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Tackling the Gender Bias: A Return to the Basics 

Gender inequality remains a huge problem today irrespective of the intellectual and societal 

advances that have occurred in the 21st century. While there have been great strides made and 

milestones achieved in the fight for equality, the battle is far from over. 

In this paper I will examine the shape present day inequality has taken, some interventions to 

close the gender gaps and what I deem to be a more effective solution to eradicating gender bias; a 

return to the basics, in the home and in the media. 

The Face of Modern Day Inequality 

There are so many opportunities available to women today, so why do we still talk about 

gender equality? The answer is simple enough. The battle is not over. Today we are dealing with 

something akin to an after effect of the years of explicit and even lawful discrimination. Implicit and 

sometimes unintended bias and stereotyping are now pervasive. This reveals the deep-seated biases 

that have worked themselves deep into societal consciousness.  

Let us examine some ways in which this is evident today. 

According to a research conducted by AAUW under the auspices of the National Science 

Foundation to study the underrepresentation of Women in STEM fields, it was found out that “men 

continue to outnumber women especially at the upper levels of stem professions because of the 

effects of societal beliefs and the learning environment where negative stereotypes persist about 

their abilities.” (AAUW, 2010)  This is clearly a huge problem in society as women continue to be 

underrepresented in these fields not because of any real inability to participate but because of biases 

and stereotypes.  
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According to the AAUW study women also face the dilemma of the double bind in work 

circles in that if they are successful and in position of power they are seen as bossy, aggressive and 

less likable. On the other hand if they decide to play the „mothering‟ role they are deemed less 

competent. (AAUW, 2010) 

Why does this happen? The lack of precedence, for most people, makes the concept of a 

„powerful‟ woman difficult to grasp. As far as they are concerned women are the „heroes‟ of the 

home and domesticated spaces, anything outside of these confines is not „normal.‟ So a very 

competent woman may be passed over for a promotion to a managerial position just because the 

decision makers do not necessarily equate femininity with strong leadership abilities.  

Prior Interventions 

The United Nations has tried to achieve more gender equality in all member states through 

the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

This requires States to "embody the principle of the equality of women and men in their national 

constitutions or other appropriate legislation." (UN Rule of Law) Despite this provision, however, 

much more still needs to be done. 

The Gender in Science and Engineering Program (GSE) at National Science Foundation, the 

NASA Summer Institute in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Research (SISTER), and The 

Conference on Undergraduate Women in Physics are great examples of interventions designed to 

promote gender diversity in STEM fields. (House Hearing, 2009) 

But the question remains how effective have these been in reaching a vast majority of 

women and girls out there especially those who are on the receiving end of additional race and class 

inequalities?  

http://www.unrol.org/doc.aspx?n=CONVENTION+ON+THE+ELIMINATION+OF+ALL+FORMS+OF+DISCRIMINATION+AGAINST.pdf
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Foundational Issues and a Return to the Basics 

A less explored side of gender inequality is the acceptance of same by the very ones affected; 

women. Thankfully, women in diverse circumstances are overcoming gender stereotypes on a daily 

basis. Every day women continually aspire to better positions even in the face of bias. Women in 

positions of power, no matter how few they are, walk into male dominated boardrooms prepared to 

deal with discrimination. Young women of color, raised in working class families, who have worked 

long and hard still, keep going, despite the discrimination they experience. 

What separates this bunch from the many millions who simply accept the status quo? It is 

the resilience, the leadership potential, and the recognition that they are more than what society 

labels them. This is the difference and this is what should be taught to girls everywhere, irrespective 

of their color or social class, and it should be taught to them early, before they accept society‟s 

restrictions and decide they do not have what it takes to be anything they want to be. 

Where else can we begin to teach and encourage girls and women to think this way if not at 

home? How else may we integrate these messages into the information they receive and imbibe if 

not in the media? These grassroots campaigns should go hand in hand with other types of possible 

solutions like legislation and academic intervention. 

Ban Bossy 

Ban Bossy is a public service campaign organized by LeanIn.org and Girls Scouts of the 

USA. The goal is to encourage leadership and achievement in girls. While this may seem an easily 

achievable goal it is actually difficult in practice. Every parent should want this for their girl child. To 

see them assert themselves and be creative, expressive and well rounded. In reality, however, there 

are several constraints that may undermine whatever good intentions parents may have for their 
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children‟s development. Unfortunately it does not help that these drawbacks are sometimes of their 

own doing. 

Campaign Strategy 

Through this campaign the organizers seek to challenge norms and shift perspectives as far 

as raising girls for leadership roles is concerned.  The campaign takes advantage of the current media 

landscape to spread the word on this agenda. From the central website, banbossy.com, several media 

forms are used to draw attention to the message. There are colorful, eye catching posters and 

graphics which are easily sharable on social media sites to raise awareness and advance the 

conversation. There are also quotes and statistics meant to share facts on the state of gender 

inequality, create more understanding of the social issues and ensure more informed participation 

from site visitors. Visitors are also encouraged to take the pledge by sharing a link to the campaign 

site on their social networks. The campaign is represented on the popular social media sites; 

Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram and Google+. 

There are also campaign videos meant to appeal to the sentiments of the viewers by focusing 

on little girls talking about their passions and dreams and how they hope to change the world. They 

also talk about how they are affected when they are called aggressive, know-it all and bossy because 

they talk about their ideas and speak up for themselves. 

The central part of the campaign, which is the most effective because it addresses the 

everyday experiences and specific sites of change, are the leadership tips provided on the website to 

help parents, teachers, managers and troop leaders encourage little girls to be leaders. I will examine 

some of the tips outlined in the campaign, specifically those designed to help parents prepare their 

girls and encourage them for a life of leadership without being afraid of being branded bossy, 
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aggressive, and angry or any other such labels. There are ten tips for parents, five of which I will 

explore here, condensed into three subtopics below. 

The Uneven Standards 

According to the campaign, when it comes to ambition, girls are discouraged from leading. 

This is because when a little boy asserts himself, he‟s called a “leader.” Not so with girls. Why? 

Parents are sometimes guilty of the double standards employed when raising boys and girls. The 

traditional way of thinking affirms that boys are the leaders and girls are just sweet little things to be 

appreciated for their beauty and primness. This is highly problematic and gives girls the impression 

that leadership roles are not meant for them.  

One strong fact outlined in the campaign is that by middle school, girls are 25% less likely 

than boys to say they like taking the lead.  (LeanIn, 2014) This kind of mindset informs their later 

interactions in life. The boys also begin to accept these biases and do not see the girls as 

counterparts in leadership positions. It is therefore not surprising that they grow up this way, not 

associating femininity with strong leadership potential. 

How may this problem be solved? Parents are encouraged to reflect on the different 

messages they may be giving a daughter or son about ambition, future success, and leadership. 

Parents can legitimize a girl‟s most ambitious dreams with acknowledgment and encouragement. 

(LeanIn, 2014) Girls and Boys should be encouraged equally to lead. The standards of success and 

achievement communicated to children should not be gender specific.  

           In the home this involves making expectations clear and equal. Delineating some roles or 

chores as feminine or masculine may mean laying the grounds for gender bias. All children should 

try out every kind of task. Boys can have fun learning to cook while girls try out traditionally 

„masculine‟ chores like taking out the trash or helping dad with mowing the lawn. This sends a clear 
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message that certain chores do not hold more value than others. Making the home an equal 

household will go a long way in leveling the playing field and raising children with a more balanced 

view of the world. In her essay Gender Inequality in the Welfare State, Jennifer Hook posits that 

childhood socialization shapes attitudes about gender and housework, primarily through modeling 

of parental behaviors. (Hook, 2010) When parents exhibit such behaviors they inadvertently 

promote the same bias that we bemoan in the larger society today. Paying attention to the message 

young children receive in the home will affect the quality of society tomorrow. 

Communication Patterns 

Another important tip encourages parents to notice how they communicate in front of their 

daughters and avoid hedging or softening opinions with disclaimers of apologies. (LeanIn, 2014) 

Children learn to communicate by modeling or simply mimicking their parents. Nowhere does the 

vicious cycle perpetrate itself more than when women with low confidence raise young girls. The 

patterns are learned and taken up as norms. When a mother displays attitudes in front of her 

daughter that suggests that she doesn‟t stand up for what she believes or downplays her own 

opinions in other to fit in she is unintentionally teaching her daughter to do the same or at the very 

least painting a limited view of the world in her young mind. 

            Solving this will mean that parents are conscious of their own communication patterns and 

self-esteem levels in other to encourage their girls to be confident in themselves.  This is important 

as the confidence gap starts young: Between elementary school and high school, girls‟ self-esteem 

drops 3.5 times more than boys‟. Girls begin to start their sentences with apologies [“I‟m not sure 

this is right, but…”] or use phrases like “kind of” and “sort of” to weaken their convictions. 

(LeanIn, 2014)  If unchecked these attitudes continue as they grow older making them more 

susceptible to societal pressures that tell them their opinions are not as important as anyone else‟s. 
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Male Influence 

A great tip exclusively for Fathers encourages them to show respect for the girls and women 

in their life; by doing so they help the girls develop high expectations of other men, and to speak out 

against cultural messages that tell them to value their physical appearance above all else. Research 

has shown that girls whose fathers are positively involved in their lives also tend to have higher self-

esteem and are more willing to try new things. (LeanIn, 2014)  

The role of fathers and grandfathers in the lives of children is one of high importance. Boys 

learn to treat women with respect and regard by relating to the attitudes of the men in their lives. 

When fathers recognize their role in shaping their children‟s outlook in life and thereby shaping 

future society, it is a win/win for everyone.  

Media Power 

Moving away from the Ban Bossy campaign, this last point brings us to another very 

important aspect of society that plays a huge role in gender expectations in society.  

By the age of 10, a young girl will watch an average of 31 hours of television a week and join 

other women around the country in comprising 52% of the movie-going population. (Mcsweeney, 

2012) This is a powerful statement which points to the amount of media exposure young girls have 

today and the consequent influence these media bring. 

Apart from the home environment the media is a powerful influence that continuously 

shapes their outlook and thoughts about society, gender roles and expectations. Over the years the 

media has been said to have an overwhelmingly negative impact on girls causing them to have 

poor body images, exposing them to limited career options, and accepting inferior status to 
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men. (Mcsweeney, 2012) Let us consider some ways in which the media landscape may distort the 

perception of young girls as far as their roles in the world is concerned. 

Dearth of [Strong] Female Characters in Media 

A study of top grossing G-rated family films revealed that there is almost a 3:1 ratio of male 

characters to female characters. Of this small number most female characters are portrayed as 

sexually objectified; even animated female characters are represented this way. So the reality is apart 

from having fewer and fewer strong female characters to identify with, young female audiences are 

left with the unrealistic standards of female attractiveness that can lead to body image problems in 

young girls. 

The study also showed that there were few films with female characters portrayed in the 

fields of medical science, as a business leader, in law, or in politics. Additionally, in G-rated family 

films from 1990-2010, 80.5% of all working characters are male and 19.5% are female, which is a 

contrast to real-world statistics, where women comprise 50% of the workforce. (Mcsweeney, 2012) 

There have been counter arguments that these numbers are arbitrary and young girls are not 

aware and do not pay attention to such details. However, such perceptions are slowly internalized 

especially as young girls grow and are in the process of forming perceptions about their role and 

place in society. These media offerings end up skewing their perceptions of their body image and 

gender expectations. Many examples abound of music videos, televisions shows, magazine covers 

where women are presented as picture perfect having body shape, size, skin and hair that the average 

girl may not have. These create standards in their minds that they compare themselves against. They 

also begin to accept a limited view of themselves; that their relevance is tied to their sexuality. 
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Also the dearth of strong female influence in media as content creators further promotes the 

misrepresentation of women‟s physical appearances. Since men are significantly dominating a hugely 

influential industry and our society is swayed by the media‟s ideologies, society adopts a skewed, 

male-fabricated image of the ideal female. ((Mcsweeney, 2012) 

How may this be solved? Encouraging more women to take up roles as influential content 

creators, providing opportunities, grants and funding if need be, for media materials created by 

women. Challenging the ideals put out in movies and media content and demanding more rounded 

content from the industry players. Is it also important to teach these simple concepts to media 

students; the creators of the future. It is important to note that being a female content creator does 

not necessarily translate to all round good content. The concepts have to be learned so that the 

vicious cycle can be stopped and the world can embrace a more gender-neutral existence for the 

benefit of everyone. 

Ban Bossy Campaign Reach and Effectiveness 

Overall, the Ban Bossy campaign encourages a social conversation that has immense benefits 

for the larger issues of gender inequality. Granted, the campaign does not promise a quick fix to 

change perceptions and shift public opinion especially in the workplace, in education and other areas 

where women face discrimination. In reality, no intervention can ever promise such a swift change. 

The commitment has to grow and build over time for any meaningful impact to be made. It will take 

more than just a video or a couple of online posters to create a more accepting environment for 

women to thrive. And while the tips are immensely helpful to enlighten parents and caregivers on 

how to raise girls to be leaders, the drawback of such a campaign is the reach and engagement it 

receives. How do the organizers ensure that these tips are downloaded from the website and actually 
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studied and applied in everyday parenting practice? How may they go beyond depending on online 

sharing and backlinks to spread the message?  

One other effective way to do this is probably to connect with schools, after school 

programs and utilize the Parent Teachers Associations to encourage participation. Workshops could 

also be arranged for women and parents who are interested in learning how to raise their girls to be 

effective leaders. As with any social change that requires active participation, the hope is that with 

more awareness and continuous encouragement more people will get on board and make the 

commitment to end gender bias and inequality.  

Conclusion 

What does this mean for the issues surrounding gender expectations and representation? We 

as humans have the potential to create and maintain a world that is habitable and efficient and 

women have a huge role to play in that; a role bigger than we have been given credit for. The 

strength of vision, organization and creativity that women bring to every endeavor should not be 

taken for granted. There are perspectives that will never be explored, stories that will never be told, 

and feats that may never be achieved unless a woman is in the details. Raising girls and even boys to 

recognize this potential and effectively channel it will mean ensuring future generations that will do 

right by society. This is cannot be left to chance. 
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