associated communal values with their own gender. Study 2, which included only boys, found that
endorsement of stereotypes associating communal values with girls predicted lower personal
endorsement of communal values and lower interest in communal activities among boys older, but
not younger, than 6. These results suggest that gender stereotypes about communal values are learned
early and predict boys’ disengagement from communal domains. Implications for gender differences in
values and behavior are discussed.

Public Significance Statement

Valuing care for and connection with others (“communion”) is important for the well-being of everyone,
regardless of gender. Yet, girls and women value communion more than do boys and men. Why? We
investigated gender stereotypes as a potential explanation. Indeed, we found that, as early as 6 years of
age, children hold gender stereotypes that girls have stronger communal values (e.g., care more about
helping and being kind) than boys do. The more that boys endorsed these gender stereotypes, the less
they personally endorsed communal values themselves and the less they were interested in communal
activities. This research identifies gender stereotypes as a possible early source of boys’ disengagement
with communal values and activities.

Keywords: gender differences, communal values, childhood development, personal values, gender
stereotypes
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WHO CARES ABOUT CARING?

Valuing care for and connection with others (i.e., “communion”)
is a fundamental human drive (Abele & Wojciszke, 2014; Bakan,
1966; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Eagly & Wood, 2003)
consistently linked to well-being (Le et al., 2018). Even preverbal
infants expect others to act communally, and they also show a
preference for others who do so (Hamlin & Wynn, 2011; Margoni &
Surian, 2018). Despite the centrality of “communal values” (i.e., the
value prioritization of care for and connection with others; Abele &
Wojciszke, 2014) to human life, men in Western countries like the
United States and Canada endorse communal values less than
women do (Donnelly & Twenge, 2017; Falk & Hermle, 2018;
Schwartz & Rubel, 2005). Strikingly, gender differences in
communal values appear to arise in childhood: While a recent
meta-analysis found no evidence for gender differences in
preferences for prosociality in infants and toddlers (Margoni et
al., 2023), by 6 or 7 years of age, boys report weaker communal
values than girls do (Block, Gonzalez, et al., 2018; Weisgram et
al., 2010).

Gender differences in communal values have important conse-
quences. Men’s and boys’ relatively lower endorsement of communal
values predicts their avoidance of care-oriented roles (e.g., nurse,
parent; Block, Croft, & Schmader, 2018; Block, Gonzalez, et al., 2018;
Croft et al., 2015; Hayes et al., 2018; Olsen et al., 2022; Weisgram et
al., 2010), as well as their affinity for (what are stereotyped to be
solitary) careers in science (Diekman et al., 2017; Tellhed et al., 2018).
As such, the lower value that men and boys place on communion can
have negative consequences for themselves, as well as women,
children, and society at large (Croft et al., 2015; Meeussen et al., 2020).

Here, we explore a key potential source of these emerging
differences: exposure to and internalization of the pervasive stereotypes
that associate communal values with women and girls more than men
and boys—stereotypes that have strengthened over the past 60 years
in North America (Eagly et al., 2019). Although gender stereotypes
about communal values are often argued to be a constraint on men’s
communion in adulthood (e.g., Croft et al., 2015), little is known about
the developmental trajectory of children’s gender stereotypes about
communal values, and more importantly, their relationship to children’s
own values and interests. Given the centrality of communal values to
individual and societal flourishing, it is important to understand when
gender stereotypes about communal values develop and how they
relate to boys’ own values and interests. The current research asks when
children first exhibit stereotypes that associate communal values with
girls (vs. boys) and whether such beliefs, once acquired, predict boys’
own disidentification from communal values and activities.

The Acquisition of Gender Stereotypes About
Communal Values

Children acquire gender stereotypes about a variety of domains
including objects, activities, and traits during early childhood
(Bigler & Liben, 1992; Liben & Bigler, 2002; Martin & Ruble,
2010; Ruble et al., 2006; Signorella et al., 1993). To date, however,
the developmental literature provides mostly indirect and mixed
evidence on the developmental trajectory of gender stereotypes about
communion. Some evidence suggests that gendered stereotypes about
specific communal behaviors and traits (but not values per se) develop
in early childhood, although the precise developmental timeline is
unclear. For example, Serbin and colleagues found that at 24 months
of age, toddlers associate women with childcare (Serbin et al., 2002),
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which is a specific communal behavior. Similarly, 4-year-olds are
already more likely to describe female (vs. male) targets as “nice”
(Miller et al., 2009), which is a specific communal trait.

In contrast, other evidence suggests that communion-related
gender stereotypes emerge later in childhood. For instance, Bian
et al. (2017) found that 5-year-olds in the United States did not
consistently associate girls (vs. boys) with being “really, really
nice”; this association was observed only among 6- and 7-year-olds,
the time children in the United States begin formal schooling. A
later acquisition timeline was also suggested by a recent study of
Norwegian children, which found no significant gender stereotypes
about communal occupations (e.g., nurse) in children aged 4-6; these
stereotypes were present, however, in 6- to 13-year-olds (Olsen et al.,
2022; see also Liben & Bigler, 2002; Powlishta, 1995). Also
consistent with the possibility that gender stereotypes about specific
behaviors and traits relevant to communion might emerge relatively
later in childhood, Baker et al. (2016) found no consistent gender
stereotypes about prosocial behaviors (e.g., “being nice to other kids™)
in a sample of 3- to 6-year-olds.

The inconsistencies in the findings just reviewed suggest that many
open questions remain about the acquisition of gender stereotypes
relevant to communion. Perhaps even more relevant for our purposes,
no research to our knowledge has measured stereotypes about
communal values specifically (as opposed to traits, behaviors,
or occupations related to communion). Thus, the developmental
trajectory of gender stereotypes about communal values remains
unknown. To clarify, it is important to understand children’s
stereotypes about communal values specifically because both children
and adults perceive values to be intimately tied to a person’s identity
(e.g., Heiphetz et al., 2017, 2018). In addition, values are distinct from
traits (Parks-Leduc et al., 2015) and are often more predictive of
outcomes (Parks & Guay, 2012). Thus, the stereotypes that associate
communal values (rather than simply behaviors or traits) with girls
may be particularly powerful, if internalized, in shaping girls’ and
boys’ own values and interests.

Do Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values
Shape Children’s Own Values and Interests?

Past research reveals that gender stereotypes shape children’s
own self-concepts and interests in certain domains (Bian et al., 2017;
Cvencek et al., 2011, 2015; Master et al., 2016, 2021). By age 6,
girls are less likely to identify with math and science to the extent
that they associate these domains with boys and men (Cvencek et al.,
2011, 2014, 2015, 2021; Steele, 2003; Steffens et al., 2010; for a
review, see Master, 2021). Similarly, girls are less eager to engage in
activities that are perceived to require brilliance to the extent that
they explicitly associate brilliance with boys (Bian et al., 2017).
Importantly, the relations between stereotypes and children’s own
self-concepts and interests appear to strengthen throughout childhood
(Cvencek et al., 2015).

Critically, no research to date has examined how gender stereotypes
about communal values, once internalized, relate to children’s own
communal values and interests. We aimed to examine when gender
stereotypes about communal values specifically predict boys’ own
values and interests. This is important because boys’ distancing from
communal values over the course of development might be problematic
for their own and others’ well-being (Croft et al., 2021).



e of its allied publishers.

yrighted by the American Psychological Association or on

This document is cop

and is not to be disseminated broadly.

This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user

596

The Current Research

The two studies reported here recruited large cross-sectional
samples to (a) identify when children first exhibit the stereotype that
girls hold stronger communal values than boys (Studies 1 and 2) and
(b) determine whether this stereotype, once acquired, predicts boys’
own disidentification from communal values and activities (Study
2). First, we examined the emergence of gender stereotypes about
communal values in boys and girls aged 4-8 (Study 1). These
stereotypes were measured using both a direct, explicit measure and
a more indirect measure, which did not invoke the generic groups
girls and boys. Based on patterns found for related stereotypes in
recent research (e.g., Bian et al., 2017), we expected that children
would show gender stereotypes about communal values after the age
of about 6, the age at which children in Canada begin formal
schooling but not before (H1). We then investigated whether such
stereotypes would relate negatively to boys’ own endorsement of
communal values (H2) and interest in communal activities (H3) in a
separate sample of 4- to 11-year-old boys (Study 2). Given past
research suggesting that the link between stereotypes and self-
related variables emerges soon after stereotypes are acquired (e.g.,
Bian et al., 2017) and strengthens with age (Cvencek et al., 2015),
we expected to find evidence for H2 and H3 among boys aged 6 or
older but not in younger boys. Study 2 focused exclusively on boys
in order to gain theoretical and practical insight into whether their
gradual distancing from communal values (an undesirable, avoidable
outcome) is related to these gender stereotypes.

Transparency and Openness

The full study procedures, raw data, and analytic syntax needed to
reproduce the results in Studies 1 and 2 are shared on the Open Science
Framework (OSF): https://osf.io/prx8h/?view_only=a5b19ec3ea864
c5b8cle2c3ae232904e. While these studies were designed to test the
stated hypotheses, the studies were not preregistered. All measures
collected are described below or in the Supplemental Material.

Study 1
Method
Participants

A final sample of 76 boys and 92 girls between the ages of 4 and 8
years (M = 6.00, SD = 1.12) was recruited from a local science
center in a large Canadian city in the Pacific Northwest. To enable
comparisons between children younger and older than 6, the age at
which we expect stereotypes about communal values to emerge, we
aimed to recruit approximately equal numbers of children in these
two age groups. Sensitivity analyses conducted with G*Power 3.1
(Faul et al., 2007) suggested that the final sample provided >80%
power to observe medium-sized gender differences (d = 0.44) and a
medium-to-large interaction between gender and age group (d =
0.65; two-tailed tests, a = .05). An additional 24 children were tested
but excluded from the analyses for one of the following reasons: not
completing the study (n = 11), experiment errors (e.g., parents
giving answers, fire alarm going off; n = 7), or low comprehension
(n = 6). Participant race/ethnicity was provided by parents for
all 168 included participants (70 White, 48 East Asian or Pacific
Islander, 33 biracial/multiracial, seven Middle Eastern/Arab,
six South Asian, three Hispanic/Latinx, and one Black/African
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Canadian). After parental consent and child assent, all participants
were run through the study individually by a trained research assistant
on a computer located in a soundproof room.

Measures

Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values: Explicit
Measure. Children reported their gender stereotypes about four
communal values (e.g., “Who do you think cares more about always
helping other people, even if it takes effort? Boys or girls?”). The
four communal values were taken from a child-friendly measure of
personal endorsement of communal values (Block, Gonzalez, et al.,
2018) but adapted to ask about how much boys and girls endorse
these values. All items were accompanied by a visual scale that
ranged from 1 = boys care much more to 5 = girls care much more,
with the midpoint (3) labeled as boys and girls care the same. Items
were averaged into a composite of gender stereotypes about
communal values (o7 = .58).!

While not the focus of our study, we also assessed parallel beliefs
about agency (see Supplemental Material). Measures of gender
stereotypes about communal and agentic values were assessed through
parallel items, presented in a randomized order to mask the study’s
intent and to provide comparative insight.

Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values: Indirect
Measure. As an additional, more indirect measure of gender
stereotypes about communal values, children made a series of forced
choices between a boy and girl avatar. For six critical pairs,
participants were asked which of the two avatars valued communality
(e.g., thinks “it is very important to be caring and kind to others”).
Children’s score on this measure was calculated as the proportion of
trials on which they selected a girl as the character who values
communion (w7 = .56). Two pairs of same-gender avatars were also
rated by children as distractors to conceal the purpose of the task
(specifically, its connection to gender) from children. All items are
listed in Section 1 of the Supplemental Material.

Results

To examine children’s gender stereotypes about communal
values, we first ran a linear regression with participant gender (0 =
boy, 1 = girl) and age group (0 = 4- to 5-year-olds, 1 = 6- to 8-year-
olds), as well as their interaction, as predictors. To interpret
significant interactions, we conducted simple slopes analyses. To
further characterize the level of stereotyping in each group, we also
compared the stereotypes of younger and older girls and boys against
the midpoint of the scale (3 = boys and girls care the same) with
one-sample 7 tests. These tests can reveal whether gender stereotypes
about communal values are consistently endorsed, on average,
among children of a particular gender and/or age.

! Consistent with current best-practice recommendations (e.g., Flora,
2020; Hayes & Coutts, 2020; McNeish, 2018), we assess reliability with
omega total (07) rather than Cronbach’s a. In both studies, the reliability of
the stereotype measures was below .70, which is the conventional threshold
in research with adults. However, analyzing the items separately led to the
same conclusions as the analysis on the composite (see Supplemental
Material, Section 2 for item-level statistics).
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Correlations Among Key Variables

Correlations for key variables can be found in Table 1. Both the
explicit measure and the indirect measure of gender stereotypes about
communal values were positively correlated with age, such that older
children had stronger associations between girls and communal
values. There was also a significant positive correlation between
participant gender and the explicit, as well as the measures of gender
stereotypes about communal values, such that girls reported stronger
associations between girls and communal values than boys reported.
Lastly, there was a significant correlation between explicit and indirect
measures of gender stereotypes, with children who explicitly reported
associated girls more with communal values also tending to show this
pattern on the indirect measure.

Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values: Explicit
Measure

Means for the explicit measure of gender stereotypes about
communal values are plotted by gender and age group (4- to 5-year-
olds vs. 6- to 8-year-olds) in Figure 1. As expected, we found a
significant interaction between gender and age group predicting
children’s gender stereotypes about communal values, b = —1.05,
SE = 0.24, p < .001, 95% CI [-1.52, —0.58]. Decomposing this
interaction by participant gender suggested that gender stereotypes
about communal values were significantly stronger in older (vs.
younger) boys, b = 0.80, SE = 0.18, p < .001, 95% CI [0.45, 1.15],
but did not vary significantly by age among girls, b = —0.25, SE =
0.16, p =.13,95% CI [-0.56, 0.07]. Because both ingroup bias and
stereotypes about communal values prompt girls to favor their own
gender in their responses, the absence of a relation with age is
unsurprising.

Further analyses tested stereotypes for younger and older girls
and boys against the midpoint of the scale (3) to examine whether
children in each group have gender egalitarian (i.e., not different
from “boys and girls care the same”) or gender stereotypical beliefs
about communal values. These analyses found that, among 6- to
8-year-old children, both girls, #(46) = 8.01, p < .001, and boys,
1(36) = 2.83, p = .007, believed girls to be the gender that values
communion more (i.e., their stereotypes were significantly above the
midpoint). In younger children, however, the responses were better
characterized as ingroup bias. Whereas girls reported that girls value
communion significantly more than boys, #(44) = 7.37, p < .001,
boys reported that boys value communion significantly more than
girls, #38) = —-3.02, p = .005.

Table 1
Correlations Among Key Variables in Study 1

Variable 1 2 3 4

1. Age (continuous) —
2. Gender (0 = boy, 1 = girl) .04 —
3. Explicit stereotype 4% A4EE

4. Indirect stereotype 21%* 38 40T —

Note. Higher scores on both stereotype measures indicate stronger
associations between girls and communal values.
p < .01, *Fp <001

Figure 1
Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values by Age Group and
Gender

o

N

Age Group

H Younger (4-5)
Older (6-8)

[

Gender Stereotypes about Communal Values
N

N

Girls Boys
Participant Gender

Note. Responses ranged from 1 (boys care much more) to 5 (girls care
much more). Dashed line indicates the midpoint (3 = boys and girls care the
same). Error bars = 95% confidence interval.

Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values: Indirect
Measure

Parallel analyses on the indirect stereotype measure did not reveal
a significant interaction between gender and age group, b = —0.004,
SE =0.07, p=.95,95% CI[-0.14, 0.13]. A significant main effect
of age group, however, indicated that, compared to younger children,
older children were overall significantly more likely to choose girls as
the character with stronger communal values in a pair, b = 0.08, SE =
0.03, p =.017, 95% CI [0.02, 0.15]. There was also a main effect of
gender, which indicated that girls were overall more likely to choose
girls as the character with more communal values in a pair, b = 0.18,
SE = 0.03, p < .001, 95% CI [0.11, 0.25].

Follow-up analyses tested the responses of younger and older
girls and boys against chance (0.5) to examine whether children in
each age group showed significant stereotyping or not. These
analyses revealed patterns in line with the explicit measure. Younger
girls, M = 0.67, #(43) = 5.70, p < .001, 95% CI [0.61, 0.73]; older
girls, M = 0.75, 1(46) = 8.80, p < .001, 95% CI [0.69, 0.81]; and
older boys, M = 0.58, #(35) = 2.11, p = .042, 95% CI[0.50, 0.65], in
our sample showed significant gender stereotypes about communal
values, selecting girls as the character with stronger communal values
significantly more than 50% of the time. As observed with our explicit
measure, the only group that did not show the gender stereotype about
communal values were 4- to 5-year-old boys, whose choices between
boys and girls were not statistically different from chance, M = 0.49,
t(37) = —0.20, p = .84, 95% CI [0.40, 0.58].

Discussion

Study 1 provides, to our knowledge, the first evidence that
children acquire gender stereotypes about communal values around
the time they enter elementary school. For boys, this suggests that
they may begin to internalize the belief that their own gender cares less
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about being helpful and caring than girls do, surprisingly outweighing
children’s general preference to ascribe desirable traits such as
prosociality to their ingroup (e.g., Margoni & Surian, 2018).

Study 2

In Study 2, our first goal was to replicate the age differences in
endorsement of gender stereotypes about communal values identified
in Study 1 in a larger sample of boys spanning a broader age range.
Our second—and primary—goal was to examine the relation between
boys’ gender stereotypes about communal values and their own
endorsement of communal values (H2) and interest in communal
activities (H3). Given that past research suggests the relation between
children’s gender stereotypes and their self-views emerges soon after
the stereotypes themselves are acquired (Bian et al., 2017), we
expected these relations to be observed among boys ages 6 and older
but not before.”

Method
Participants

A final sample of 211 boys between the ages of 4 and 11 years
(M =17.58, SD = 2.52) was recruited from a local science center in a
large Canadian city in the Pacific Northwest. Boys were sampled
from three age groups determined a priori: two that were the same as
in Study 1 (4- to 5-year-olds; 6- to 8-year-olds) and an older group
(10- and 11-year-olds). We recruited samples of roughly even size
across these three age groups. The sample of older (10- and 11-year-
olds) boys was included to assess if endorsement of gender stereotypes
about communal values further increased with age and to increase
power to detect possible relations between gender stereotypes and
communal values and interests among boys who endorse stereotyped
beliefs (i.e., boys over the age 6 according to Study 1).

An additional 43 children were recruited for the study but excluded
for one of the following reasons: not completing the study (n = 11),
software or hardware errors (n = 17), low English comprehension
(n = 4), or being outside of the age range we specified (n = 9).
Participant race/ethnicity was provided by parents for all 211 included
participants (110 White, 56 East Asian or Pacific Islander, 32 biracial/
multiracial, six South Asian, three Hispanic/Latinx, three Aboriginal/
Indigenous/First Nations, and one Middle Eastern/Arab). After parental
consent and child assent, all participants were run through the study by
a trained research assistant on a computer located in a soundproof room
at the science center. The sample size in this study was increased from
that of Study 1 in order to maximize power to detect the hypothesized
age differences while also weighing the practical constraints of data
collection at the science center with which we partnered.

Measures

Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values: Explicit
Measure. Gender stereotypes about communal values were assessed
with the same explicit measure from Study 1 (07 = .65).

Children’s Own Communal Values. To measure children’s own
endorsement of communal values, we used the measure previously
developed by Block, Gonzalez, et al. (2018). In this measure, children
report their own endorsement of four communal values (e.g., “How
important do you think it is to always help others, even if it takes
effort?”), each rated on a scale from 1 = not very important to 5 = super

important. Items were averaged into a composite of communal values
(o = .71).

Children’s Interest in Communal Activities. To measure
children’s interest in communal activities, participants were asked to
consider how interested they would be in two fictional computer
games (see Appendix). We first explained to the children that:

In the lab, we are thinking about trying out some new computer games
with children like you. Today, I want to talk with you about a few games
and I want you to let me know how much you think you’d like them.

The description of the games emphasized communality (e.g., “The
game is all about trying to take care of others and being kind”).
Children also heard about two other games focused on agentic
values (e.g., “The game is all about trying to be the very best and
winning”; see Section 3 of Supplemental Material for descriptions).
After hearing information about each game, children were asked two
questions to assess how interested they are in that game (“How much
do you think you would like playing [name of game]?” and “How
much would you want to play [name of game]?”’) on a 5-point visual
scale. For the communal games, these items were averaged into a
composite of communal activity preferences (w7 = .91).

Results
Correlations Among Key Variables

Correlations for key variables can be found in Table 2. Age was
positively correlated with boys’ stereotypes about communal values
and negatively correlated with boys’ own interest in communal
activities: Older boys had stronger associations between girls and
communal values (as in Study 1) and less interest in communal
activities. Boys’ interest in communal activities was also negatively
correlated with their gender stereotypes about communal values,
such that boys with stronger associations between girls and
communal values also showed less interest in communal activities.
Lastly, there was a significant positive correlation between
communal values and interest in communal activities, such that
boys with stronger communal values also tended to show more
interest in communal activities.

Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values: Explicit
Measure

To compare gender stereotypes about communal values across
the three age groups (4- to 5-year-olds; 6- to 8-year-olds; 10- to
11-year-olds), we first conducted a one-way analysis of variance

2 Before Study 2, we ran a smaller exploratory study with 112 boys
between 4 and 7 years of age, which we describe in full in Sections 5 and 6 of
the Supplemental Material. The goal of this study was to replicate the
developmental trajectory of gender stereotypes about communal values and
pilot a new measure of interest in communal activities, specifically asking
children how much they would like to participate in a summer camp that
focuses on communal activities. While running this pilot, it became apparent
that children’s answers were driven primarily by their (strong) feelings
toward summer camps, not the communal activities per se. Given the
distraction introduced by framing activities as summer camps, we decided to
replace this measure with a new measure more similar to Bian et al. (2017)
for the full Study 2. For full transparency, results of this pilot are briefly
summarized in the Results section of Study 2, and all measures and analyses
are detailed in the Supplemental Material.
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Table 2
Correlations Among Key Variables in Study 2

Variable 1 2 3 4

1. Age (continuous) —
2. Explicit stereotype® 39 —
3. Own communal values® - .13 -.10

4. Communal activity preferences® — .30***  — 18%  35%**

# Higher scores indicate stronger associations between girls and communal
values. °Higher scores indicate stronger communal values. ©Higher
scores indicate greater interest in the communal activity.

*p <05 FFp < .001.

(ANOVA). We then followed up on this ANOVA, first, by comparing
the age groups against each other and, second, by testing the
stereotypes of each age group against the midpoint of the scale (3 =
boys and girls care the same) with one-sample ¢ tests.

Results from the one-way ANOVA revealed the hypothesized
effect of age group, F(2, 208) = 19.6, p < .001, n% =.159. Post hoc
comparisons using a Bonferroni correction indicated that, as in
Study 1, 6- to 8-year-old boys showed significantly stronger gender
stereotypes about communal values (M = 3.27, SD = 0.62) than did
4- to 5-year-old boys (M = 2.75, SD = 0.86), p < .001. There was no
further significant increase in the strength of these stereotypes between
ages 6 and 8 and ages 10 and 11 (M = 3.41, SD = 0.41), p = .56.

One-sample ¢ tests against the midpoint of the scale further
replicated the patterns from Study 1: The youngest boys in our
sample (4- to 5-year-olds) believed that boys valued communion
more than girls, #70) = —2.46, p = .016. In contrast, both 6- to 8-
year-old boys, #72) = 3.70, p < .001, and 10- to 11-year-old boys,
1(66) =8.19, p < .001, showed the stereotype that girls have stronger
communal values than boys. Means and confidence intervals are
displayed in Figure 2.

Figure 2
Boys’ Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values by Age Group
in Study 2

5

IS

w

Gender Stereotypes about Communal Values
N

10-to-11-year-olds

4-to-5-year-olds

6-to-8-year-olds
Age Group

Note. Scales ranged from 1 (boys care a lot more) to 5 (girls care a lot
more). Dashed line indicates midpoint (3 = boys and girls care the same).
Error bars = 95% confidence interval.

Do Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values Predict
Boys’ Own Values and Interests?

The second goal of this study was to examine whether boys’
stereotypes associating communal values with girls relate
negatively to their own communal values (H2) and their interest
in communal activities (H3). We expected this negative relation to
emerge after the age when boys start systematically associating
communal values with girls (i.e., after age 6; n = 140) but not at
earlier ages (n = 71). We thus conducted separate analyses for
children older versus younger than 6. Note, however, that an
additional analysis performed on the entire sample did not reveal a
significant interaction between age group (younger vs. older than 6)
and endorsement of gender stereotypes about communal values in
predicting boys’ own values and interests (see Section 4 of the
Supplemental Material for details). Despite this nonsignificant
interaction, we consider it justified to examine the two age groups
separately in light of the sharp transition observed in children’s
endorsement of gender stereotypes about communal values in Study
1 (as well as other work on gender stereotypes; e.g., Bian et al., 2017)
around the age of 6, which implicate this age as an important transition
point in children’s reasoning about gender.” Finally, because the
outcome variables (communal values and interests) displayed
strong negative skew, which was not the case for the stereotype
measure, we used ordinal logistic regressions instead of ordinary
least squares regressions (e.g., Cimpian & Erickson, 2012;
Cimpian & Markman, 2011).

As predicted, for boys older than 6, gender stereotypes that
associate communal values with girls (vs. boys) negatively predicted
boys’ own communal values, b = —0.36, SE = 0.17, p = .032, and
interest in engaging in a communal activity, b = —0.37, SE = 0.15,
p = .015. That is, the more strongly these boys endorsed gender
stereotypes portraying girls as more likely to value communion,
the less these boys themselves reported valuing communion (see
Figure 3) and the less they wanted to play a computer game that
was described as very communal.

In contrast, for 4- and 5-year-old boys, the extent to which they
believed communal values to be associated with girls rather than
boys did not significantly predict their own communal values, b =
0.25, SE = 0.27, p = .36, or their interest in playing a communal
computer game, b = —0.16, SE = 0.17, p = .34.

Meta-Analysis With Pilot Data

As noted earlier, Study 2 was preceded by a smaller exploratory
pilot study with 112 boys between the ages of 4 and 7. The goals of
this pilot study were to (a) replicate the age trajectory of gender
stereotypes about communal values (with its inflection point at age
6) and (b) develop a novel measure of interest in communal
activities (see detailed methods and analyses in Supplemental
Material ). Consistent with Studies 1 and 2, older boys (ages 6
and 7, n = 64) in this pilot study sample held significantly stronger
gender stereotypes about communal values than younger boys
(ages 4 and 5, n = 48), who did not show stereotyping different

*1t is also noteworthy that the imbalance in the sample sizes for the
younger and older groups in this analysis (ns = 71 and 140, respectively) may
have reduced our statistical power to detect a significant difference between
the age groups in the relation between stereotypes and children’s own values
and interests.
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Figure 3

Older (but Not Younger) Boys’ Gender Stereotypes About Communal Values Predict Boys’ Own

Communal Values
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Note. Own communal values scale ranged from 1 (not very important) to 5 (super important).

from the midpoint indicating gender-egalitarian beliefs. Consistent
with Study 2, we also found a significant negative relation between
6- and 7-year-old boys’ stereotypes and their interest in the
communal activity (in this case, a summer camp), b = —0.69, SE =
0.33, p = .036. However, the relation between 6- and 7-year-old
boys’ gender stereotypes about communal values and their own
communal values was not significant in this smaller sample (unlike
in Study 2) but was in the same direction, b = —0.20, SE = 0.22,
p = .35.

Next, we tested whether the relations between older boys’
stereotypes and their own communal values and, separately, their
interests in communal activities are robust when considering the
totality of the evidence (i.e., the evidence from the two older age
groups in Study 2 and the 6- and 7-year-olds in the pilot study). To
this end, we meta-analyzed the relevant coefficients using a restricted
maximum likelihood (REML) estimator. The random-effects meta-
analytic estimates suggested that both of these relations were
significant among boys older than 6 when aggregating the evidence
across the two studies: the relation between boys’ gender stereotypes
about communal values and their own communal values, meta-
analytic b = —0.30, 95% CI [-0.56, —0.04], z = 2.27, p = .023, and
the relation between boys’ gender stereotypes about communal values
and their interest in communal activities, meta-analytic b = —0.42,
95% CI [-0.69, —0.16], z = 3.09, p = .002. Detailed analyses can be
found in the Supplemental Material.

General Discussion

Despite the importance of communion, men are less engaged with
communal values and activities than are women (Croft et al., 2015;
Falk & Hermle, 2018), and these differences are observed relatively
early in life (Block, Gonzalez, et al., 2018). Why do gender differences
in communal values arise? Here, we tested the emergence of gender
stereotypes about communal values and their relation to children’s
own communal values and interests as a potential answer to this
question. Whereas other gender stereotypes have markedly decreased
over the past decades, adults still report strong beliefs that women are
more communal than men (Eagly et al., 2019). Consistent with the
possibility that these stereotypes are implicated in the emergence of
gender differences in communal values, the present study provides
novel evidence that gender stereotypes about communal values are
endorsed by children as young as 6 years of age. In contrast, boys and
girls aged 4 and 5 years each rated their own gender as more
communal than the other—revealing that young children either
believed their own gender to be more communal or simply associated
any positively valenced trait with their own gender, consistent with
widely documented ingroup preferences in young children (Halim et
al., 2017; Jordan et al., 2014). By age 6, however, both boys and girls
showed the stereotypical belief that girls value communality (i.e.,
being helpful, kind, and affiliative) more than boys do. These beliefs
may arise around age 6 because children become increasingly aware
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of and influenced by peer norms and expectations as they enter school
and interact more with peers (Schmidt et al., 2012). Peer groups often
enforce gender stereotypes through social dynamics, such as inclusion
and exclusion, and through direct communication about what is
considered appropriate for boys and girls (Martin & Ruble,
2004, 2010).

This evidence of children’s early developing gender stereotypes
about communal values is powerful. Communal behavior is recognized
as equally desirable by boys and girls in infancy (Margoni & Surian,
2018; Margoni et al., 2023), and parents work hard to encourage
communality in children of all genders (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2012).
Despite these efforts to socialize young children to be communal,
children seem to internalize these cultural stereotypes around the time
they begin school. Particularly for boys, endorsing gender stereotypes
about communal values indicates that boys around age six begin to
judge their gender ingroup (vs. outgroup) to be relatively less helpful
and affiliative. Parents and educators who seek to instill communal
values or encourage interest in communal activities and professions in
young boys may consider targeting beliefs about gender roles. For
example, exposure to counter-stereotypical exemplars, such as men in
health care, early education, and domestic roles, through media, career
fairs, or interpersonal connections may help lessen boys’ association
between communal values and girls and encourage the belief that boys
are welcome in and can do well in health care, early education, and
domestic spaces.

Previous work has linked gender stereotypes to children’s own
preferences (Greenwald et al., 2002; Liben & Bigler, 2002), for
instance in the math domain (e.g., Cvencek et al., 2014). Study 2
investigated whether a similar relation is observed with respect to
communal values, particularly for boys. Consistent with this possibility,
gender-stereotypic beliefs about communal values predicted older (but
not younger) boys’ own values and preferences. In boys aged 611
years, believing that girls value communion more than boys do was
related to less personal endorsement of communal values (i.e., they
personally found it less important to be helpful and kind) and less
interest in activities that involved communal tasks. In line with previous
work on balanced identity (Cvencek et al., 2021), this pattern of results
suggests that, once gender stereotypes about communal values have
emerged, they become linked to (and perhaps precipitate) boys’
disengagement from communion.

Whereas the current studies provide novel and important evidence
for the emergence of gender stereotypes about communal values in
elementary school children, future research needs to replicate and
investigate the boundary conditions of this phenomenon. Regarding
our measure of communal activity preference, it is worth noting that
children may be generally more familiar with games where the goal is
to win (agentic). As such, future research examining children’s
interest in communal activities might consider measuring children’s
interest in a task without an agentic default. In addition, the current
work was cross-sectional rather than longitudinal and thus cannot
speak directly to the development of children’s gender stereotypes
about communal values and the links between these stereotypes and
children’s own values and interest in communal activities. Finally,
these findings should only be applied to the Western cultural context
from which our sample was collected, as evidence suggests that the
stereotypic association of communion with women is particularly
strong in individualistic cultures (Cuddy et al., 2015; Kosakowska-
Berezecka et al., 2024). Future work should investigate whether, in

more communal cultural contexts, children may come to associate
communal values with men and boys rather than women and girls.

The present evidence on the consequences of gender stereotypes
about communal values is limited by the correlational nature of our
data. While evidence from other domains suggests that stereotypes can
causally shape self-concepts and interests (e.g., Master et al., 2021), we
cannot conclude—based on the present evidence alone—that gender
stereotypes about communal values are the cause of boys’ own
disengagement from communal activities. Future work should test this
possibility experimentally. Nevertheless, the current work provides
key evidence that problematic gender stereotypes about communal
values arise around the time that children enter elementary school and
relate to boys’ own values.
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Appendix

Example of Communal Computer Game Description

*Xi¥

This game is called ‘Zav Town'. It's a pretty quick game on the computer. In this game you are one of the Zavs.
You get to walk around in the computer game and do different activities. When you play, your job is to do stuff to
help out the other Zavs in the game and be really nice to them. Some kids think ‘Zav Town' is really fun, but
some kids don't like it at all. The game is all about trying to take care of others and being kind.

Imagine you had the chance to play ‘Zav Town’ next.

Note.

See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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