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2022). Children receive messages about the gendered nature 
of sport from an early age. Some of these messages may 
come from the male-dominated sport media (Cooky et al., 
2021) while other signals come from gendered toy accessi-
bility and play (Boe & Woods, 2018; Dinella & Weisgram, 
2018; Fisher-Thompson, 1993; Leaper, 2000; Weisgram & 
Dinella, 2018). Given that many children are first exposed 
to sport through informal play, it is important to under-
stand the ways that toys shape early gendered perceptions 
about sports. By combining psychological and sociological 
insights, the present study investigates how retail toy list-
ings signify gendered ideas about sport toys and how adults 
(common providers and purchasers of toys for children) 
perceive gendered messages about these toys. This under-
standing is a necessary first step to knowing how sports toys 
can impact children’s interest and engagement in sport.

There are numerous physical, emotional, and social health 
benefits associated with childhood sport participation (Eime 
et al., 2013; Janssen & LeBlanc, 2010). Girls’ sports partici-
pation in the United States (US) has increased dramatically 
since the 1972 passage of Title IX. Women’s elite sport par-
ticipation has also increased worldwide, with the 2024 Paris 
Olympics being the first to have equal representation of men 
and women athletes (Bowman, 2024). Despite this progress, 
women athletes in many nations receive fewer resources 
and opportunities (Bowman, 2024) and in the U.S., girls still 
participate less often, start sport later, and drop out sooner 
than boys do (Aspen Institute, 2015; Staurowsky et al., 
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Abstract
Developmental psychologists have studied how toys shape gender schemas but have not focused exclusively on sport toys. 
Given persistent gender gaps in sport participation, it is important to understand how gendered meanings about sport are 
communicated and perceived through all kinds of play. This mixed methods research examined such meanings attached 
to sport toys using a content analysis and a survey. In Study 1, a content and descriptive analysis of toy listings (N = 107) 
on retail websites revealed that most toy names lacked explicit gender labels. However, toys were more likely to display 
masculine color schemes and boys outnumbered girls 2-to-1 in photographs of children playing with the toys. Boys were 
also depicted as more actively engaged, especially with highly physical sports. In Study 2, a correlational analysis of 
survey responses from 530 participants indicated that adults primarily viewed sport toys as masculine, though they saw 
dolls, aesthetic toys, and pink toys as appropriate for girls. Aggressive sport toys were linked to boys even when they 
were pink, indicating limits to the impact of implicit gender markers. Together, both studies show that sports toys are still 
viewed as (mostly) for boys and suggest that these messages may communicate gender stereotypes about sport. Evidence-
based recommendations for toy sellers regarding toy color and gender representation are included, as is advice for toy 
purchasers who want to encourage gender inclusive play and flexible gender schemas.
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Sex Roles

Gendered Messages About Sport

Sport-focused toys are embedded in a larger story about who 
should play sports and what sports they should play (Brake, 
2010; Cahn, 2015; Schultz, 2014). The earliest forms of 
competitive sport were violent, aggressive, and restricted 
to men. Women were considered too fragile to engage in 
activities that heavily taxed their bodies; both women and 
men questioned the femininity of muscular, competitive 
women. The only sports sanctioned for women were non-
competitive and individually-orientated activities such as 
golf or figure skating. As gender norms shifted in society, 
sport also changed (Braddock-II et al., 2005; Staurowsky 
et al., 2022). Women were gradually welcomed more into 
team sports and competitive pursuits, but they still par-
ticipate less than men and are still more closely associ-
ated with certain sports (Chalabaev et al., 2013; Hardin & 
Greer, 2009). While perceptions can vary somewhat across 
cultures, aggressive sports such as rugby, ice hockey, and 
boxing are heavily associated with men and boys. Women 
are expected to excel in activities that emphasize aesthetic 
beauty and grace, such as gymnastics and diving. Fur-
ther, longitudinal studies show that women only make up 
about 5% of televised sports coverage (Cooky et al., 2021). 
Women are featured less often on sport magazine covers 
and are often shown posed, rather than engaging in sport 
(Martin & McDonald, 2012). Men athletes also outnumber 
women athletes in commercials; these ads are also more 
likely to show men actively participating in sports (Rasmus-
sen et al., 2021). Men are also portrayed as more physically 
active than women in adult wilderness magazines (McN-
iel et al., 2012), children’s sports magazines (Armentrout 
et al., 2014), and popular television shows (Gietzen et al., 
2017). Many children’s sport books suggest individual and 
artistic sports are more appropriate for girls (Coletti et al., 
2021). Physical education textbooks are more likely to show 
women engaging in fitness related activities while men are 
pictured outdoors playing competitive sports (Táboas-pais 
& Rey-cao, 2012).

These cultural threads construct the idea that men are still 
perceived as overall ‘better’ at sport, especially in activi-
ties that emphasize physicality and power. This imbalance 
in media depictions matters because individuals are more 
likely to rate same- gender athletes as inspirational role 
models (Midgley et al., 2021). Furthermore, the type of 
image matters. In one study, young girls preferred images 
of sportswomen in athletic settings and engaged in activities 
to posed images of the same athletes (Krane et al., 2011). 
These findings suggest both who is portrayed and how they 
are portrayed can influence media viewers. Yet, though 
researchers have observed masculine dominance across 
various types of sport media, there are no studies about how 

toys (and their advertisements) might reinforce or counteract 
gendered stereotypes about physical activity. In one study 
of toy commercials, Kahlenberg and Hein (2010) observed 
27 television commercials for toy sports equipment. They 
found that 63% of those commercials featured only boys as 
actors, 7.4% featured only girls, and the remaining 29.6% 
included boys and girls playing together. This preliminary 
finding suggests that sport toys are more likely to feature 
boys as role models. Sport-related toys can help children 
sharpen motor skills while trying out new activities in gen-
dered ways (Buszard et al., 2016, 2020).

Sports Toys and Gender Schemas

Adults and children recognize the gender stereotypes asso-
ciated with toys (Blakemore & Centers, 2005; Dinella et al., 
2017) with children expressing an affinity for toys typed 
as congruent with the gender group to which they identify. 
Children’s reactions to gender-typed toys can be explained 
via the tenets of gender schema theory (Bem, 1981, 1983; 
Martin & Halverson, 1981). Children use information from 
the world around them to build cognitive categorization sys-
tems, called schemas, and gender is one of the most promi-
nent types of schemas (Martin & Cook, 2018). A tenet of 
gender schema theory is that as children are constructing 
their gender schemas, they are processing incoming infor-
mation about the world through these schemas and using 
them to guide their behaviors (Dinella, 2015; Martin & 
Dinella, 2002).

There are two types of gender schemas – superordinate 
and own-sex schemas (Dinella, 2015; Martin & Halverson, 
1981). Superordinate schemas are used to broadly catego-
rize people, objects, and traits into gendered groupings that 
have historically been binary in nature. Thus, the criterion 
for these two categories consist of what children believe is 
‘for girls’ or ‘for boys’ (Bem, 1981; Martin & Cook, 2018; 
Martin & Halverson, 1981). Children use superordinate 
schemas to decide what is gender appropriate or to predict 
people’s preferences. For instance, if a child decided that 
boxing is ‘for boys,’ incorporating that information into 
their superordinate schema would result in decisions that 
girls will not enjoy boxing. Own-sex schemas are narrower 
categorization sets that children use to make decisions about 
what is congruent with their own gender (Martin & Halv-
erson, 1981). For example, a child who identifies as a boy 
may decide that baseball is ‘for him’ because baseball is 
‘for boys.’ Thus, this boy’s own-sex gender schema could 
lead him to become a baseball fan. A child who identifies 
as a girl who makes the same decision that baseball is ‘for 
boys’ would likely not engage with baseball and may even 
actively reject it because it is not ‘for her.’
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Gender schemas become well defined at an early age and 
develop rapidly from ages two to five years old (Martin & 
Halverson, 1981). Notably, this development happens before 
most children watch or participate in organized sports. Strict 
adherence to gender schemas may be a normative part of 
developing gender identity (Martin & Dinella, 2012); some 
flexibility in one’s superordinate and own-sex schemas to 
incorporate personal likes and dislikes tend to appear around 
seven years of age (Trautner et al., 2005). Children’s gender 
schemas, however, are actively created and are unique to 
the play and learning environments that surround them dur-
ing early developmental stages. Many cultures around the 
world are designed along rigid gender lines, thus inform-
ing individuals’ inflexible, schematic views; gender rigid-
ity is especially prevalent for boys and men (Signorella 
et al., 1993). However, empirical evidence indicates it is 
possible for people to create more inclusive gender sche-
mas (Bem, 1983) and for children to categorize things as 
being for all genders given the information available and 
modeled around them (Martin & Cook, 2018; Martin & 
Dinella, 2012). Such efforts towards congruence between 
gender stereotypes and behaviors are rooted in children’s 
desire for in-group acceptance. The process of identifying 
with a group leads to the development and internalization 
of strong group norms (e.g., Mullin & Hogg, 1999; Turner 
et al., 1987). Thus, levels of exposure to gender stereotyped 
group norms in children’s early play and learning environ-
ments are important (see (Dinella & Weisgram, 2018; Weis-
gram & Dinella, 2018) for a review of causes, correlates and 
consequences of gender stereotyped play environments).

Gendered stereotypes about toys are socially constructed, 
but these gender labels have a real impact on children’s 
attention and engagement. Experiments show that children 
prefer playing with toys when they are modeled by same-
gender peers (Shutts et al., 2010; Spinner et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, children who view images of counter-stereo-
typical play, such as boys playing with dolls, are more likely 
to believe that those toys are appropriate for all genders 
(Pike & Jennings, 2005; Spinner et al., 2018). An innova-
tive study illustrated this concept by giving children obscure 
household objects (e.g., shoe stretchers and garlic presses) 
under the guise that the objects were novel toys. Children 
expressed interest in engaging with a novel toy more often 
when they believed the toy was liked by children whose 
gender was the same as theirs (Martin et al., 1995). It is 
plausible that gender labeling sports toys would have simi-
lar impact, with children engaging with sports toys labeled 
as congruent with their gender group and ignoring sports 
toys with gender labels incongruent with their gender.

Children encounter explicit and implicit messages about 
gender and toys via socializing agents such as media, fam-
ily, and peers. While media has the potential to reinforce or 

deconstruct traditional gender stereotypes (Ward & Grower, 
2020), many media messages replicate gendered stereo-
types about toys. For example, research shows that that 
boys and girls were pictured equally in Nickelodeon toy 
commercials, but boys were much more likely to be shown 
with action figures and construction toys, while girls were 
more likely depicted with dolls, plush animals, and pastel-
colored toys (Kahlenberg & Hein, 2010). Parents also play 
important roles as purchasers of children’s toys and as social 
influencers of play (Fisher-Thompson, 1993; Leaper, 2000; 
Lopes et al., 2024). In interviews with adults leaving toy 
stores, Fisher-Thompson (1993) learned that parents tended 
to purchase sex-typed toys over cross-type toys, especially 
when they were shopping for boys. Other studies confirm 
that many parents consider manufacturers’ gender recom-
mendations when purchasing toys (Richards et al., 2020). 
Young people may incorporate the messages they receive 
from media, parents, and peers into their gender schemas, 
which in turn can limit their future play behaviors.

Gendered Meanings Attached to Toys

Though sport-toys have not been closely examined, schol-
ars have demonstrated that toy names, labels, and colors all 
play a key role in signifying gendered meanings and thus 
informing our social relationships and behaviors in the form 
of what we desire and what we give and receive as gifts 
(Dinella & Weisgram, 2018; Gurrieri et al., 2022; Kirkham, 
1996). The association of toys with binary gender categories 
is pervasive and has consequences for children’s cognitive, 
social, emotional and behavioral development (Weisgram & 
Dinella, 2018).

Adults in the U.S. hold relatively rigid gender schematic 
beliefs about toys whereby certain toys are considered 
more suitable for girls (e.g., toys associated with attractive-
ness, appearance, and encouraging nurturing actions) and 
other toys more suitable for boys (e.g., toys associated with 
aggression, active exploration, and competition; Blakemore 
& Centers, 2005; Cherney, 2018). A large body of research 
supports that toys gender-typed as masculine versus femi-
nine teach different types of skills (Leaper & Bigler, 2018). 
For example, gender-typed feminine dolls and domestic-
play toys support listening and collaborative conversation. 
Moreover, doll play requires memory and imagination, and 
often includes children practicing nurturance. In contrast, 
gender-typed masculine toys, such as blocks and puzzles, 
often promote spatial skills which are foundational for later 
mathematics and science learning (Cherney, 2018). Gen-
der development researchers raise concerns that the rigid 
gender-schematic nature of toys potentially sets children 
down different learning paths, leading children to hone 
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the message that children’s gender should be a criterion for 
the sports they explore and those they ignore. Because gen-
der-typed color-coding of objects influences people’s inter-
ests and perceptions, it should be considered when trying to 
understand the gendered nature of sports-toys.

Current Research

It is clear from existing research that toy play is gendered, 
and that sport is presented as a masculine domain, but 
there is a dearth of research that examines how sport-toys 
are gender-typed within that domain. The current research 
expands existing scholarship that identifies the limiting 
nature of gender-typed toys by closely studying sport-toys. 
It is imperative to establish whether gender-typed associa-
tions exist for different types of sport toys as a first step 
in understanding whether gendered aspects of sport toys 
may be limiting children’s interests, skill development, and 
sport engagement. First, we conducted a content analysis to 
observe what gendered messages, if any, are disseminated 
about sport toys through major online toy retailer websites. 
The analysis was mainly descriptive in nature with a goal of 
learning if gendered messages related to toy names, descrip-
tions, and images. We followed previous gender content 
analyses (Ward & Grower, 2020) in examining representa-
tion (how many boys and girls were depicted) and respect 
(how those boys and girls were depicted, such as how active 
children were and which sports they were playing).

In addition, although the focus and scope of the current 
investigation is on gender trends related to sports toys, we 
recognize that applying an intersectionality framework to 
the current study could reveal important preliminary find-
ings about how gender and racial stereotypes may be present 
in sport toy advertisements. Though sport media scholars 
have noted that women of color are often underrepresented 
and that Black women are portrayed in ways that counter 
traditional femininity (Coakley, 2020; Cooky & Rauscher, 
2016; Douglas, 2005), there is very limited research on how 
play can reproduce racial systems of power (Clark & Clark, 
1950; MacNevin & Berman, 2017; Sturdivant, 2021). Thus, 
to encourage future research on toys aimed explicitly on 
how gender intersects with race within sport toy manufac-
turing and marketing, we conducted exploratory analyses on 
gender and race-based trends in sport toy catalogs.

Following the content analysis, we conducted a survey to 
investigate how adults associated gender stereotypes with 
sport toys. Given the exploratory nature of the intersectional 
dimension of the content analysis, the questionnaire focused 
solely on gender. Based on existing theory and literature, the 
survey explored four separate hypotheses:

different skill sets based on their gender rather than their 
abilities or unencumbered interests, and reinforces a gen-
der-binary based set of expectations for children’s interests, 
peer groups, and behaviors (Dinella et al., 2017; Weisgram 
& Dinella, 2018). Thus, how sports toys are gender-typed, 
particularly given that some sports toys have been gender-
typed as for boys in past research (Blakemore & Centers, 
2005), is important as it is clear that the gender-typing of 
toys is related to children’s skill and interest development.

Color Conveys Gender

Media depictions and toy characteristics can contribute to 
gender schemas, but colors also build gendered ideas, with 
pink marked as ‘for girls’ and blue used to represent boys 
(Paoletti, 1987). These socially constructed gendered color 
schemes are pervasive and are ever-present in many chil-
dren’s lives (Davis et al., 2021). In fact, Netherlands’ birth 
announcements for boys are more likely to feature blue 
while similar girls’ birth announcements are colored pink 
(Endendijk, 2022) setting the color schemes in place even 
before a child is born. Importantly, their use substantially 
impacts people’s preferences, cognitions and behaviors. 
As early as 2.5 years old, girls in the U.S. show a strong 
preference for pink objects while boys tend to avoid pink 
(LoBue & DeLoache, 2011; Weisgram et al., 2014). Simi-
lar preferences are confirmed for children in China (Yeung 
& Wong, 2018) the United Kingdom (Wong & Hines, 
2015), Iran (Mohebbi, 2014), Switzerland (Jonauskaite et 
al., 2019), Canada (Chiu et al., 2006), and Australia (Davis 
et al., 2021). Similarly, when asked to place images into 
hypothetical children’s bedrooms, adult participants con-
sistently associated pink objects with girls’ bedrooms and 
linked blue objects to boys’ rooms (Cunningham & Macrae, 
2011), illustrating the association between gendered colors 
and cognitions.

Children use these gender-typed colors to guide deci-
sion-making. In one experiment, girls were more likely to 
paint illustrations with pink while boys avoided using the 
same color (Navarro et al., 2014). In another experiment, 
researchers created two sets of identical toys except that half 
were blue and the other half were pink. Children’s desire to 
play with the toys aligned with the color stereotypes even 
more so than the existing gender stereotype of the toy. For 
example, girls desired to play with ‘boys’ toys’ such as trucks 
as much as ‘girls’ toys’ such as dolls, but only when the 
toys were painted pink (Weisgram et al., 2014). Studies also 
show that when implicit gender labeling of toys via color is 
removed (e.g., by painting toys a neutral white), children’s 
toy choices become more diverse and less rigidly gender 
schematic (Dinella et al., 2017). Pink and blue versions of 
sports toys would raise the same concerns and perpetuate 
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Procedure

Three primary research assistants (RAs) worked with two 
principal investigators (PIs) to compile and code the images 
of the sport toys. All five researchers identified as women 
and lived in the US. The two PIs identified as White, while 
the RAs identified as Black, Hispanic, and Asian Indian. 
RAs collected screen shots of all sport toys featured in the 
sample of online sales listings. Many of these advertise-
ments featured images from the toy packaging as well as 
additional photos of children playing with the toys. RAs 
separately coded both the toys and the children in the image 
with the toys for key variables using a coding system previ-
ously pilot tested with a different group of RAs. The current 
RAs were first given a sample of 10 toys and instructed on 
how to code the content. Following this initial round of cod-
ing, the research team met to discuss and clarify the coding 
process. First, each child in the image was explicitly labeled 
so that RAs knew exactly which units to code. Next, the PIs 
added guiding images to the textual codebook to assist in 
the coding process (e.g., sample photos that clearly depicted 
images that represented each code). Though some research-
ers argue that such examples can be limiting, others con-
tend that these images can increase reliability (Neuendorf, 
2011). Once these changes were incorporated into a final 
codebook, RAs were re-trained on all codes and instructed 
to code all 107 toy listings.

Coding of Variables

Sport Type

Our sample consisted of toys (N = 107) from ten different 
sports, which were grouped into five sport type catego-
ries: (a) Target Sports (Archery n = 9; Bowling n = 8; Golf 
n = 14); (b) Power and Aggression Team Sports (American 
Football n = 6; Ice Hockey n = 6); (c) Low Contact Team 
Sports (Baseball/Softball n = 13; Basketball n = 12; Soccer 
n = 7; d) Strength and Dominance Sports (Boxing/Martial 
Arts n = 9); e) Other (Tennis/Racket Sports n = 9 and mul-
tisport toys n = 15). We did not feature toys from aesthetic 
sports or action sports as those toys were not considered 
miniature sports equipment.

Explicit Gender Labels

Toys were assessed on whether they were recommended for 
a specific sex or gender. Thus, the toy name (the title of the 
toy) and the toy description (the summary describing the 
product and how it was used) were separate variables mea-
suring explicit gender labels. Toy names and toy descrip-
tions were coded separately using the following categories: 

Hypothesis 1  Sport related toys would be more likely to be 
perceived as masculine-typed than as feminine-typed.

Hypothesis 2  Toys associated with aggression and power 
sports would be more likely to be masculine gender-typed 
while toys associated with aesthetic sports would be more 
likely to be feminine-typed. Other sports will fall some-
where in between.

Hypothesis 3  Toys designed for action and motor play (e.g., 
bicycles, soccer balls) would be more likely to be mascu-
line-typed than toys designed for symbolic play (e.g., dolls, 
tabletop games).

Hypothesis 4  Participants who view the toys in grayscale 
would rate toys more neutrally than participants who view 
the toys in full color.

Study 1 Method

Sample

The content analysis utilized a non-experimental observa-
tion of sport toys selected from the top three toy retailers in 
the United States (Amazon.com, Walmart.com, and Target.
com) between January and March 2022 (Statista Research 
Department, 2024). Given the fluid nature of the Internet, 
it can be difficult to define the population (Neuendorf, 
2011), therefore we focused on selecting a sample of toys 
that might replicate a consumer’s experience of shopping 
online. To generate a list of toys, undergraduate research 
assistants first used the website menus and navigation fea-
tures to locate any items specifically listed under a “sport 
toy” category. In addition, they performed targeted searches 
for toys related to specific sports by entering search terms 
such as “basketball toys.” We considered something a sport 
toy if it was designed for children’s use in casual play set-
tings (as opposed to child-size sport equipment that would 
be used in a formal, organized sport setting). For example, 
a small baseball bat that might be sold in a sporting goods 
store would be excluded; while a plastic baseball bat sold in 
a toy store would be included. The search initially resulted 
in 144 toys, which included both miniature sports equip-
ment and toy sport figures, such as Soccer Barbie. Given 
the different nature of these toys, the research team decided 
to eliminate the sport figures from the sample and to focus 
the analysis solely on miniature toy equipment that simu-
lated gross motor skills used for the sport. Ultimately, this 
resulted in a sample of 107 unique toys.
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Race of Child with the Toy

Though race is also complex and not easily categorized 
(Desmond & Emirbayer, 2020), we assigned children to one 
of four racial groups based on the phenotypical appearance 
presented in the photos. While this may not align with how 
the children themselves identified, the goal was to categorize 
the children into how they might be perceived by someone 
else who viewed the images. The research team used skin 
color, as well as facial features like hair and eyes, to make 
these classifications: (a) White or Light skinned–pale skin 
and European features, might be considered White or White 
passing; (b) Dark or Brown skinned–darker skin tones with 
African or Indigenous features, might be classified as a 
racial minority in the U.S., such as Black, Native American, 
Latinx, or Multi-Racial; (c) Asian–variety of skin tones with 
features common in the Asian continent, such as epicanthic 
folds around eyelids; (d) Unsure–children who could not be 
classified into one of the above three groups.

Child Active Engagement with Toy

Adapting the activity scale from Martin and McDonald’s 
(2012) detailed operational definitions of active and pas-
sive athletes, we classified the children in the photos in 
terms of their active engagement with the toy along on a 
5-point scale ranging from no active engagement with the 
toy to full active engagement with the toy. The specific scale 
points were as follows: 1 (child is posed holding the toy 
outside of the playing environment and is not using the toy 
as intended for the sport); 2 (child is touching the equip-
ment and is located in the playing environment but is not 
actively engaged with the toys or the game); 3 (child is pic-
tured with the equipment in the playing environment, but 
passively engaged with the toys or the game by waiting their 
turn or taking a break from playing; 4 (child is in the playing 
environment engaging in actions required for the sport, but 
shown paused in the middle of the action); 5 (child is in the 
playing environment depicted fully in motion completing 
actions required for the sport).

Coding Reliability

We used Krippendorff’s α (kalpha) to assess interrater 
reliability for multiple coders assessing both nominal and 
ordinal level variable (Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007). The 
suggested threshold for nominal data is 0.80; however, val-
ues of 0.667 suggest moderate agreement (Neuendorf, 2011). 
Research assistants showed strong agreement for gender of 
child with the toy (α = 0.93) and modest agreement for race 
of child with the toy (α = 0.73) and explicit gender labels of 
toy names (α = 0.74). The kalpha for explicit gender labels 

(a) Boy-Specific–explicitly uses only boys or related terms 
(e.g., little guy) or masculine pronouns; (b) Girl-Specific–
explicitly uses only girls or related terms (e.g., princess) 
or feminine pronouns; (c) Gender Neutral–explicitly uses 
gender neutral terms (e.g., kids, children) and does not use 
gendered pronouns; (d) No Label–does not use any of the 
above language.

Toy Color Scheme

Cross-cultural research confirms that pink and pastel colors 
are largely considered to be feminine (Davis et al., 2021; 
Jung & Griber, 2019), and that dark colors (especially in 
the blue, blue-black and lime green hues (Jung & Griber, 
2019) are deemed masculine (Davis et al., 2021; Weisgram 
et al., 2014; Yeung & Wong, 2018). Primary color toys 
(Auster & Mansbach, 2012), especially bright yellow and 
green (Yeung & Wong, 2018) are considered to be gender 
neutral. On this basis, we created three-color categories for 
masculine, feminine, or neutral. RAs were given several 
color swatches as examples from each category before cod-
ing. After the first round of coding, the initial three catego-
ries were expanded to include the two additional “leaning” 
categories listed below. These categories included color 
schemes that featured neutral hues, but also featured some 
of the gendered color schemes. All toys were recoded into 
one of the following five toy color categories: (a) Feminine 
Color Schemes–pinks, purples, pastels; (b) Neutral, Leans 
Feminine Color Scheme-pastels mixed with primary colors 
and bright rainbows; (c) Neutral Color Schemes–primary 
colors, bright rainbows, black/white/grayscale; (d) Neutral, 
Leans Masculine Color Schemes- blue palette, reds, blacks, 
lime green mixed with primary colors and bright rainbows; 
(e) Masculine Color Schemes–blue palette, reds, blacks, 
lime green.

Gender of Child with the Toy

The research team recognizes that gender is complex and 
cannot be easily categorized using a binary system (Wade 
& Ferree, 2023); however, we attempted to code the child 
with the toy within the photos based on gender presentation. 
The team used gender-typed features such as hair and cloth-
ing to categorize children as boys or girls. For example, a 
child with long hair who was wearing pink would be catego-
rized as a girl while a child with short hair and a blue t-shirt 
would be categorized as a boy. A category of unsure was 
reserved for children whose gender presentation was not 
clearly identifiable from the photograph or who presented 
outside the binary. For example, this category included a 
child whose hat obscured their face and hair.
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explicit labels and an additional 27.1% (n = 29) of toy names 
utilized gender-neutral terms such as “kids.” Only one toy 
name (0.9%) used girl-specific language and only one name 
(0.9%) used boy specific language. Toy descriptions also 
lacked explicit references to gender. Though coders dis-
agreed on whether descriptive language was aimed at “all 
genders” or “no gender,” they agreed that only seven out of 
the 107 (6.5%) toy descriptions were overtly geared towards 
either boys or girls. For example, a pink bow and arrow set 
was described as “the perfect gift for girls to enjoy.”

Fifty-seven of the 107 toys (53.3%) used primary or other 
neutral color schemes. Of the remaining 50 toys, 40 (37.4%) 
had masculine (n = 15) or masculine leaning (n = 25) color 
schemes, and only 10 (9.3%) used feminine (n = 5) or femi-
nine leaning (n = 5) color schemes.

Representation of Children in Toy Listings

A total of 315 children were pictured playing with the toys. 
Only a third of the pictures (n = 102) featured girls while 
two thirds of the pictures featured boys (n = 212). One child 
was categorized with the unsure label. The mean child active 
engagement was 4.00 (SD = 1.28) indicating that most chil-
dren were actively playing with the toys. However, boys 
(M = 4.13, SD = 1.16) averaged significantly higher active 
engagement than girls (M = 3.72, SD = 1.44), t(314)=-2.52, 
p = .013 (one-tailed).

The number of boys and girls pictured playing with 
a toy varied based on the toy color scheme. The results 
displayed in Table  1, were statistically significant, Χ2 (4, 
N = 315) = 48.10, p < .001. Toys with neutral color schemes 
were still dominated by pictures of boys at a 2 to 1 ratio. 
Toys with feminine color schemes were more likely to fea-
ture girls, while toys with masculine color schemes were 
likely to feature boys. Of the 16 children featured with 
feminine color schemed toys, only one was a boy (who was 
observing girls play).

The number of boys and girls pictured playing with 
a toy also varied significantly by sport type, Χ2 (4, 
N = 315) = 13.65, p < .008 (Table  2). Low-contact team 
sports, racket sports, and multisport sets featured boys about 
two-thirds of the time while depicting girls about one-third 
of the time. Slightly higher percentages of girls were pic-
tured in non-contact, individual target style sports. A much 
lower percentage of girls were included in toys associated 

of toy descriptions was low (α = 0.31). The disagreement 
primarily arose from whether a product description met the 
criteria for “Gender neutral” or “no label” therefore, we 
only briefly report on this variable.

Initial agreement for toy color schemes (α = 0.52) and 
child active engagement with toy (α = 0.58) were slightly 
below the threshold. Investigation into the lack of robust reli-
ability indicated that color scheme discrepancies occurred 
when RAs perceived toy color as belonging “in between” 
the three initial color schemes of masculine, feminine, and 
neutral. Hence, we added the two “leaning” categories to the 
codebook for color schemes; one between masculine and 
neutral and the other between neutral and feminine. We then 
took all toys where students disagreed on the color and reas-
sessed using the new five-category color scheme. The team 
discussed each toy and came to a collective agreement with 
the PIs serving as tiebreakers as needed, resulting in 100% 
agreement (α = 1.0).

Discrepancies in the active engagement codes were 
resolved by calculating an average of the three scores from 
the RAs. For example, if all three RAs assigned the value of 
“4,” then the child was assigned a “4”. If two RAs assigned 
a 4 and the third RA assigned a 5, then the child was coded 
as 4.33. If the values assigned by the three RAs varied by 
more than one scale point (e.g., two RAs assigned a 4 and 
the third RA assigned a 2), the active engagement code was 
discussed and decided upon as a team, with the PIs serving 
as tiebreakers if needed.

For the analysis, a PI first examined gender typing of 
toys themselves by calculating univariate statistics to dem-
onstrate the frequency of toy color schemes and explicit 
gender labels for toy names, and toy descriptions. Then, 
they examined the representation of children in the toy list-
ing. Crosstabs were calculated to observe whether images 
of children varied by child gender and toy color and t-tests 
were conducted to compare the active engagement with the 
toy between boys and girls.

Study 1 Results and Discussion

Frequency of Gender-Typing of Toys

Most sports toy names (98.2%) did not refer explicitly to 
gender. In fact, 71.0% (n = 76) of toy names did not have 

Table 1  Percentage of children depicted by toy color scheme (n = 314)
Gender Color Scheme

Feminine Leans Feminine Neutral Leans Masculine Masculine Total
Girls 100.0% 83.3% 38.1% 14.6% 11.1% 32.5%
Boys 0.0% 16.7% 61.9% 85.4% 88.9% 67.5%
n 10 6 189 82 27 314
Note. Chi2 = 48.10, p < .001. Children whose gender was coded as unsure were excluded from this analysis
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Study 2

Though Study 1 strongly suggests that miniature toy equip-
ment is associated with boys, a content analysis cannot 
reveal how adults or children perceive those toys. Therefore, 
we conducted a second study modeled after Blakemore and 
Centers’ (2005) foundational research on gender-typed toys 
and attached a sport module to create a larger study about 
adult perceptions of children’s toys. Because we were inter-
ested in many types of sports, a research team of students 
and faculty created a comprehensive list of sports, including 
but not limited to the sports featured in Study 1. As noted 
above, we tested four hypotheses: (1) Sport toys would be 
more likely to be perceived as masculine-typed than as fem-
inine-typed; (2) Toys associated with aggression and power 
sports would be more likely to be masculine gender-typed 
while toys associated with aesthetic sports would be more 
likely to be feminine-typed. Other sports would fall some-
where in between; (3) Toys designed for action and motor 
play (e.g., bicycles, soccer balls) would be more likely to be 
masculine-typed than toys designed for symbolic play (e.g., 
dolls, tabletop games); (4) Participants who view the toys in 
grayscale would rate toys more neutrally than participants 
who view the toys in full color.

Method

Participants

A total of 530 participants completed a survey and met the 
requirement of appropriately completing the open-ended 
items designed to identify inattention or self-misrepresen-
tation noted below. Most participants (84.1%, n = 446) had 
children; 77.4% (n = 410) of participants had children under 
18 during the time they took the survey; 56.0% (n = 297) 
of survey participants identified as men, 43.5% (n = 230) 
identified as women, and 0.6% (n = 3) identified outside 
this binary. Most respondents were between 25 and 44 years 
old (75.5%, n = 400) and also identified as White (80.2%, 
n = 425).

Materials and Measures

Selection and Rating of Sports Toy Images

To begin, team members searched the Internet for children’s 
toys associated with each sport. Like in Study 1, we defined 
a toy as something that was used in a casual play setting. 
Unlike Study 1, we expanded our sample by including min-
iature equipment as well as dolls, ride-on toys, and tabletop 
games. We did not include the same images from Study 1 

with strength and dominance. These relationships appeared 
to be closely linked to levels of physical contact required by 
the sport type.

Several patterns were uncovered when examining the data 
with an intersectional lens. More White and light-skinned 
children (77.5%, n = 244) were pictured in toy advertise-
ments than all children of color (18.4%, n = 58); coders 
were unsure about the race of the remaining 13 children 
(4.1%). When race and gender were simultaneously consid-
ered, the gender ratio shifted. There were two boys for every 
White girl; however, dark-skinned and Black children were 
depicted more evenly across gender binary groups [boys 
(52.1%, n = 25), girls (45.8%, n = 22), unsure (2.1%, n = 1)]. 
Furthermore, active engagement of dark-skinned and Black 
girls’ (M = 4.27, SD = 1.02) was equivalent with all boys in 
the sample. Racially stereotyped sport-specific engagement 
trends were identified. While there were only 48 Black or 
dark-skinned children in the sample of 315 (15%), they were 
overrepresented in basketball (16 of 40 children, 40%) and 
football (11 of 36 children, 30.5%). Asian children were sel-
dom depicted at all (3.2% of all children, n = 10). Of those 
ten children, seven were shown either playing tennis or golf.

In summary, this descriptive analysis shows that toys 
are not marked with gendered names or labels, but sport 
toys are still masculinized because images are dominated 
by boys, who were also shown as more actively engaged 
than girls. Girls were more likely to be present when playing 
with feminine colored toys or participating in more passive 
sport activities. Preliminary analyses indicate the impor-
tance of future work focusing on the intersection of gender 
and race regarding children’s sport toys, with concerning 
trends existing regarding inequity in representation, sport-
specific stereotypes, and stereotypical depictions of child 
active engagement.

Table 2  Percentage of children pictured by gender and sport, (n = 314)
Gender
Sport
With Examples

n Girls Boys

Target Sports 72 43.1% 56.9%
Archery, Bowling, Golf
Power and Aggression Team Sports 35 17.1% 82.9%
Football, Ice Hockey
Low Contact Team Sports 78 34.6% 65.4%
Baseball, Softball, Soccer, Basketball
Strength and Dominance Sports 40 15.0% 85.0%
Boxing, Martial Arts
Other 89 36.0% 64.0%
Racket Sports, Multisport Sets
n 102 212
Note. Chi2 = 13.65, p = .008. Children whose gender was coded as 
unsure were excluded from this analysis
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Procedure

We used Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), to recruit a 
large-scale, heterogenous sample of responders (Porter et 
al., 2019). The study design was approved by our univer-
sity’s Institutional Review Board. We employed best prac-
tices outlined by Aguinis et al. (2021) to increase the validity 
of the research conclusions that could be drawn from the 
data provided by participants. First, we confirmed that the 
population of online participants aligned with the intended 
goals of the study; indeed, adults willing to become online 
responders via Amazon’s MTurk aligns with our intended 
sample of adults who may have everyday knowledge of 
toys that might be sold or purchased online. Second, we 
predetermined the qualifications of our participant pool to 
include only adult participants that had general knowledge 
of children’s toys and who were proficient in English (given 
our survey was only available in this language). Partici-
pants were required to confirm that they met and agreed to 
these conditions in a prescreening prior to being presented 
with the online survey. Third, we followed the recommen-
dation of oversampling by at least 30% to compensate for 
any participant attrition or need to remove responses due 
to failure to pass an included inattention test (the qualita-
tive, open-ended question described in Step 5). Fourth, 
we determined that total rate of payment to be $1.40 USD 
(based on the current average pay rate per minute for simi-
lar studies on MTurk, multiplied by the average amount of 
time pilot participants took to complete the survey) as to not 
under or over incentivize participants, thus gaining a typi-
cal sample. We included this information in the informed 
consent form prior to the study being initiated. Fifth, in 
addition to the prescreening process, we included a quali-
tative, open-ended question (‘What was your favorite toy 
as a child?’) to address concerns of responder inattention, 
self-misrepresentation (such as lack of English proficiency), 
and vulnerability to robot responders known as ‘bots.’ Sixth, 
we included carefully worded descriptions of what the task 
would require a responder to do, including how long the 
survey should take and the topic of the questions that would 
be asked, while not revealing directions of hypotheses as to 
reduce social desirability bias.

In response to the best practices regarding implementa-
tion (seventh to ninth steps), we conducted a pilot test with 
a small number of participants to check the feasibility of 
participant responses and implemented the data collection 
in moderate sized batches so we could monitor responses, 
screen data, and address any concerns with respondent data 
or from participants in a timely fashion and prior to all data 
being collected. This process allowed us to note the need 
for an open-ended question to be presented early in the sur-
vey to confirm responders were English proficient. Finally, 

for several reasons. First, the Study 1 images featured chil-
dren playing with toys and we were interested in adults’ per-
ceptions of the toys, independent of who was playing with 
them. In addition, the survey format of Study 2 allowed us 
to include a more inclusive list of sports and different types 
of toys that were not featured in Study 1.

The research team downloaded pictures from retail web-
sites and Google Images and included the photos in a data-
base. All images included only the toy; no children or adults 
were pictured using the toy. When available, multiple-col-
ored versions of the same toy were included in the database. 
For example, a brand of toy ice skates had a version mar-
keted towards boys (black and orange) and another aimed 
at girls (pink and turquoise). A primary investigator chose 
images from the database that represented a broad range 
of sports and a variety of color-designs. Prior to finalizing 
the choice of each toy image for inclusion in the study, the 
images chosen for each toy were presented to a small group 
of undergraduate students who were asked to confirm that 
the toys were good visual representations and could be con-
sidered as archetypal examples.

The images of the selected sport-toy images were 
inserted into an online Qualtrics questionnaire along with 
additional toys that were part of the larger study. The full 
study included 228 total toys, and 119 of them were sport 
toys. To reduce respondent fatigue, the 228 total toys were 
divided into four sets. The principal investigators attempted 
to distribute masculine, feminine, and neutral toys evenly 
across the sets based on the original Blakemore and Centers 
(2005) research as well as on a pilot study conducted by the 
student research team. Each set of toys was then duplicated; 
the images in the second set were converted to grayscale. 
This resulted in a total of eight sets of toys: four featuring 
color images and four featuring the same images in black 
and white. Participants either saw 57 color images of toys 
or 57 grayscale images. Of those 57 images, 30 were sport 
toys.

Similar to Blakemore and Centers (2005), participants 
responded to a series of demographic questions. They were 
then randomly assigned one of the eight toys sets and asked 
to evaluate whether the toys were more appropriate for 
girls, boys, or both. To complete this task, they were shown 
the image of the toy along with a 9-point scale, which was 
identical to that used by Blakemore and Centers (1 = toy is 
only for girls; 5 = toy is for both boys and girls; and 9 = toy 
is only for boys). Our research team also added the option 
for the participants to select “I do not know” if they were 
unfamiliar with a toy(s). Very few participants selected this 
option; therefore, we do not include the missing data in our 
tables or analysis.
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Study 2 Results and Discussion

Hypothesis 1 – Sport Toys are Associated with 
Masculinity

The first hypothesis was that due to the association of sports 
and masculinity, sport related toys are more likely to be to 
be perceived as masculine-typed than as feminine-typed.

To test Hypothesis 1, we calculated the overall mean 
sport-toy rating and counted the number of toys that fell into 
each gender-typed category (i.e., strongly masculine (> 7.0); 
moderately masculine (5.6–7.0); neutral (4.5–5.5); moder-
ately feminine (3.0–4.4); and strongly feminine (< 3.0)0. 
When viewing the toys in color, the overall average was 
5.86 (SD = 1.13), which would fall in the moderately mas-
culine category. The color and grayscale mean for each toy 
are available in the Table 4. Of the 119 sport toys, only 15 
(12.6%) were classified as feminine and only two of those 
(a tutu and a gymnast Barbie) were classified as strongly 
feminine. An additional 20 toys (16.8%) were assessed as 
gender-neutral; this category included many pink-hued toys 
as well as other items such as badminton rackets and a toy 
fishing set. The remaining 84 toys (70.6%) had an average 
rating of moderately or strongly masculine. These scores 
support Hypothesis 1; sport-related toys are more likely to 
be masculine-typed than feminine-typed.

Hypothesis 2 - Sport Type Influences Gendered 
Perceptions of Toys

We anticipated that the type of sport associated with a sport 
toy would influence gendered perceptions of toys (e.g., 
aggression and power sports, aesthetic sports). Specifically, 
Hypothesis 2 stated that toys associated with aggression 
and power sports will be more likely to be masculine gen-
der-typed while toys associated with aesthetic sports will 
be more likely to be feminine-typed. Other sports will fall 
somewhere in between. Again, perceptions of how gender-
typed the toys were was assessed using the 7 point scale 

the detailed nature of this description being included in the 
manuscript meets the tenth recommendation for best prac-
tices, thus communicating the importance of designing, 
implementing and monitoring data collection via an online 
participant pool such as MTurk.

Following the completion of the survey, the lead inves-
tigators calculated a mean toy evaluation for each of the 
119 full color sport toys in the data set and followed the 
scheme by Blakemore and Centers (2005) to create five gen-
der-related categories of toys: strongly masculine (> 7.0); 
moderately masculine (5.6–7.0); neutral (4.5–5.5); moder-
ately feminine (3.0–4.4); and strongly feminine (< 3.0). The 
mean evaluation scores were utilized to create a separate 
dataset with toys as the main unit of analysis. The mean 
for the 119 toys presented in grayscale were also calculated 
and added to the dataset. In total, there are 238 toys means 
presented in Table 4.

To test Hypothesis 2 that the gender-typed nature of a 
sport toy is associated with sport type of the toy, we also 
created a new variable with seven different sport types to 
represent the range of fitness and sport activities (Table 3a). 
This variable grouped toys by the sport with which they 
were associated. The sport types used were based on the five 
sport categories standardized by Hardin and Greer (2009) 
but modified to account for team versus individual sports 
within their categories, resulting in a total of seven catego-
ries. Given the recent increase in popularity of women’s 
basketball (Feinberg, 2024), we removed basketball from 
the list of men’s only sports. The mean rating for all toys in 
each sport type category was used in the analysis.

Finally, to test Hypothesis 3 that the gender-typed nature 
of a sport toy is associated with the kind of toy it is (e.g., 
motor play, symbolic play), we added a variable to sort toys 
based on the nature of the toy. Each toy was also sorted into 
one of five classifications: miniature toy equipment, dolls 
and action figures, tabletop games, outdoor action toys, 
and other toys. Examples of some toys in each category are 
listed in Table 3b. The mean rating for all toys in each sport 
classification was used in the analysis.

Table 3a  Study 2 Example sports included in sport type categories
Sport Type Example Sports
Aesthetic Sports Figure Skating, Dance, Gymnastics
Action Sports Skiing, Snowboarding, 

Skateboarding
Target Sports Archery, Golf, Bowling
Power and Aggression Team 
Sports

Ice Hockey, American Football, 
Lacrosse

Low Contact Team Sports Basketball, Soccer, Volleyball
Strength and Dominance 
Sports

Boxing, Wrestling, Weightlifting

Other Fishing, Cycling, Running, Tennis

Table 3b  Study 2 example toys included in toy type classification
Toy Type Classification Example Toys
Miniature Toy 
Equipment

behind the door basketball hoop, toy 
punching bag, cheerleading pom-poms, 
plastic bowling ball and pins

Dolls and Action Figures American girl cheerleader doll, Surfing 
Ken (Barbie doll), snowboarding action 
figure, Lego baseball figurines

Table Top Games air hockey game, Foosball table, baseball 
pinball machine, arcade basketball game

Outdoor Action Toys Big Wheels bike, toy roller skates, Razr 
scooter, foam boogie board

Other swing set, ballerina tutu, remote control 
stock racing car, trampoline
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Category Color Version Grayscale Version Difference (Grayscale - Color)
M SD n M SD n Amount / Sig Category Shift

Strongly Feminine Toys (< 3.0)
  Ballerina Tutu 2.75 2.56 55 3.29 2.71 63 0.54 Mod. Fem
  Artistic Gymnast Barbie 2.89 2.40 54 4.21 2.91 63 1.32 ** Mod. Fem
Moderately Feminine Toys (3.0-4.4)
  Surfing Barbie 3.07 2.58 67 4.10 2.68 59 1.03 **
  American Girl Cheerleader 3.23 2.58 74 3.97 2.94 75 0.74
  American Girl Field Hockey 3.25 2.69 67 4.51 2.68 59 1.26 ** Neutral
  Barbie Bicycle 3.47 2.69 55 4.81 2.52 62 1.34 ** Neutral
  American Girl Surfer 3.51 2.68 45 4.15 2.91 88 0.64
  Rhythmic Gymnast Barbie 3.52 2.68 46 4.01 3.11 88 0.49
  Women’s Track Figurine 3.80 2.58 75 5.45 2.58 73 1.65 *** Neutral
  Pink Snowboard 3.80 2.67 55 6.31 1.74 62 2.51 *** Mod. Masc.
  Rainbow Cheer Poms 4.02 2.56 65 5.29 2.41 56 1.27 ** Neutral
  Soccer Barbie 4.03 2.85 76 4.47 2.95 75 0.44 Neutral
  Pink Training Bike 4.05 2.51 65 5.68 1.58 59 1.63 Mod. Masc.
  Gymnastics Batons 4.11 2.62 75 4.82 2.46 73 0.71 * Neutral
  Pink Roller-skates 4.20 2.49 75 6.59 1.95 75 2.39 *** Mod. Masc.
Neutral Toys (4.5–5.5)
  Pink Skate Board 4.56 2.56 55 6.16 1.46 62 1.60 *** Mod. Masc.
  Figure Skates 4.63 2.70 46 6.40 1.63 62 1.77 * Mod. Masc.
  Female Skiing Figurine 4.66 2.61 44 5.20 2.54 89 0.54
  Pink Gymnastics Mat 4.67 2.25 67 5.98 1.54 56 1.31 * Mod. Masc.
  Unicorn Bowling 4.67 2.60 46 5.58 2.16 89 0.91 **
  Pink Archery Set 4.71 2.22 55 6.48 1.58 63 1.77 *** Mod. Masc.
  Boogie Board with Flowers 4.89 2.54 74 6.06 1.86 69 1.17 *** Mod. Masc.
  Pink Ice Hockey Skate 4.91 2.20 54 5.51 2.39 89 0.60 ***
  Black Cheer Poms 4.92 2.29 53 5.19 2.71 62 0.27
  Gymnastics Ribbons 5.00 2.19 73 5.51 2.27 70 0.51
  Pink Golf Caddy Set 5.00 2.34 66 6.64 1.54 58 1.64 *** Mod. Masc.
  Pink Kayak 5.04 2.09 67 6.10 1.37 58 1.06 *** Mod. Masc.
  Pink Badminton Set 5.22 2.26 46 5.98 1.69 89 0.76 ** Mod. Masc.
  Pink Toddler TeeBall Set 5.31 2.16 67 6.37 1.71 59 1.06 ** Mod. Masc.
  Backyard Swing set 5.37 1.68 65 6.07 1.45 59 0.70 ** Mod. Masc.
  Miniature Trampoline 5.40 1.50 55 5.90 1.60 63 0.50 * Mod. Masc.
  Toy Fishing Set 5.40 1.55 54 6.05 1.76 63 0.65 * Mod. Masc.
  Badminton Rackets 5.44 1.53 66 5.88 1.59 59 0.44 Mod. Masc.
  Toy Horse on Stick 5.45 1.87 65 5.48 1.72 58 0.03
  Toddler Multi-Sport Playset (A) 5.50 1.68 54 6.24 1.49 62 0.74 ** Mod. Masc.
Moderately Masculine Toys (5.6-7.0)
  Bowling Set 5.63 1.39 67 6.16 1.42 58 0.53 **
  Large Backyard Trampoline 5.67 1.33 67 6.00 1.49 59 0.33
  Female Biathlon Figurine 5.69 2.26 74 5.63 2.24 75 -0.06
  Tennis Set 5.69 1.68 55 5.94 1.72 62 0.25
  Pink Basketball Hoop 5.70 2.46 43 6.57 1.74 89 0.87 *
  Tricycle 5.75 1.71 55 5.94 1.44 63 0.19
  Snorkel Equipment 5.82 1.82 44 6.22 1.90 89 0.40
  Pink Punching Bag 5.84 2.69 55 6.82 1.90 62 0.98 *
  Rainbow Gymnastics Mat 5.84 1.44 70 6.03 1.62 73 0.19
  Zoo Animal Croquet Set 5.84 1.67 45 6.29 1.96 87 0.45
  Arcade Style Basketball Game 5.87 1.88 46 6.64 1.72 85 0.77 *
  Pink Multisport Equipment Set 5.87 2.27 46 6.79 1.79 87 0.92 **
  Miniature Table Tennis 5.89 1.58 46 6.22 1.51 87 0.33
  Inflatable Boxing “Bop Bag” 5.91 1.48 66 6.64 1.54 59 0.73 **
  Snow Scooter 5.93 1.85 44 6.35 1.78 83 0.42

Table 4  Individual Toy Means
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Category Color Version Grayscale Version Difference (Grayscale - Color)
M SD n M SD n Amount / Sig Category Shift

  Rainbow Colored Velcro Catch 5.94 1.74 54 6.25 1.62 73 0.31
  Big Wheels Bike 5.98 1.67 46 5.98 1.67 46 0.00
  Surfing Ken 5.98 2.71 55 6.84 2.24 63 0.86 *
  Outdoor Volleyball Net 5.98 1.61 65 6.53 1.73 59 0.55 *
  Pool Basketball Set 5.99 1.48 67 6.29 1.51 58 0.30
  Orange River Raft 6.00 1.91 54 6.13 1.40 63 0.13
  Blue Archery Set 6.04 1.55 75 6.28 1.69 75 0.24
  Pink Football 6.04 2.39 46 7.10 1.92 89 1.06 ** Strong Masc.
  Pink Cricket Set 6.05 2.40 74 7.32 1.76 73 1.27 Strong Masc.
  Toddler Multi-Sport Playset (B) 6.08 1.50 66 6.42 1.52 59 0.34
  Primary Color TeeBall Set 6.09 1.72 46 6.81 1.66 88 0.72 *
  Classic RAZR scooter 6.11 1.69 74 6.23 1.58 73 0.12
  Air Hockey Game 6.12 1.51 67 6.17 1.34 58 0.05
  Monster Face Volleyball 6.15 1.46 46 6.53 1.73 59 0.38
  Boogie Board with Shark Images 6.16 2.10 45 6.40 1.87 88 0.24
  Classic Wooden Croquet Set 6.18 1.53 76 7.00 1.78 72 0.82
  Baby Weightlifting Toy 6.19 1.70 74 6.64 1.77 73 0.45
  Gymnastics Board Game 6.20 1.76 46 6.08 1.83 89 -0.12
  Blue Roller-skates 6.21 1.88 66 6.08 1.64 59 -0.13
  Soccer Target Game 6.21 1.80 66 6.57 1.61 58 0.36
  Blue Skateboard 6.24 1.67 66 6.27 1.51 59 0.03
  Lacrosse Sticks 6.24 1.64 45 6.43 1.76 87 0.19
  Fishing Vest and Rod 6.25 1.87 75 6.59 1.90 73 0.34
  Blue Golf Caddy Set 6.26 1.76 53 6.68 1.48 63 0.42
  Bubble Hockey Table Game 6.27 1.47 75 6.35 1.64 74 0.08
  Pool Water Polo Game 6.27 1.84 55 6.44 1.79 63 0.17
  Pink Air Rifle (BB Gun) 6.28 2.27 43 7.29 1.69 89 1.01 ** Strong Masc.
  Pool Volleyball Game 6.29 1.72 75 6.62 1.71 74 0.33
  Blue Golf Tee 6.30 1.65 74 6.44 1.78 75 0.14
  Hockey Sticks and Net 6.34 1.54 65 6.75 1.46 59 0.41
  Foam Fencing Sword 6.38 1.69 73 6.72 1.80 74 0.34
  Blue Surfboard 6.43 1.56 74 6.84 1.70 74 0.41
  Over the Door Basketball Hoop 6.47 1.71 74 6.77 1.68 74 0.30
  Foam Weightlifting Equipment 6.51 2.05 45 6.94 1.77 87 0.43
  Toy Basketball Hoop 6.57 1.81 54 6.19 1.47 62 -0.38
  Male Biathlon Figurine 6.59 1.90 54 6.68 1.81 62 0.09
  Foam Weightlifting Bench 6.63 1.93 54 7.00 1.78 62 0.37
  Table Top Skateboard 6.63 1.76 46 6.60 1.75 87 -0.03
  Blue Cricket Set 6.64 1.74 55 7.16 1.68 63 0.52 * Strong Masc.
  Table Top Football Game 6.67 1.79 54 6.44 1.54 63 -0.23
  Foosball Table 6.67 1.78 45 6.72 1.76 89 0.05
  Wiffleball and Bat 6.67 1.98 45 7.06 1.63 89 0.39 Strong Masc.
  Blue Toddler T Ball Set 6.70 1.70 54 7.10 1.51 63 0.40 Strong Masc.
  Velcro Catch Game 6.76 1.81 74 6.25 1.62 73 -0.51 *
  Yellow NERF style football 6.76 1.99 55 6.94 1.73 62 0.18
  Wooden Table Baseball Game 6.84 1.71 45 6.82 1.67 87 -0.02
  LEGO Baseball Field and Players 6.87 1.82 55 6.90 1.47 63 0.03
  Black and Orange Hockey Skate 6.94 1.64 65 6.56 1.62 59 -0.38
  Male Skiing Figurine 6.97 1.56 67 6.78 1.56 58 -0.19
  Male Snowboarding Figuring 6.97 1.73 67 7.14 1.59 58 0.17 Strong Masc.
  Remote Control Car 6.99 1.85 67 6.97 1.62 58 -0.02
Strongly Masculine Toys (> 7.0)
  Plastic Hockey Figurines 7.00 1.88 45 7.09 1.84 89 0.09

Table 5  (continued) 
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Hypothesis 3 – Toy Type Influences Gendered 
Perceptions of Toys

We anticipated that the type of play a toy was designed to 
encourage (e.g., motor play, symbolic play) would influence 
the gendered perceptions of the toy. Specifically, Hypoth-
esis 3 stated that toys designed for action and motor play 
are more likely to be masculine-typed than toys designed 
for symbolic play. Again, perceptions of how gender-typed 
the toys were was assessed using the 7 point scale (strongly 
masculine (> 7.0); moderately masculine (5.6–7.0); neutral 
(4.5–5.5); moderately feminine (3.0–4.4); and strongly fem-
inine (< 3.0)).

When examining this hypothesis, we ran a one-way 
ANOVA, F (4,114) = 5.84, p < .001, comparing the per-
ceived masculine/feminine mean scores for the five toy 
type classifications. As shown in Table 5, the average mean 
for doll and action figures presented in color was 5.05 
(SD = 1.71) suggesting that these items were rated neutrally. 
However, this was the lowest mean among the five catego-
ries, indicating that other toy types were perceived as more 
masculine. The mean score for dolls and action figures was 
significantly lower than the means for miniature toy equip-
ment, table-top games, and other toys, but it did not signifi-
cantly differ from outdoor action toys (M = 5.37, SD = 0.97). 
Both dolls and outdoor action toys were perceived as neutral 
toys while the higher scores of other toy types suggested 
that perceptions of those toys were slightly more masculine. 
This partially supported our hypothesis as we expected that 
passive toys would be perceived as the least masculine and 

(strongly masculine (> 7.0); moderately masculine (5.6–
7.0); neutral (4.5–5.5); moderately feminine (3.0–4.4); and 
strongly feminine (< 3.0)).

When the average perceived masculine/feminine score 
for each sport type was calculated, five sport types were 
ranked as moderately masculine: Strength and Dominance 
Sports (M = 6.83, SD = 0.63), Power and Aggression Team 
Sports (M = 6.32, SD = 0.63), and Low Contact Team Sports 
(M = 6.23, SD = 0.90) had the highest mean scores. Target 
Sports (M = 5.84, SD = 0.81) and Other Sports (M = 5.95, 
SD = 0.88) were also ranked as moderately masculine 
although with slightly lower mean scores. Toys associated 
with action sports (M = 5.41, SD = 1.22) were rated more 
neutrally. Only aesthetic sports (M = 4.32, SD = 1.10) were 
rated as feminine. A one-way ANOVA comparing the per-
ceived masculine/feminine mean scores by sport type (F 
(7,111) = 8.67, p < .001) found that aesthetic sports had a 
significantly lower mean (i.e. more feminine score) than all 
other sport types. The only other significant difference was 
between action sports and strength and dominance sports; 
the lower average scores of action sports toys suggest those 
toys were perceived more neutrally when compared to the 
higher, more masculine ratings of strength and dominance 
sports. These findings, displayed in Table 4, provide sup-
port for Hypothesis 2, with a few exceptions. We anticipated 
power and aggression team sports would would be per-
ceived as more masculine than low contact team sports, yet 
they were statistically similar. Unexpectedly, action sports 
were rated neutrally.

Category Color Version Grayscale Version Difference (Grayscale - Color)
M SD n M SD n Amount / Sig Category Shift

  Mini Soccer Goal 7.02 1.76 46 6.61 1.78 88 -0.41 Mod. Masc.
  Blue Swimming Pool Football 7.03 1.83 74 7.15 1.73 73 0.12
  Flag Football Set 7.07 1.61 75 6.80 1.79 74 -0.27 Mod. Masc.
  Robot Boxing Game 7.08 1.58 75 7.19 1.61 74 0.11
  Male Track Sprinter Figurine 7.13 1.92 54 7.39 1.33 61 0.26
  Wrestling Toy Ring 7.13 1.83 46 7.41 1.67 87 0.28
  Boxing Punch Bag and Gloves 7.17 1.59 66 6.67 1.63 58 -0.50 * Mod. Masc.
  Remote Control NASCAR 7.20 1.59 75 6.81 1.71 75 -0.39 Mod. Masc.
  Sports Cards 7.22 1.64 55 7.14 1.68 63 -0.08
  Plastic Baseball Figurines 7.23 1.92 44 7.30 1.73 88 0.07
  Red Boxing Punch Bag 7.25 1.63 75 7.32 1.88 72 0.07
  Toy Fencing Swords 7.34 1.56 74 7.29 1.69 89 -0.05
  Brown Air Rifle (BB Gun) 7.42 1.57 66 7.05 1.61 58 -0.37
  Classic Leather Football 7.52 1.55 67 7.03 1.70 59 -0.49 *
  NASCAR Racing Suit 7.62 1.62 66 7.07 1.39 59 -0.55 *
  Wrestling Toy Figurine 7.66 1.66 73 7.45 1.85 75 -0.21
  Wrestling Champion Belt 7.75 1.56 75 7.31 1.85 74 -0.44
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p < .001

Table 5  (continued) 
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This finding caused us to reexamine the results of 
Hypothesis 2 and 3 based on whether participants viewed 
color or grayscale toys. We used a t-test to examine whether 
the average sport type means changed based on how the toys 
were viewed. Most sport categories had significantly higher 
means (i.e., more masculine) when viewed in grayscale. The 
exceptions were Power and Aggression Team Sports and 
Strength and Dominance Sports, which already had very 
high means, indicating the most masculine perceptions. 
This suggests that even without color cues, those physi-
cal, aggressive sports resist feminine gender-typing. For 
example, without color, a pink American football (M = 7.10, 
SD = 1.92) looked similar to a brown leather (M = 7.03, 
SD = 1.70), blue cloth (M = 7.15, SD = 1.73), and yellow 
foam ball (M = 6.94, SD = 1.73). When viewed in full color, 
all four balls retained a masculine rating whether they were 
brown leather (M = 7.52, SD = 1.55), blue cloth (M = 7.03, 
SD = 1.83), or yellow foam (M = 6.76, SD = 1.99). Even the 
pink ball (M = 6.04, SD = 2.39) was considered moderately 
masculine. For most sport types, sport-toys are viewed as 
more appropriate for boys when color is removed. However, 
color does not seem to change the perceptions of toys that 
are already viewed as the most masculine-typed.

When examining toy-classification, dolls and action fig-
ures, miniature toy equipment, and outdoor action toys were 
all perceived as significantly more masculine when viewed 
in grayscale. Tabletop games and Other toys were perceived 
about the same, regardless of color cues. When viewed in 
color, both outdoor action toys and dolls were viewed neu-
trally. However, grayscale means showed that all five toy 
categories were coded as moderately masculine, with only 
dolls and action figures (M = 5.68, SD = 1.32) coming close 
to the neutral category. Similar to the action sports category, 
perceptions of outdoor action toys seemed very dependent 
on color.

thus have the lowest means, but this only held true for dolls 
and action figures and not for tabletop games.

Hypothesis 4

The final hypothesis stated that without color cues, partici-
pants’ toy ratings would shift. Specifically, participants who 
view the toys in grayscale will rate toys more neutrally than 
participants who view the toys in full color.

To examine this, we looked at two things. First, we used 
independent sample t-tests to compare respondents’ scores 
on the color-version and grayscale toy images. Then we 
looked at whether the toy shifted gender categories when 
viewed in grayscale. Thirty-nine toys had a significantly 
different score when viewed in grayscale. Twenty-four toys 
had both a significant t-test result and a gender-typed cat-
egory shift. Only one of those toys, a boxing punching bag, 
became less masculine when viewed in grayscale. The 23 
other toys were ranked as more masculine without implicit 
color cues. Of the 24 toys that significantly changed gen-
der-typed categories, 13 were pink items. When stripped 
of pink color, the items were read as more appropriate for 
boys. Some of the biggest changes were action sports items 
(roller-skates, bicycle, snowboard) that went from moder-
ately feminine to moderately masculine without color cues. 
The grayscale scores, gender-category shifts, and t-test 
results are all included in Table 4.

Examining this information together, Hypothesis 4 was 
not supported. We expected all toys would be rated more 
neutrally when color was excluded; however, we found that 
without the symbolism of color, toys were more likely to 
be ranked as masculine. In fact, when viewed in grayscale, 
only 5% (n = 6) of all toys were rated as feminine (compared 
to 12.6% [n = 15] of the exact same toys that were viewed 
in full color) and the overall mean toy score was 6.30. This 
is still moderately masculine, but further right on the scale.

Table 5  Toy Means by Sport Type and Toy classification
Variable Color Grayscale t-test (Color vs. Grayscale)
Sport Type n M SD M SD Difference t p
Aesthetic 12 4.32 1.10 4.99 0.93 0.68 5.09 < .001
Action 24 5.41 1.22 6.06 0.79 0.65 3.99 < .001
Target 11 5.84 0.81 6.54 0.48 0.69 3.60 .002
Power and Aggression Team 10 6.33 0.60 6.62 0.33 0.29 1.63 .096
Low Contact Team 28 6.23 0.90 6.56 0.68 0.33 3.54 < .001
Strength and Dominance 13 6.83 0.63 7.05 0.31 0.22 1.59 .069
Other 21 5.95 0.88 6.29 0.53 0.35 3.52 .001
Toy Classification
Dolls and Action Figures 20 5.05 1.71 5.68 1.32 0.62 4.07 < .001
Miniature Toy Equipment 59 6.09 0.73 6.52 0.50 0.43 6.54 < .001
Table Top Games 11 6.46 0.41 6.56 0.34 0.09 1.16 .270
Outdoor Action Toys 17 5.37 0.97 6.13 0.47 0.76 4.17 < .001
Other 12 6.23 1.15 6.34 1.14 0.10 0.87 .200
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toys to purchase for the children. Sports toys and associated 
marketing are laden with multiple indicators that sports are 
(mostly) for boys. These messages are likely to contribute to 
building sport-related gender schemas long before children 
can participate in or consume organized sports.

Preliminary analyses indicate the importance of future 
work focusing on the intersection of gender and race regard-
ing children’s sport toys, with concerning trends existing 
regarding inequity in representation, sport-specific stereo-
types, and stereotypical depictions of child active engage-
ment. Although these exploratory findings are preliminary, 
they do indicate the importance of research that uses an 
intersectionality framework to understand how the market-
ing and creation of toys may be shaping adults’ purchasing 
decisions, thus impacting children’s sports toy engagement.

Study 2 confirms that sport-toys are still largely per-
ceived by adults as appropriate for boys. Though this effect 
can be moderated by the sport type, toy-classification, or 
color, adults see sport-related toys as more acceptable for 
boys. Opportunities for women in sport have expanded over 
time so it was surprising that adults rated so many toys as 
moderately to strongly masculine. This suggests that adults 
may obtain sport-related toys for their sons but not for their 
daughters, which can influence the types of skills children 
can build as well as the types of activities they grow to enjoy 
throughout the life course. Girls across the world engage in 
less physical activity than boys do (Aspen Institute, 2015; 
Whiting et al., 2020; Yeung & Johnston, 2019); it is pos-
sible that these patterns begin with early opportunities for 
play and leisure.

Though many toys lacked explicit gender labeling, only 
the target sport toys came close to showing equal numbers 
of boys and girls playing with those toys. Furthermore, it 
is notable that adult survey respondents only perceived a 
select few toys as gender-neutral. This finding suggests that 
most sport-related activities are polarized by gender. Such 
physical pursuits can be enjoyed by girls or by boys, but 
not by both. Such perceptions may limit the opportunities 
for children of all genders to play together in cooperative 
settings (Hanish et al., 2023; Martin et al., 2022). This is 
problematic, given that mixed-gender play has been empiri-
cally confirmed to relate to increased prosocial behavior 
and reduced aggression (Xiao et al., 2022). Moreover, gen-
der researchers posit that increased gender segregated play 
creates gender-typed spheres of influence, contributing to 
gender-typed socialization over time.

Sport Type, Color, and Active Engagement Further 
Communicate Gendered Ideas

Photographs of boys were more prominent in all sports, but 
the disparities were greatest in contact sports: football, hockey, 

Overall, this hypothesis was partially supported. We 
expected that removing color would result in toys being 
perceived as more gender-neutral but grayscale toys were 
perceived as more masculine. The data suggest that adding 
color, specifically adding pink, feminizes some toys. How-
ever, masculine sport categories seemed resistant to color 
shifts.

General Discussion

Toys are designed for leisure but are also a source of gender-
role socialization and an early site for building gender role 
schemas. Because adults are commonly the purchasers and 
providers of toys for children, this multi-study, mixed meth-
odological research examined how sport toys are advertised 
to and perceived by adults. Data clearly show that sport 
toys are marketed with implicit gendered messages and 
that adults hold gendered expectations of many sport toys. 
These findings point towards the role toys play in construct-
ing sport-related gender schemas and establish an important 
baseline for continuing the study of sport-related toys.

Sport Toys Convey Gendered Messages

The content analysis demonstrated that even though toy 
names are not explicitly gendered, implicit messages are 
common. About half of the observed toys were depicted 
in gender-neutral colors, but the remaining toys were more 
likely to feature masculine color schemes than feminine 
color schemes. Product images reinforced sport as a mascu-
line domain by showing boys more often overall, especially 
when playing aggressive sports. Images also depicted boys 
as more actively engaged than girls. This may perpetuate 
stereotypes about who can and should engage in sports, and 
if purchasing is influenced by these marketing trends, chil-
dren’s exposure to sports toys may be limited in ways that 
impact their interest and abilities.

Gender schemas develop rapidly between the ages of two 
and five. Children’s gender schemas act as filters and subse-
quently impact their attention, interest and behaviors (Mar-
tin & Dinella, 2012). During this time, most children cannot 
read but they can recognize colors and images, implicit 
labels which guide their toy interests (Dinella et al., 2017; 
Weisgram et al., 2014). Because the images collected in this 
study were featured on websites and toy packaging, children 
who saw such images may be led to believe that sports were 
“for boys”. It is plausible that the internalization of toy com-
panies’ messages about the gender appropriateness of sports 
toys may limit the toys they ask adults to purchase for them 
and those with which they choose to play. Adults may also be 
swayed by the toys’ colors and images when deciding which 
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adults viewed certain items in a grayscale pattern, they 
ranked the toys as moderately masculine. However, when 
they viewed the exact same item in color, they were per-
ceived as either moderately feminine or neutral. This pat-
tern applied to a wide range of children’s items such as ice 
skates, snowboards, gym mats, surfboards, golf clubs, and 
badminton rackets. This finding suggest that to some extent, 
“pink gives girls permission” (Weisgram et al., 2014) to 
engage in physical activity. The color symbolism may 
encourage adults to give a wider range of toys to girls, thus 
allowing girls to engage in previously prohibited activities. 
Changing objects from pink to grayscale was powerful for 
outdoor action toys and action sports. This may explain why 
action sports were largely perceived as neutral activities—
their ratings depended on the toy color.

One of the most interesting findings was that there 
seemed to be a limit to the permissiveness of pink. While 
color altered adults’ perceptions of some toys, toys asso-
ciated with strength and power were largely perceived as 
for boys, even when they were painted pink. This suggests 
that some physical pursuits cannot be “pinkified,” especially 
when the object is deeply entrenched in masculine gender 
norms. Objects that remained masculine, even when dis-
played in pink, include punching bags, cricket sets, and air 
rifles. Even when those sport toys are designed in a way to 
appeal to girls, adults did not find them appropriate. The 
actual meaning of an object carried more power than the 
color, design and label did. These findings echo previous 
research, such as when Weisgram et al.’s (2014) research 
team altered the gender-typed color of children’s toys and 
changing the color of feminine toys to blue was not impact-
ful enough to change boys’ interests in strongly feminine 
typed toys such as tea-sets and dolls.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Several limitations arose when conducting both studies. The 
list of sports depicted in the content analysis was limited 
compared to the toys shown in the survey, excluding some 
types of toys, such as sports figurines, from the content anal-
ysis. Also, some sports have minimal equipment needs and 
thus do not translate well into the toy market, so we cannot 
draw conclusions regarding gender-typing of those sports. 
The list of sports featured in the survey were more expan-
sive; however, we only asked adults about their perceptions 
of children’s toys. We do not know how these perceptions 
might translate into everyday parenting choices. We also do 
not know how children perceive and play with these toys, 
or sports toys’ impact on children’s physical skills and sport 
enjoyment. Moreover, attention should be paid to develop-
mental trends in gender schema formation and in children’s 
resulting play and sport participation.

and boxing/martial arts. The disproportionate number of boys 
shown playing these sports implies that men are more suited 
to sports that feature strength and aggression. Girls were fea-
tured more prominently (but still unequally) in individual pur-
suits, like bowling, where there is minimal physical contact with 
an opponent. In this way, these toys are still sending the long-
established message that women are ill-suited for intense bodily 
contact. The messages sent in the toy listings aligned with sur-
vey respondent perceptions. For example, sports like dance and 
gymnastics were more closely associated with girls and women. 
This supports previous research suggesting sport can be appro-
priate for women when it is associated with grace, beauty, and 
aesthetics (Hardin & Greer, 2009). Any sport participation will 
increase girls’ physical activity, but previous scholars have noted 
the link between sexual objectification and these aesthetic sports 
(Moradi & Huang, 2008). The close association of women with 
these specific sports reinforces a particular concerning narra-
tive about femininity- one where women focus primarily on 
style, artistry, and displaying their bodies for others (American 
Psychological Association, 2008; Levin & Kilbourne, 2009). If 
adults are giving children toys from gender-typed sport catego-
ries, they may be actively encouraging children to develop dif-
ferent sets of skills and reinforcing socially constructed gender 
roles. Our findings reinforce gender schemas that view men as 
more physical and aggressive than women.

The message of male physicality is further engrained 
when observing the differences between the active engage-
ment of boys and girls in the marketing of sports toys. On 
average, boys were likely to be pictured actively engaged 
than girls were, reinforcing the idea that boys are more 
physically active and symbolizing that girls and women 
have historically and continue to be restricted from sport 
participation within patriarchal systems. This is the same 
message that researchers have noted in sport magazines, 
commercials, textbooks, and television shows (Gietzen et 
al., 2017; Martin & McDonald, 2012; McNiel et al., 2012; 
Rasmussen et al., 2021; Táboas-pais & Rey-cao, 2012). 
Even when toy labels lack explicit gender signaling, these 
ideas contribute to gender schemas that ultimately shape 
activity preference.

Implicit gender signaling was also communicated via 
color. Girls may determine a sport is “for them” if the toy is 
pink. Some may see this as a solution to getting more girls 
into sports; however, this may also push boys to reject the 
very same toys. Weisgram et al.’s (2014) research team cau-
tioned that creating implicitly gender-colored versions of all 
toys increases the need for families to have multiple ver-
sions of the same toy and reinforces false binary messages 
about gender. It may also lead to decreases in mixed-gender 
play groups. While our research does not directly measure 
children’s understanding of colored sport toys, we learned 
that color had a big influence on adults’ perceptions. When 

1 3



Sex Roles

toys and fully engaging in gross motor play that can promote 
lifelong exercise and good health, rather than portraying girls 
as passive bystanders to action (that is often being taken by 
boys). Companies may balk at the number of models needed 
to increase diversity, but these costs may be offset by a wid-
ening of folks to the target market. While gendered color 
schemes are not recommended, toys that use feminized or 
masculine color schemes should make efforts to depict both 
boys, girls, and nonbinary children using the toys. This shift 
would potentially eventually remove the gendered nature of 
colors, allowing children to play with toys of all colors and 
remove an important barrier to mixed gender play.

A greater awareness of market forces that drive stereo-
typical purchasing can help adults think critically and care-
fully when providing toys to children. The website photos 
were typically identical to those displayed on the toy pack-
aging. Purchasers can either buy second-hand toys, unbox 
toys, or repackage items before giving them as gifts. Adults 
can help also model diverse and balanced play whenever 
possible. Such actions would reduce exposure to male-dom-
inated marketing images while creating more-inclusive gen-
der schemas. To reduce implicit ideas based on color, adults 
(including educators) should seek out neutrally colored toys 
and provide a wide array of toys regardless of the gender 
identity of children who will play with them.

Conclusion

Toys play an important role in children’s development but 
most research has not focused specifically on sport-related 
toys. This study takes a necessary first step in establishing 
the strongly gendered perceptions of sport-related toys. Our 
findings suggest that sport toys are still marked and largely 
perceived as being for boys. This is especially true for activ-
ities involving physicality, aggression, and strength. Toys 
that are painted in feminine-typed colors and sports that 
emphasize beauty, grace, and aesthetics are seen as more 
appropriate for girls. Sport toys are particularly important 
to study because girls continue to lag boys in sport partici-
pation, a traditionally masculine domain. By playing with 
sport-related toys, children can build fine and gross motor 
skills that are critical for physical literacy and set the foun-
dation for teamwork by engaging in cooperative play with 
others. Children can also engage in role-playing that will 
help them appreciate and understand physical activities. We 
hope researchers expand our research to learn how gendered 
sport toys shape children’s behavior and development.
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Future research could further examine how the observed 
patterns change with respect to different populations. While 
we collected data on survey respondents’ gender and age, we 
did not have enough statistical power to examine whether 
those factors played a significant role in toy perceptions. Fur-
thermore, given IRB restrictions and privacy concerns, we do 
not know where our survey participants hail from and we can-
not unpack the nuances of shifting cultural norms, which is 
important because sport carries different gendered meanings 
in different places (Coakley, 2020). In addition, toy use and 
play patterns differ based on contextual factors such as cul-
tural traditions and resource availability (Whiting & Edwards, 
1992). Because our research team was based in the U.S., we 
do not have a sense of the availability of sports toys or accom-
panying advertisements might vary throughout the world.

Though our research team was racially diverse, all the 
coders identified as women. Coders may have shaped their 
perceptions of the content analysis images. Though our 
RAs showed strong agreement with respect to coding the 
main variable of gender, there were less agreement on other 
variables; the toy description variable was dismissed due to 
reliability concerns. Future research should work to refine 
codes and coder training.

Finally, future research on toys should also aim to focus 
more explicitly on how gender intersects with race to inform 
ideas about toys. We conducted preliminary intersectional-
ity analyses within the current content analysis that indicate 
three trends that should be honored as the primary focus of 
future study. Researchers can examine the representation of 
different racial groups in toy advertisements, the associa-
tion of racial groups with specific toy types, or the way gen-
dered ideas about toys vary based on race. Scholars should 
examine how these patterns are related to racialized gen-
der schemes in sport-specific toys and play. We need much 
more research to help us understand how gender and race 
intersect regarding sport and toys.

Practice Implications

This study has implications for toy manufacturers and retail-
ers. Small changes in the way these toys are marketed can 
broaden play and future sport opportunities for all children. 
The removal of gendered terms from toy names and descrip-
tions is a welcome improvement, but these textual messages 
are belied by the overabundance of boys in the accompany-
ing photos as well as by the colored toys. Ideally, sports toys 
would be increasingly available in neutral color schemes. 
Photographs showing children using the toys should include 
children of multiple genders where possible, and care must 
be taken to not perpetuate stereotypes about who should and 
should not enjoy playing different sports. Toy companies 
could showcase girls as active participants enjoying sports 
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