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A B S T R A C T
IMPLICATIONS AND
Purpose: The purpose of the study is to understand the gender socialization process in early
adolescence.
Methods: The study was located in two disadvantaged urban communities in Delhi, India and
Shanghai, China and was part of the multicountry (15) Global Early Adolescent Study. Qualitative
methodologies were used with boys and girls aged 11e13 years, including 16 group-based timeline
exercises and 65 narrative interviews. In addition, 58 parents of participating adolescents were
interviewed. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, translated, and uploaded into Atlas.ti for
coding and thematic analysis.
Results: Boys and girls growing up in the same community were directed onto different pathways
during their transition from early to late adolescence. Adolescents and parents in both sites
identified mothers as the primary actor, socializing adolescents into how to dress and behave and
what gender roles to play, although fathers were also mentioned as influential. Opposite-sex in-
teractions were restricted, and violations enforced by physical violence. In Delhi, gender roles and
mobility were more strictly enforced for girls than boys. Restrictions on opposite-sex interactions
were rigid for both boys and girls in Delhi and Shanghai. Sanctions, including beating, for violating
norms about boy-girl relationships were more punitive than those related to dress and demeanor,
especially in Delhi. Education and career expectations were notably more equitable in Shanghai.
Conclusions: Parents teach their children to adhere to inequitable gender norms in both Delhi and
Shanghai. However, education and career expectations for boys and girls in the two sites differed.
Althoughgendernormsvariedby site according to theparticular cultural andhistorical context, similar
patterns of gender inequity reflect the underlying patriarchal system in both settings. The tendency of
parents to pass on the norms they grew up with is evident, yet these results illustrate the social con-
struction of gender through children’s interactionwith the social ecology, including evolving political
and economic systems. Efforts to bendgender norms toward greater equality can build on these results
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by empowering children and parents to reflect critically on inequitable gender norms and roles and by
mobilizing economic and social support at key turning points in adolescents’ lives.
� 2017 Society for Adolescent Health andMedicine. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-

ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Gender norms formed during early adolescence influence
health and sexuality in later adolescence and beyond. Gender
inequalities, such as stereotypical gender attitudes, men’s
authority over women, and unequal access to resources, are
associated with negative health outcomes, gender-based
violence, and economic vulnerability [1,2]. Gender socialization,
the process of teaching/learning about being a girl or a boy, starts
as early as birth and extends throughout adolescence [3]. It in-
cludes teaching girls to be prepared for the roles of wife and
mother and training boys to shoulder the roles of provider and
protector [4e6].

Appropriate behaviors for males and females are learned and
internalized through exposure to different socializing agents
such as family, media, and social institutions [4,7]. However,
children do not passively absorb and embody social messages;
they interact with others to produce their own form of gender
identity. Gender is an acquired identity that is learned, changes
over time, and varies widely within and across cultural contexts.
Socially constructed gender identities are forged under the
influence of structural factors, such as poverty and globalization,
and can best be understood within specific evolving historical
contexts [8,9].

Gender socialization is intensified with the onset of puberty
which triggers increased reinforcement of social expectations
and pressures from family, peers, and society to conform to
hegemonic sex-typed identities and roles [3]. During this life
stage gender, stereotypes are taught and enforced through
punishment and rewards in day-to-day interaction with ado-
lescents [10]. Early adolescence is thus a unique window of
opportunity for intervention before gender norms are solidified.

There is a paucity of empirical evidence on early adolescents
and the factors that influence their gender attitudes, beliefs, and
subsequent behaviors as well as processes of intergenerational
transmission. This study is part of the multicountry Global Early
Adolescent Study (GEAS), which has sites spread across five
continents (15 countries). The GEAS focuses on early adolescents
in the context of the re-emergence of an “urban health penalty,”
whereby adolescents living in poor urban neighborhoods suffer
heightened risk of negative sexual health outcomes [11].

We selected Delhi and Shanghai from the GEAS sites for this
analysis because of manifested gender disparities and strong son
preference which have resulted in a skewed sex ratio at birth for
many generations. Both China and India’s skewed sex ratio at
birth began to increase in the late 1980s and stood at 118 and 110,
respectively, in 2011, above the normal of 105male births per 100
female births [12,13]. Adolescents aged 10e14 years number
about 350 million, comprising eight percent of Asia’s population.
Among this percentage, a little less than three fifths (58%) reside
in China and India [14]. However, no studies have compared the
gender socialization process among early adolescents in these
two settings.

Systematic research on the factors that shape gender
attitudes in early adolescence highlights the need for research
focusing on low- and middle-income countries like China and
India [15]. The specific objectives of this article were to expand
our understanding of (1) what gender norms are transmitted to
boys and girls and by whom; (2) how these norms are trans-
mitted and whether this process differs by sex; and (3) what
differences and similarities in gender socialization are man-
ifested in two urban settings in Asian countries with diverse
cultural, political, and economic contexts.

Methods

Study design

Narrative in-depth interviews with adolescents and their
parents as well as group-based timeline exercises with adoles-
cents were conducted. In the timeline exercise, respondents
provided a time line of a typical boy or girl in their community
and described the changes they experience and the challenges
they face from childhood until the moment they perceive as the
end of adolescence [16,17]. Study participants were purposively
selected. In Delhi, a slumwas selected where the study team had
previously conducted researchwith 15- to 19-year-olds. A house-
listing exercise was conducted to identify adolescents aged
11e13 years from the selected neighborhood. Subsequently,
trained researchers invited the parent/guardian of eligible ado-
lescents to participate in the study, after verifying that they had a
child between 11 and 13 years of age residing in the geographic
boundaries of the study site. In Shanghai, community workers
who were familiar with adolescents in the community helped in
identifying participants, according to the selection criteria that
trained researchers provided. Once parents provided informed
consent for themselves and their children to participate (read to
them if they were illiterate), researchers met with the children to
obtain their oral assent. In addition, adolescent participants were
asked for names and contact information of friends residing in
the same area to expand the sample.

Adolescents and their parents were interviewed separately.
Each interview lasted for an hour and was conducted in a private
setting. Data collection was conducted in April and May 2015 in
Delhi and in August 2014 in Shanghai using identical research
protocols. All interviews were digitally recorded with participant
permission. Study investigators were well versed in Hindi/
Chinese and English and transcribed the interviewswithin 3 days
of conducting the interview. To ensure quality, field coordinators
made frequent site visits to monitor data collection. Local
principal investigators conducted daily debriefing sessions to
identify and resolve challenges and randomly compared excerpts
of the voice files to the translated transcripts.

The research protocol was approved by the Johns Hopkins
Bloomberg School of Public Health Institutional Review Board
and subsequently at the Centre for Media Studies in India and
Population Council’s ethics review committee and the Shanghai
Institute of Planned Parenthood Research.

Study settings

In Delhi, the research was based in one of the largest slums in
the East Delhi district, bordering the state of Haryana. The resi-
dents of the selected area were permanent settlers inhabited by
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Table 1
Description of study participants

Characteristics Delhi Shanghai

Adolescent sample
Sex
Male 16 17
Female 15 17

Ages
11 10 10
12 10 15
13 11 9

Race/ethnicity
Hindu 27
Muslim 1
Christian 3
Ethnic Han 33
Minority (Mongol) 1

Family structure
Two parents 31 29
Single parent 3
Other (living with grandparents) 2

Education level
Class 3e5 12
Class 6e8 19
Grade 4e5 11
Grade 6e7 23

Parent/guardian sample
Ages
18e24 0 0
25e34 10 2
35e44 12 20
45e54 1 9
55þ e 3
NA 1

Relationship to adolescent
Mother 14 18
Father 10 13
Grandparent e 30

Education level
No formal education 10
Class 1e5 3
Class 6e8 2
Class 10 7
Class 12 1
NA 1
<HS 12
Completed HS 10
Trade/vocational 3
Some college 4 (3-year college)
Completed college 5 (4-year university)

Marital status
Married 24 29
Single 0
Divorced/widowed/separated 5

HS ¼ high school; NA ¼ not available.
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migrant families from different rural parts of the country. They
were socially and economically disadvantaged, lacking basic
amenities such as water and sanitation. In Shanghai, a less
developed subdistrict in Putuo district was selected as the study
site. Low-income families eligible for social security, including
migrant families, resided in that area.

Data analysis

Voice recordings were transcribed from regional languages
and translated to English and uploaded in Atlas.ti (Scientific
Software, Berlin; version 7). Inductive thematic analysis was
used to develop an initial core code list which was revised to
create a final code list, including site-specific subcodes [18].
Transcripts were first open coded followed by axial coding to link
codes with their subcodes. At each site, two researchers coded
the transcripts and the timelines and intercoder reliability checks
were conducted. Following this were discussions to rule out any
discrepancies and reach consensus. Themes related to “gender
socialization” across adolescents and parents were compared
across sites, and matrices were used to identify patterns.

Results

Background characteristics of the study sample

Table 1 presents the sociodemographic characteristics of the
adolescents and their parents who participated in the study. This
current analysis is based on 16 group-based timeline exercises,
narrative interviews with 31 adolescents (16 boys and 15 girls)
from Delhi, and 34 adolescents (17 boys and 17 girls) from
Shanghai aged 11e13 years. Narrative interviews with parents
were also analyzed (24 parents from Delhi and 34 from
Shanghai). Most adolescents interviewed were Hindu in Delhi
(27) and ethnic Han in Shanghai (33) and were raised in two-
parent families across the two sites. In both sites, adolescents
had been to school and more than half had completed class/
grade 6e8 (19 of 31 from Delhi and 23 of 34 from Shanghai). The
majority of parents interviewed in Delhi were between the ages
of 25e44 years, whereas parents in Shanghai were older, mostly
between the ages 35e54 years. The educational level of parents
in Delhi and Shanghai also differed substantially; about two fifths
of the Delhi sample (10) had no formal education while about
three fourth of the parents in Shanghai either had incomplete
(12) or completed high school (10).

What Norms are Transmitted? Who Transmits Them?

Girls should dress appropriately, while boys have more freedom in
their attire. In Delhi, norms related to gender identities for girls
were focused on dressing “appropriately.” This was not, however,
a salient norm in Shanghai. According to both adolescents and
parents in Delhi, restrictions on clothing by parents and elders on
girls aged 11e13 years were key in defining feminine identity.
Adolescentsdespecially girlsdfelt that bothmothers and fathers
were equally influential in shaping gender identities relating to
appropriate dress. Parents, however, emphasized the role of
mothers in enforcing norms related to appropriate attire.
“Appropriate clothing” was defined as covering up the body to
protect girls from unwanted sexual attention. Once they entered
puberty, girls were not allowed to wear short clothes/skirts or
attireworn by the boys like jeans and tank tops. Any clothing that
revealed body structures (breast development in girls) was
forbidden as it might arouse men’s sexual desire. Most of the
adolescents and some parents mentioned that salwar kameez
(traditional Indian dress) with chunni (long scarf) was appro-
priate for girls once they entered puberty. Girls who violated this
rule were punished. No similar restrictions on the ways boys
dressed were mentioned by adolescents or parents.

Girls are not supposed to fight with their parents..They
should wear proper clothes like salwar kameez (traditional
Indian dress) which cover their body well. When they (girls)
are small they can wear any clothes, but as girls grow up they
have to wear covered clothes, talk in a certain manner. [Girl in
Delhi, age 12]
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Girls should behave like “ladies” and boys should be brave and
tough. While neither parents nor adolescents in Shanghai
addressed rigid norms regarding dress to the extent they did
in Delhi, they did emphasize that adolescent girls are ex-
pected to display lady-like demeanor including proper
posture, self-respect, and self-discipline. A girl should
straighten her back and raise her head when sitting and
standing, be calm, gentle and quiet, and respect herself.
Violating these norms would damage her personal and family
honor. Boys in Shanghai were taught to be brave, strong and
tough “like a hero,” while also responsible and considerate
and gentle and polite to girls.

I always cross my legs when having dinner. Then my dad
patted on my leg and said I mustn’t do it outside. It’s not the
thing a good girl should do. I asked himwhy he and my elder
brother can do it but I can’t. He replied “because you are a girl”
[Girl in Shanghai, age 11 yrs]
Girls should prepare for the roles of wife and mother, while boys
should concentrate on their careers. In Delhi, girls were prepared
for the roles of wife and mother by learning household chores as
early as 8 years of age. Boys, on the other hand, were prepared to
take up jobs and provide and protect their families. It was noted
by both adolescents and parents that girls were controlled more
than boys, as girls need more protection and the family honor
depends on their behavior.

Parents also tell her (girls) not to go out alone. She will not be
allowed to do a job. I really don’t understand why girls are not
allowed to go out of the house. The girls are also not educated.
[Girl in Delhi, age 11]

Yes, my mother and father asks me to do some work such as
cleaning house, washing dishes, and also washing clothes.
Father also says that I should learn cooking, as it will benefit
me later. [Girl in Delhi, age 12]

In contrast, many parents in Shanghai expected both their
sons and daughters to do well in school and prepare for a career.
Nevertheless, there were also several parents in Shanghai who
held the view that a girl should focus primarily on her family
while a boy prepares for his career.
Girls and boys should not interact. In both Delhi and Shanghai,
restrictions imposed on girls regarding boy/girl relationships
were manifested in multiple ways ranging from not playing with
boys, talking/looking at boys, making opposite-sex friends,
interacting/fighting, or forming romantic relationships.

In Delhi, most of the adolescents, especially the girls,
explained that they were not supposed to look at or talk to boys
as this might raise suspicion that they were initiating romantic
relationships. Parents raised concerns that talking to boys might
get their daughters in trouble, for example, from an unwanted
pregnancy or spoil the family honor. Both adolescents and
parents stated that forming romantic relationships was
forbidden and would be punished severely if violated. Adoles-
cents explained that girls are taught not to play with, fight, or
interact in any way with boys after puberty. Parents had similar
perspectives. Most adolescents noted that boys were instructed
not to talk to girls or even look at them and were taught not to
tease or rape girls. Some adolescents reported that boys were
not allowed to form romantic relationships and would be
punished for doing so. Most parents cited concern that their
sons should not form romantic relationships or tease girls in a
sexual way.

I don’t make friends with boys as my parents asked me not to,
they (boys) are dirty. They (boys) start teasing and doing
certain things. [Girl in Delhi, age 12]

While he (my son) plays, I see him playingwith young and old
girls on which I do often tell him not to play, but then he
reassures me that he will not do anything wrong. [Mother of
12-year boy in Delhi, age 40]

Similar findings were found in Shanghai:

So did your teacher ever talk to you about relationships?
Yes, she says boys and girls better not, stay together often as
they are different. [Girl in Shanghai, age 11]

Adolescents in Delhi felt that both mothers and fathers
played an equally important role in socializing boys and girls
regarding proper behavior related to boy-girl relationships.
Their parents, however, emphasized the role of mothers in
transmitting norms related to boy-girl relationship, although
they also mentioned the influence of fathers and peers,
especially for boys.

Gender Socialization Process

Overall in Delhi and Shanghai, adolescents and their
parents identified mothers as the most important actor in the
socialization process, although fathers were mentioned as welld
especially in relationship to boys. They also discussed the influ-
ence of teachers, as well as siblings, extended families and peers,
although in a more limited role than parents. The primary pro-
cesses of socialization referred to were instruction, encourage-
ment, and positive reinforcement. Scolding, punishment such as
shaming in front of peers, and beating by parents and teachers
were cited by boys and girls in Shanghai.

I think guidance is still the most important thing. If nobody
reminds him, he doesn’t know what is right and what is
wrong. So parents should guide them. Also their friends,
relatives and teachers should guide them. Then the kids will
know. If you didn’t tell the kid that this is wrong, he
wouldn’t know it. .when the teacher praised his friend, he
may think that what his friend did was excellent, then he
would follow his friends. I guess he would think like this.
[Father, 32 ys, primary school education, has a daughter of
13 ys]

Adolescents and adults in both settings reported that beating
and scolding were often used to enforce norms, especially those
related to boy/girl relationships. Physical punishment was more
marked in Delhi and more commonly used with boys than girls.

Mother and Father beats me if I talk too much with girls as I
have heard that if a boy talks with a girl in our neighborhood
then the girl’s father lodges a police complaint against the
boy. [Boy in Delhi, age 11]

From the perspective of teachers and parents, imitation of
others, especially peers and media characters who conformed to
stereotyped gender identities, was instrumental in the socializ-
ation process. In both settings, but especially in Shanghai, par-
ents expressed concerns that media (romantic soaps) influenced
the interaction between boys and girls in Shanghai.
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While kids nowadays begin towatch Korean drama from early
age, right? Talking about romantic drama, bluntly speaking,
we had no exposure to kissing scenes at all when we were
young. We didn’t even know how it works at that time. The
present kids, no matter girls or boys, they watch these things
a lot more and much earlier than us. Thus, I think
kids nowadays are more mature comparing to our old time.
[Father, 53 ys, high school, has a son of 12 ys]
Discussion

Femininities and masculinities are historically, socially, and
economically constructed and reconstructed through a process
of complex social interactions with peers, parents, family mem-
bers, and social institutions, under the influence of broader
structural factors. This study sought to understand the process of
gender norm socialization during early adolescence from the
point of view of parents and children living in two urban,
low-income Asian sites with long-standing gender disparitiesd
Delhi and Shanghai. The results reveal a framework of sex-
differentiated practices that are consistent with societally
determined gender stereotypes. The culturally influenced set-
tings in which children grow up, the individuals they spend time
with, the tasks they are assigned, and the way parents and other
socialization agents interact with them, influence the develop-
ment of gender-related behaviors.

Our findings reveal that boys and girls growing up in the same
community are socialized differently during their transition from
early to later adolescence. In both sites, for example, boys, in
contrast to girls, spent time outside their home in undirected
activities, taking advantage of the opportunity to explore their
environment and develop dominant behaviors. Gender inequi-
table norms related to dress, demeanor, roles (education and
career) and boy-girl relationships are transmitted by instruction,
beating and scolding, as well as positive reinforcement and
mitigation. Interactions with the opposite sex were tightly
controlled for boys and girls in both countries during early
adolescence. This may be due to the fear of pregnancy, which
would jeopardize family honor and may put in play a series of
lifelong negative physical and emotional consequences.

Adolescents and their parents identified mothers as the
primary socialization agent [15], but fathers, siblings, extended
families, and peers also played important roles. These results are
consistent with early cross-cultural research on socialization
which demonstrated the influential roles of parents, siblings,
peers, and task assignment on learning gender and suggested
that socialization processes operating throughout the life course
can increase, reduce, or eliminate gendered behavioral differ-
ences [19].

Despite the many similarities between Delhi and Shanghai,
both societies rooted in patriarchal privilege, there were notable
differences. In Delhi, girls were more restricted than boys in all
areas, and expectations for educational and career achievement
were somewhat more gender equitable in Shanghai. Recognition
of the influence of evolving political and economic contexts on
social norms and the fabric of values, attitudes, and beliefs that
hold them in place is key to understanding the social construc-
tion of gender identity. China and India have both experienced
rapid economic growth over recent decades, along with parallel
social transformations. Parents endeavor to pass on traditional
norms rooted in their religious and moral upbringing, yet the
broader social, economical, and political context also contributes
to developing gender identities of their children.

In Shanghai, expectations of appropriate male and female
behavior are influenced by the underlying cultural beliefs/values
shared in traditional Confucian doctrine. For over two thousand
years in feudal society in China, Confucianism strictly dictated
appropriate or expected behaviors for everyone by its core of
“three relationships, five constants” (san gang, wu chang), namely
the relationship between emperor and minister, father and son,
or husband and wife, as well as the virtues of humaneness (ren),
righteousness (yi), etiquette (li), wisdom (zhi), and integrity (xin).
In addition, particular doctrines of “three obediences and “four
virtues” (san cong, si de) were placed on women, linking gender
roles to unequal gender stratification or the unequal distribution
of power and resources between men and women [20]. That is,
traditionally, women were subordinate to men in every stage of
life: daughters to their fathers, wives to their husbands, and
widows to their sons. Females were required to have good mo-
rality, proper speech, modest manners, learn homemaking skills,
and work diligently in the family.

Despite the longevity of this vibrant moral foundation, this
research suggests that norms are evolving in Shanghai; adoles-
cent girls are expected to fulfill high expectations for educational
achievement and future economic independence while still
caring for their family. The seemingly ambivalent gender ex-
pectations of womenwere affected synthetically by the tradition
of filial piety, the one-child policy, and China’s social security
system. According to the tradition of filial piety, children are
expected to care for their parents and provide assistance to their
families [21]. Due to the one-child policy, family support net-
works have shrunk dramatically. Given the limited social security
system, provision and caring for the aged must rely on the chil-
dren, female, or male. Independence is thus a required trait for
adolescents, including girls. As these results demonstrate, how-
ever, traditional gender norms are still in play. These dual ex-
pectations may result in conflict between family and work, as
demonstrated in other studies which document conflict between
family and work [22] and may have a negative influence on
career development [23].

Long-lasting religious and moral values, attitudes, and beliefs
also influence expectations for appropriate gendered behavior in
India, along with the economic realities guiding marriage. Some
argue that within Indian families, women have been responsible
for the upkeep of family honor [24]. In Delhi, once a girl attains
puberty, her family is concerned with protecting her chastity,
preventing elopement and fears stigma from losing family honor.
These concerns may be related to restrictions on dress, mobility,
and interactions with boys and eventually earlymarriage [25,26].
Girls have the power to protect the family honor or destroy the
family through their premarital sex, and thus, their dress and
behavior are restricted. In India, girls are often considered a
financial burden due to the dowry they must provide to their
husband’s family. Proving chastity is requisite to the marriage
process, so families control their daughters closely to make sure
they are eligible for marriage [27]. Girls are taught early that their
place is in the home, serving men who are the authorities in the
household [27]. Boys mature in a male-dominated context,
developing a sense of masculinity characterized by male domi-
nance. These expectations support practices such as early mar-
riage and coercive sexual relations. Gender role differentials
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widen during adolescence, as boys enjoy privileges reserved for
men such as autonomy, mobility, and opportunity, whereas girls
find their mobility and education restricted [28].

This study shows that despite significant modernization un-
derway in both India and China, entrenched gender inequities
flowing from dominant patriarchal structures persist, with po-
tential long-term negative outcomes for adolescents. Results
illustrate the interplay between the efforts of parents to inculcate
traditional values and norms, such as those related to purity and
modesty, and the influence of structural transformations
bringing expanded economic roles for women. Increased
understanding of this dynamic process provides insight into
opportunities to increase gender equality. Children learn about
gender by watching and imitating those around them and
through explicit instruction, discipline, and sanctions. Thus, it is
important to work with parents and communities, as well as
with the children themselves, to foster critical reflection of the
negative consequences of gender inequity and offer alternative
ways of performing masculine and feminine roles. Efforts to
bring about more equitable gender norms would lay a founda-
tion for improved health and well-being over the life course [29].
Such programs have been limited in number, scale and impact.
Information from longitudinal studies on gender socialization
across different cultural settings would inform the design of
gender transformative programming.
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