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Children show less positivity toward gender-nonconforming (GN) than gender-conforming (GC) peers. Yet, little
is known about children’s reasoning about peers of varying gender expressions, including age-, gender-, and cul-
ture-related influences.We investigated how children aged 4- to 5- and 8- to 9-years-old inHongKong andCanada
(N= 678) reason about their moral judgments of GC and GN peers. After viewing vignettes describing GC and
GNboys and girls, we asked childrenwhether each target peer’s behaviorwas right orwrong andwhy they thought
so. We coded children’s reasoning using a new coding scheme developed via inductive content analysis. Overall,
children’s most commonly used reasoning styles were global standard, personal choice, gender stereotypes, “don’t
know,” and others’ welfare. Children used more gender stereotype-related reasoning when they were older and
fromHongKong, appraising the GN boy, or when they perceived the target’s behavior as wrong. In contrast, chil-
dren reasoned based on personal choice more when they were from Canada or when they perceived the target’s
behavior as right. These findings inform how age-, gender-, and culture-related factors are associated with child-
ren’s reasoning about the acceptability or appropriateness of varying kinds of childhood gendered behavior. They
provide insights regarding children’s appraisals of different gender expressions by illuminating not only how they
viewGC andGNpeers but also, from their own perspectives, why they do so. These insights have implications for
strategies aimed at decreasing gender-related biases and increasing children’s acceptance of gender diversity.

Public Significance Statement
This study extended prior literature by comparingHongKong andCanadian children’s reasoning about moral
judgments of peers’ gendered behaviors using a sample much larger than those reported in prior research.
Apart from testing important variables including participant gender, age, and target gender and target gender
expression, we gained valuable insights into cultural variations. Our findings can inform future work focused
on improving children’s appraisals of peer gender nonconformity via strategies that target reasoning styles.
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Gender expression refers to aspects of an individual’s presentation
(e.g., appearance, behaviors, and traits) that are related to the roles
of being boys/men or girls/women (American Psychological
Association, 2015). Children have varying appraisals toward peers
of different gender expressions (Kwan et al., 2020; Nabbijohn
et al., 2020). Gender expressions that do not follow the expected
gender roles of a given culture are often considered as instances of
gender nonconformity (Spivey et al., 2018). Prior research suggested
that children were less positive toward gender nonconformity (e.g.,
less willing to befriend gender-nonconforming [GN] peers and more
likely to imitate gender-conforming [GC] than GN peers;
Blakemore, 2003; Kwan et al., 2020; Levy et al., 1995; Nabbijohn
et al., 2020; Y. Wang et al., 2022; Zucker et al., 1995). As poor
peer relations including stigmatization by peers have been found
to be a robust correlate of poorer psychological well-being in chil-
dren (Cohen-Kettenis et al., 2003; MacMullin et al., 2021; Roberts
et al., 2013), it is important to understand not just how, but also
why children appraise peers with varying gender expressions differ-
ently. Children’s reasoning styles when explaining their appraisals
may potentially reflect their underlying beliefs (Witenberg, 2007).
Common reasoning styles children used to explain their appraisals
of different gender expressions include personal choice (i.e., appeal
to individual preferences), gender stereotypes, others’ welfare, and
global descriptions of behavior as good or bad (Conry-Murray,
2013; Conry-Murray & Turiel, 2012; Killen et al., 2001, 2013;
Smetana, 1986; Theimer et al., 2001).
Prior studies suggested that the reasoning styles used were associ-

ated with levels of bias against different gender expressions (Killen et
al., 2013). For example, when children reason in support of a certain
gender expression, they are more likely to cite personal choice. More
than half of the children aged 5-, 6-, 8-, and 9-years-old who sup-
ported another child’s GN preference (e.g., a boy’s preference for a
pink bike; Conry-Murray, 2013) and children aged 6- and 8-years-old
who believed that a boy preferring a feminine activity should be
selected for the activity used personal choice as their justification
(Conry-Murray & Turiel, 2012). Gender stereotype-related reasoning
is often adoptedwhen children favor gender-stereotypical situations or
GC peers. For example, preschoolers who excluded an other-gender
peer engaging in a GN activity often rationalized their choice using
gender stereotypes (e.g., dolls are for girls, not boys; Killen et al.,
2001; Theimer et al., 2001). Other reasoning styles may be less
directly related to gender but are nevertheless important, as they are
among the most common reasoning styles children use. According
to social domain theory (Smetana, 2006; Turiel, 1983), moral reasons
(e.g., fairness), as well as social conventional reasons (e.g., group
norms) and personal reasons (e.g., personal goals), are fundamental
concerns when children interpret social issues. When justifying
their (dis)approval of moral transgressions in general, children used
reasoning such as fairness, equality, justice, rights, others’ welfare
(e.g., the described behavior should not bother others), and global
descriptions of bad or good (e.g., stealing is bad; Elenbaas, 2019;
Smetana, 1986; Stoddart & Turiel, 1985). Little is known about devel-
opmental and gender differences in reasoning when children judge
peer gender expressions. Thus, we investigated how children aged

4- to 5- and 8- to 9-years-old in Hong Kong and Canada (N= 678)
reason about their moral judgments of GC and GN peers.

Developmental and Gender Differences in Children’s
Reasoning About Gender Norms

According to gender schema theory (Martin et al., 2002;Martin &
Halverson Jr, 1981; Martin & Ruble, 2004), once children acquire
gender identity around 2–3 years of age, gender becomes a salient
characteristic. They are motivated to actively search for gender-
related information from the environment. Gender stereotypes are
formed as a result, which then influence cognitive processes and
behaviors. Through operant conditioning such as reinforcement of
GC behaviors, as well as observational learning of models exhibit-
ing GC behaviors (Bandura & Bussey, 2004; Bussey & Bandura,
1999; Mischel, 2015), gender socialization occurs and children
learn the expected gender norms over time, as socialization experi-
ence accumulates. Their gender schema may initially be rigid and
then becomemore complex with age due to improved cognitive abil-
ity and increasing experience with diverse and counter examples of
gender norms (Halim, 2016; Lobel et al., 2000). Thus, with advanc-
ing cognitive abilities, older children also are more flexible with gen-
der norms, believing that it is possible for people to engage in GN
activities (Trautner et al., 2005). However, less rigid views on
whether others adopt GN roles do not necessitate that children
become more accepting of GN behavior. Rather, prior studies
showed that children’s appraisals of gender nonconformity are less
positive in middle than in early childhood (Blakemore, 2003;
Carter & McCloskey, 1984; Kwan et al., 2020; Nabbijohn et al.,
2020; but see Stoddart & Turiel, 1985).

Understanding the paradoxical development of greater recogni-
tion of, and greater disapproval of, gender nonconformity requires
studies on the rationales children use when evaluating GN, in con-
trast to GC, behaviors. Recent research provides some insights.
Miller et al. (2009) found that older children in fourth and fifth
grades generated more gender-stereotypical statements to describe
boys and girls than did preschoolers. This greater knowledge may
contribute to greater reliance on gender stereotypes for judging gen-
dered behaviors. Children may also expand their rationales for
assessing the appropriateness of gendered behaviors, drawing on
increasingly more abstract concepts. For example, when asked
why they thought GN activities were wrong or not, kindergartners’
reasoning emphasized the importance of maintaining physical
appearance that conforms to one’s gender identity, whereas children
in middle childhood emphasized personal choice and social expec-
tations (i.e., gender roles can be changed according to different
social expectations; Stoddart & Turiel, 1985). Consequently, with
age, children may be prone to either utilize increasingly cognitively
sophisticated rationales to justify approval of gender nonconformity,
or utilize their expanding knowledge of gender stereotypes to ratio-
nalize disapproval of gender nonconformity.

Apart from age, children’s own gender appears to moderate their
reasoning about gender expressions. Leaper (1994) proposed that
higher status members tend to be avoidant of characteristics of
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lower status members; therefore, boys avoid femininity because it is
perceived as being associated with lower social status than masculin-
ity. Boys are also subject to stronger socialization pressure than girls to
conform to gender norms. For example, adults and children often
show more acceptance of gender nonconformity in girls than boys
(Kane, 2006; Roberts et al., 2013; Thomas & Blakemore, 2013).
Consistent with these ideas, boys are usually more avoidant of GN
behaviors and more accepting of gender stereotypes than girls
(Wallien et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2022) and GN boys are perceived
more negatively than GN girls (Braun&Davidson, 2017; Kwan et al.,
2020; Nabbijohn et al., 2020; Qian et al., 2021). Although these stud-
ies did not directly investigate gender differences in reasoning, they
point to the heavier emphasis for boys and by boys to adhere to gender
norms, thus suggesting that boys may be more likely than girls to use
gender stereotype-related reasoning, and this reasoning style may be
used more often when evaluating GN boys than GN girls.

Culture and Children’s Reasoning About Gender Norms

Because gender socialization practices are embedded within larger
cultural practices and values, developmental changes in children’s rea-
soning styles when explaining their judgment about gender norms
need to be studied within diverse communities and through global
studies. Existing research in the West (usually Western Europe and
North America) has shown that children as young as 4 years old to
middle childhood give less positive appraisals toward gender noncon-
formity than gender conformity (Blakemore, 2003; Levy et al., 1995;
Nabbijohn et al., 2020; Zucker et al., 1995). Consistent with
these studies, Chinese children between 4 and 9 years old perceived
GN peers less positively and preferred them less than GC peers
(Kwan et al., 2020; Y. Wang et al., 2022). Although both Chinese
and Western children are less positive toward gender nonconformity
than gender conformity, whether children across cultures reason sim-
ilarly about their appraisals is largely unknown.
Although other studies have investigated judgments about gender

norms with a cultural perspective, we are aware of only two publica-
tions, Conry-Murray et al.’s (2015, 2020) research on U.S. and
Korean children, that investigated reasoning styles about gender
norms across more than one cultural sample. Specifically, Conry-
Murray et al. (2015, N= 144 children; 2020, N= 151 children and
49 adults) examinedU.S. andKorean children’s judgment and reason-
ing about gender norms in helping versus nonhelping and public ver-
sus private contexts. Korean children were less accepting of gender
norm violations and used more gender-related reasoning than U.S.
children when the context did not involve helping others, reflecting
different cultural emphasis on gender stereotypes. Therewas little cul-
tural difference when a helping goal was involved, reflecting general
prominence of moral concerns or concerns about others’ welfare in
children. In contrast, the U.S. children used more gender-related rea-
soning than Korean children in private, though not in public contexts.
These provided initial evidence that culture may influence children’s
use of reasoning styles when explaining judgments about gender
norms.
There are reasons to expect that Chinese children’s reasoning

about gender nonconformity may differ from their Western peers.
One difference may be that Chinese children reason based on gender
stereotypes more often. For example, the Taoist concept of yin and
yang in Chinese culture, which suggests that men and women play
different roles to maintain a balance in nature (R. R. Wang, 2005),

might dichotomize the two genders and rationalize adherence to gen-
der norms. Supporting this notion, Chinesewomen scored higher than
U.S. women on benevolent sexism. This scale includes a gender com-
plementary dimension (i.e., stereotypic roles for women), which sug-
gested Chinese women might have endorsed gender complementary
relationships more strongly than U.S. women (Z. Chen et al., 2009).
Several other findings suggest that gender stereotypes are more visible
and endorsed more in Chinese than typicalWestern societies included
in prior research. For example, Chinese students described women
using more gender-stereotypical characteristics (e.g., “warm”),
whereas U.S. students described women using more liberal character-
istics (e.g., “competent”; Lii &Wong, 1982). Also, Chinese magazine
advertisements showed less gender egalitarian content than U.S.
advertisements (Zhang & Cartwright, 2009). In children’s appraisals,
Hong Kong children were less positive toward gender nonconformity
than Canadian children (Kwan et al., 2020; MacMullin et al., 2020;
Nabbijohn et al., 2020). In Conry-Murray et al. (2015), children in
Korea (a culture that shares many cultural elements with China,
such as Confucianism) also employed more gender-related reasoning
than U.S. children in nonhelping contexts. Thus, it is possible that
Chinese children reason based on gender stereotypes more than chil-
dren from Western cultures.

Specific cultural values may also lead Chinese children to reason
more based on group harmony or others’welfare and less on personal
choice. For example, Chinese culture places more emphasis on rela-
tionships with others (Chao, 1995; X. Chen et al., 2003), whereas
Canadian culture places more emphasis on individual autonomy
(Y.-R. Chen et al., 1998). When examining parenting goals,
Chinese mothers emphasized maintaining good relationships with
others (Chao, 1995), whereas Canadian mothers emphasized the
development of autonomy (Liu et al., 2005); when examining teach-
ing styles, Chinese teachers tended to adopt a controlling style rather
than an autonomy-supportive style (Zhou et al., 2012); when examin-
ing students’ learning styles, Asian students (including Hong Kong)
had a stronger tendency to adopt collaborative approaches in learning
than Australian students (Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001; Tang,
1996). These patterns suggest Chinese children may reason more
based on others’ welfare, whereas children from Western countries
(e.g., Canada) may reason more based on personal choice than their
cultural counterparts.

The Present Study

Prior findings from the data set employed in this study (Kwan et al.,
2020; MacMullin et al., 2020; Nabbijohn et al., 2020) found that chil-
dren in Hong Kong and Canadawere less positive toward GN peers in
various respects (e.g., friendship preference, perceived popularity).
Interestingly, Chinese, but not Canadian, children judged GN peers’
behavior as more wrong than GC peers’ behavior. This study builds
on earlier analyses of this data set by focusing on children’s reasoning
about their moral judgments (i.e., judging the correctness of peers’
behaviors). Moral judgments are important because they capture
children’s cognitive bias and are often investigated in studies of child-
ren’s gender-related appraisals of peers. We included children aged
4–5 and 8–9 years old for several reasons. First, peer gender segrega-
tion increases from early childhood and peaks in middle childhood
(Leaper, 2022; Mehta & Strough, 2009), and children’s behaviors
tend to be more gender-typed in same-gender peer groups, partly
through modeling and peer scrutinization of GN behaviors
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(Kowalski, 2007; Martin & Fabes, 2001). Second, developmental
differences in children’s judgment and reasoning about gender
norms have been reported in this age range (although with mixed find-
ings; Conry-Murray, 2013; Conry-Murray et al., 2015, 2020; Conry-
Murray & Turiel, 2012; Killen & Stangor, 2001), making it important
to understand children’s explanations during this developmental
period. Third, as prior studies examining children’s gender-related rea-
soning usually involved children aged 4 years old or above (Conry-
Murray, 2015, 2017; Killen et al., 2001; Theimer et al., 2001), it is
expected that children above this age have the necessary verbal ability
to explain their reasoning. Thus, by building on earlier analyses of
our large data set (N= 678) of Hong Kong and Canadian children
aged 4–5 and 8–9 years old, the present study can contribute to our
understanding of children’s reasoning styles about their moral judg-
ments (i.e., judging the correctness of GN and GC peers’ behaviors)
reflecting their appraisals of different gender expressions, as well as
the influence of various important variables including age and gender,
in two samples from different geographical regions.
The first set of hypotheses concerned the overall usage of reasoning

styles. According to the gender schema theory, gender stereotypes
develop from an early age and often affect judgments (Killen et al.,
2001; Martin, 1989; Theimer et al., 2001). Also, prior empirical find-
ings based on social domain theory have shown that moral concerns,
social convention and approval, and personal choice are important in
children’s judgments about gender norms (Smetana, 2006; Turiel,
1983). Thus, our first hypothesis was that gender stereotype-related
reasoning, as well as reasoning reflecting moral concerns (e.g., others’
welfare), personal choice, and global standards, would be among the
most commonly used reasoning styles (H1a). However, the frequency
of the various reasoning styles may be moderated by whether the par-
ticipants perceived the target’s behavior as right orwrong. Thus, it was
hypothesized that children who believed the target’s behavior was
wrong would reason based on gender stereotypes more than children
who believed the target’s behavior was right (Killen et al., 2001;
Theimer et al., 2001) (H1b). In contrast, children who believed that
the target was right would reason based on personal choice more
than children who believed that the target was wrong (Conry-
Murray, 2013; Conry-Murray & Turiel, 2012) (H1c).
The second set of hypotheses concerned children’s age. Gender seg-

regation peaks in middle childhood with children more intensively
scrutinizing peers’ gender nonconformity (Leaper, 2022; Mehta &
Strough, 2009), and children’s knowledge of gender stereotypes
increases with age (Blakemore, 2003; Miller et al., 2009; Trautner
et al., 2005). Both factors suggest gender-stereotypical reasoning
would be more common among older children. Also, older children
or young adults emphasized personal choice more than younger chil-
dren (Conry-Murray et al., 2020; Stoddart&Turiel, 1985). Thus, it was
hypothesized that older children would reason based on gender stereo-
types (H2a) and personal choice (H2b) more than younger children.
The third set of hypotheses concerned gender. Based on status dif-

ferences betweenmasculinity and femininity and heavier sanctions for
boys’ gender nonconformity, it was hypothesized that the gender of
the participant (Leaper, 1994; Wood et al., 2022) and the target
being appraised (Braun & Davidson, 2017; Killen et al., 2001;
Theimer et al., 2001; Wallien et al., 2010) would be related to child-
ren’s reasoning. Specifically, it was hypothesized that boys would rea-
son based on gender stereotypes more than girls (H3a) and children
would reason based on gender stereotypes more when appraising
GN children, particularly GN boys, than GC children (H3b).

The fourth set of hypotheses concerned cultural comparisons.
Limited literature has compared gender-related reasoning across dif-
ferent cultures simultaneously (except Conry-Murray et al., 2015,
2020). Our study contributed in this regard by comparing Chinese
and Canadian cultures with a sample much larger than those reported
in prior research. Chinese culture emphasizes gender stereotypesmore
strongly (Z. Chen et al., 2009; Lii & Wong, 1982; Zhang &
Cartwright, 2009). Also, participants in this study from Hong Kong
were found to be less positive toward gender nonconformity than
Canadian children (Kwan et al., 2020; MacMullin et al., 2020;
Nabbijohn et al., 2020). Thus, it was hypothesized that Hong Kong
children would reason based on gender stereotypes more than
Canadian children (H4a). Further, based on the relative emphasis
placed on interpersonal relationships or personal interest and the var-
ious differences in socialization practices between these cultures
(Chao, 1995; Liu et al., 2005; Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001;
Tang, 1996; Zhou et al., 2012), it was hypothesized that Hong
Kong, compared with Canadian, children would reason more based
on others’ welfare (H4b) and Canadian, compared with Hong
Kong, children would reason more based on personal choice (H4c).

Method

Participants

This study was based on data from our larger project examining
gender-related peer appraisals in Hong Kong and Canadian children
(Kwan et al., 2020; MacMullin et al., 2020; Nabbijohn et al., 2020).
Hong Kong Chinese children were recruited through kindergartens,
primary schools, and education centers, and through advertisements
online and on campus. Canadian children were recruited from a com-
munity participant pool at a large university in Mississauga. Across
the Hong Kong and Canadian samples, 26 participants were
excluded because they reported having special educational needs,
did not meet the age requirement, did not comply with the study pro-
cedures, and/or failed attention check questions during the experi-
ment. Also, one Canadian participant was identified by their
parent as gender creative. We did not have enough participants to
form a group of nonbinary children for analysis and, thus, this par-
ticipant was excluded. Our sample was part of a larger project and
the sample size was determined to provide conventional levels of
statistical power in relation to comparisons performed in our earlier
papers (Kwan et al., 2020; MacMullin et al., 2020; Nabbijohn et al.,
2020). The Hong Kong sample consisted of 320 participants, of
which 109 children (55 boys and 54 girls) were in the younger age
group (4–5 years old; Mage= 4.51, SD= 0.50) and 211 children
(105 boys and 106 girls) were in the older age group (8–9 years
old; Mage= 8.50, SD= 0.50). The Canadian sample consisted of
358 participants, of which 176 children (91 boys and 85 girls)
were in the younger age group (4–5 years old; Mage= 4.55, SD=
0.50) and 182 children (93 boys and 89 girls) were in the older
age group (8–9 years old; Mage= 8.53, SD= 0.50). For demo-
graphic characteristics of our sample, please refer to Tables 1 and 2.

Procedures

The study procedures were the same in Hong Kong and Canada.
Each child was accompanied by a parent/guardian to the laboratory
and both provided consent or verbal assent. Ethics approval was
obtained from the institutional ethics committees. The parent/guardian
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completed a demographic questionnaire and other questionnaires as
part of a larger study. At the same time, the child completed the
study with a GC female researcher. Children viewed one of two slide-
shows depending on whether they were assigned to the intervention
or control condition (for detailed procedures and results relating to
the conditions, please refer to the online supplemental material A).
The intervention was designed to influence the appraisals but not
the reasoning styles, and supplementary analyses confirmed that
assignment to the intervention versus control condition had no effect
on the reasoning styles. Thus, conditionwas only included as a control
variable in this report. After viewing the intervention or control con-
dition slides, the test phase of the procedure commenced. In the test
phase, children viewed four vignettes, each describing one of four tar-
gets (i.e., GC boy, GN boy, GC girl, and GN girl) in a random order,
followed by an interview on their appraisals and reasoning. Each
vignette was 75 s long and consisted of five illustrations lasting 15 s
each. Each illustration was displayed with prerecorded audio narra-
tives. The illustrations introduced the target’s name and grade (the
same grade as the participant), the target’s preferences for toys, activ-
ities, clothing and hairstyle, and gender of playmates. To control for
the possible racial bias, the target’s skin tone was matched to the par-
ticipant’s complexion of White, East Asian, Brown, and Black indi-
viduals. Samples of slideshows in the control and intervention
conditions, as well as the vignettes and associated scripts, are provided
in the online supplemental material B.

Reasoning About Moral Judgments

To assess moral judgments, the Canadian version asked the child
participants “Was what (name of the target) was doing in the story
wrong?” for each target in the vignettes. Children answered on a
3-point scale of no (not wrong), don’t know, and yes (wrong) with
corresponding emojis (i.e., smiling face, neutral face, and frowning
face) as illustrations. As a matter of translation that considered what
sounded more natural in daily conversations, we phrased the ques-
tion in the Hong Kong version as “Was what (name of the target)
was doing in the story right?” Children could respond with one of
three options, yes (right), don’t know, or no (not right). After chil-
dren answered this appraisal question, we asked a follow-up reason-
ing question: “Why do you think what (name of the target) was
doing in the story is wrong (not right) or not wrong (right)?”

Coding Scheme Development and Reliability

We first pilot-tested the coding scheme of a prior study on children’s
reasoning in justifying correctness of behaviors (Smetana, 1986) on 80
participants. However, this existing coding scheme did not fit our data
well. Many responses could not be unambiguously assigned to a cod-
ing category, resulting in low interrater reliability. We thus developed,
taking reference of the existing scheme of (Smetana, 1986), a new cod-
ing scheme to better fit our data. We developed the preliminary coding
schemes for this study using inductive content analysis, a systematic
method to describe the meaning of and identifying themes in qualita-
tive data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). It is a widely used research technique
in which direct information can be grounded on actual data (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). We proposed coding categories and definitions after
screening the actual data, conducted the initial coding and returned to
examine the data repeatedly to develop appropriate categories that
closely reflected the data. One Hong Kong researcher and two

Canadian researchers conducted the coding of the first 40 participants
of the Canadian sample independently using the preliminary coding
schemes. The reliabilities were low,with κ values ofmost codes falling
below the conventional acceptable value of .80 (McHugh, 2012). The
discrepancies among the three coders were discussed and some catego-
ries were revised to better classify the responses. The revised coding
scheme was applied for the next 40 participants of the Canadian sam-
ple following the previously described coding process. The reliabilities
improved and the κ values of most codes were around .80. After dis-
cussion of the initial coding results of the first 80 participants men-
tioned above, the coding scheme was finalized.

In the final stage, two Hong Kong researchers fluent in both
Chinese and English coded all the data independently. Coding for
each response from a child was either 0 (did not use the reasoning
style) or 1 (did use the reasoning style) in each reasoning style cat-
egory. Multiple coding of reasoning styles was allowed for each
response such that one or more reasoning style categories could be
coded as “1.” For moral judgments of the four targets, the κ values
of the Hong Kong data ranged from .88 to .92, whereas those for the
Canadian data ranged from .86 to .91. Thus, all κ values were good
(i.e.,..80). When there were discrepancies between the two coders,
a third researcher fluent in both Chinese and English made the final
judgment. Table 3 shows the finalized coding scheme.

Translation

Materials such as script of vignettes, questionnaires, and coding
scheme were originally in English. To prepare a Chinese version
of materials for Hong Kong children, Karen Man Wa Kwan,
Wang Ivy Wong and an assistant with a translation degree translated
the materials from English to Chinese. All of these researchers are
from Hong Kong, proficient in both Chinese and English, and are
familiar with Hong Kong culture.

Statistical Analyses

We first investigated the frequency of each reasoning style in order
to identify the most frequently used reasoning styles. This addressed
our first hypothesis that gender stereotype-related reasoning, as well as
concern for others’ welfare, global standards, and personal choice
would be among the top reasoning styles. Because the coding scheme
included many different reasoning styles (i.e., 18), we focused on the
five most frequently used reasoning styles. Then, for the remaining
analyses, we considered only the top five for parsimony.

To discern whether these reasoning styles depended on partici-
pants’ perception of the correctness of targets, we included partici-
pant’s judgment (i.e., participant’s response of whether the target
is right or wrong) as a predictor in the analyses. This addressed
the rest of our first set of hypotheses, which predicted that children
used different kinds of reasoning styles depending on whether
they perceived the targets as right or wrong.

To examine whether and how reasoning style was related to par-
ticipant age group, gender, and culture, we included these variables
and their interaction terms as predictors in the analyses. This
addressed the second, third, and fourth sets of hypotheses.

As each participant answered the same question for each of the
four targets, making it a repeated measures design, we used general-
ized linear mixed-effects models to account for both within- and
between-person variability (Bonate, 2006). The fixed effects
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included between-person variables (i.e., participant’s judgment, age
group, gender, culture, and condition), within-person variables
(i.e., target gender and target gender expression), and several inter-
action terms including interactions pertaining to gender (i.e., Target
Gender× Target Gender Expression), interactions to further control
for the possible influence of condition (i.e., Culture×Condition
and Condition×Age Group), interactions to explore the possible
accumulated socialization effects with age (i.e., Target Gender
Expression×Age Group, Target Gender×Age Group, Gender×
Age group, Culture×Age Group), and interactions to explore the
possible accumulated socialization effects by culture with age (i.e.,
Culture× Target Gender Expression×Age Group, Culture×
Target Gender×Age Group, Culture×Gender×Age Group). In
the post hoc comparisons following up on the significant findings
involving participants’ judgment, we only compared children who
responded that the target’s behavior was either right or wrong (i.e.,
children who responded “don’t know” were not included in the com-
parisons), which was our main interest. The random effect was par-
ticipant. The dependent variable in each model was the use of each
of the top five reasoning styles. All means presented were adjusted
means. As 678 participants answered the question for the four targets
(i.e., each participant gave four responses), 2,712 responses were ana-
lyzed in each model.

For the purpose of multiple testing correction, we adopted a strin-
gent alpha (i.e., critical α of .001) for all the analyses. Table 4 sum-
marizes the results of hypothesis testing and Table 5 summarizes
the significant findings without a hypothesis. Because none of the
demographic variables correlated with the dependent variables for
all four target peers (i.e., GC boy, GN boy, GC girl, and GN girl),
they were not entered as covariates. Table S1 in the online supple-
mental material C shows the correlational analysis of the demo-
graphic and dependent variables. In the Results section, we first
report the frequency of the top five reasoning styles, and then orga-
nize the rest of the findings by these reasoning styles.

Other aspects of our larger study explored the appraisals and
intervention effect aimed at influencing children’s appraisals of
GN peers. Results on developmental patterns of appraisals of
peers and the intervention effects on such appraisals were detailed
in our prior reports (Kwan et al., 2020; MacMullin et al., 2020;
Nabbijohn et al., 2020). As the effect of the intervention on rea-
soning styles was not a focus of the current study and we did not
find the reasoning styles to differ across conditions, any results per-
taining to reasoning styles across conditions are presented in the
online supplemental material A. The data that support the findings
of this study are available from the corresponding authors upon rea-
sonable request.

Table 3
Coding Scheme and Percentage of Children Using Each Reasoning Style

Percentage of children
using this reasoning

style (%) Category Description Example(s)

23.4 Global standard Behaving in accordance with existing social rules/norms
(excluding gender norms)
Global or generic descriptions of an act as good/bad,
right/wrong

What he/she does is normal; he/she is
good in general

21.2 Personal choice Appeal to individual preferences/liking It is his/her own choice; he/she is doing
something that he/she likes

12.2 Gender stereotypes References to gender roles or gender stereotype-related
reasoning

He did girls’ things/she did boys’ things

12.2 Don’t know Participants cannot think of any reason for the target’s
correctness/wrongness

I don’t know

10.8 Others’ welfare Appeal to the interests of persons other than the target He/she did not upset/hurt/disturb others
6.6 Mere repetition Mere repetition of what the target is doing without

making any comment
She puts on mom’s old dress

3.8 Perceived emotion References to the target’s emotion(s) He/she is happy
2.8 Prudential reasons References to nonsocial positive/negative consequences

to the target, e.g., personal comfort, health
What he/she is doing is dangerous

2.6 Self-reference References to the self, e.g., explicitly express that they
like the target because the target does something the
participants like

He/she is playing something that I like; I
am a boy, so I support the boy

2.1 Authority’s approval References to the approval/disapproval or positive/negative
reaction(s) (e.g., rewards/punishment) of specific
authority figures (e.g., parents, teachers)

Mom/dad doesn’t allow me to do so

1.4 Other-reference References to other people or characters in the vignette His name is the same as my best friend’s
name

1 No answer Say nothing
0.2 Peer approval References to the positive/negative responses of peers Other children won’t play with him/her
0.2 Superficial environment

element
References to the environment’s superficial elements The car is not of the same color

0.1 Superficial element (not
about subjective liking)

Merely mention the target’s superficial elements (e.g.,
appearance, name)

She is beautiful

0.1 Gender of the target Perceive the target as right/wrong simply because of the
gender of the target

He is wrong because he is a boy

0.1 Self-reference (without
reason)

References to the self without providing reason(s) I like him/her

9.2 Others Any other reason(s) He/she is different/odd
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Results

In the combined sample, the top five reasoning styles were (a) global
standard (23.4%; e.g., “what he/she does is normal”), (b) personal
choice (21.2%; e.g., “it is his/her own choice”), (c) gender stereotypes
(12.2%; e.g., “he did girls’ things”), (d) “don’t know” (12.2%; e.g.,
“I don’t know”), and (e) others’ welfare (10.8%; e.g., “he/she did not
upset others”). Table 3 shows the percentages of usage of all reasoning
styles in the combined sample. These findings supported H1a that gen-
der stereotype-related reasoning, global standard, others’ welfare, and
personal choice would be commonly related to children’s appraisals.
In Figure 1, children’s top five reasoning styles were compared

across participants’ different judgments of the targets’ correctness
(1a), participant age group (1b), participant gender (1c), target gen-
der and gender expression (1d), and culture (1e). Figure 2 shows the
follow-up for the significant interaction between culture and age for
the gender stereotypes reasoning style. Tables 4 and 5 summarize all
the hypothesis testing results. For condition, please refer to Figure S1
in the online supplemental material A.
Table S2 in the online supplemental material C shows percentages

of usage in children for all reasoning styles by judgment of correct-
ness, age group, child’s gender, target’s gender, culture, and condi-
tion. Table S3 in the online supplemental material C shows the
correlation matrix among the top five reasoning styles. Table S4 in
the online supplemental material C shows the F value, df, p value,
and post hoc test (if any) for each fixed effect.

Global Standard

There was a main effect of participant’s judgment, F(2, 2690)=
6.64, p, .001. Children who responded that the target’s behavior
was right were more likely to use global standard than children who

responded that the target’s behavior was wrong, t(590)=−3.31,
p, .001, OR= 2.19, Mright= 0.22, Mwrong= 0.11. There was no
main effect of participant age, participant gender, target gender,
target gender expression, culture, and no interaction.

Personal Choice

There was a main effect of participant’s judgment, F(2, 2690)=
21.46, p, .001. Children who responded that the target’s behavior
was right were more likely to use personal choice than children
who responded that the target’s behavior was wrong, t(565)=−4.80,
p, .001,OR= 7.81,Mright= 0.12,Mwrong= 0.02 (supporting H1c).
Also, there was a main effect of age group. Older children were more
likely to use personal choice than younger children, F(1, 2690)=
53.53, p, .001, OR= 16.13, Myounger= 0.01, Molder= 0.09 (sup-
porting H2b). Moreover, there was a main effect of culture.
Canadian children were more likely to use personal choice than
Hong Kong children, F(1, 2690)= 51.32, p, .001, OR= 6.10,
MHong Kong= 0.01, MCanadian= 0.09 (supporting H4c). There was
no main effect of participant gender, target gender, target gender
expression, and no interaction.

Gender Stereotypes

There was a main effect of participant’s judgment, F(2, 2690)=
20.63, p, .001. Children who responded that the target’s behavior
was wrong were more likely to use gender stereotype-related reason-
ing than children who responded that the target’s behavior was right,
t(298)= 6.13, p, .001, OR= 4.43, Mright= 0.04, Mwrong= 0.14
(supporting H1b). Also, there was a main effect of age group.
Older children were more likely to use gender stereotype-related rea-
soning than younger children, F(1, 2690)= 43.38, p, .001, OR=
8.20,Myounger= 0.02,Molder= 0.15 (supporting H2a). Further, there
was an interaction between culture and age group, F(1, 2690)=
10.29, p, .001. Post hoc analyses were conducted within each
age group. For older children, Hong Kong children were more likely
to use gender stereotype-related reasoning than Canadian children,
F(1, 1564)= 14.56, p, .001, OR= 2.44, MHong Kong= 0.24,
MCanada= 0.11. No significant cultural comparison was found for
the younger age group, F(1, 1132)= .97, ns. Additional post hoc
analyses were conducted within each culture. Older children were

Table 4
Summary of Hypothesis Testing Results

Variable Hypothesis Result

Frequency H1a: Gender stereotype-related reasoning, as well as reasoning reflecting moral concerns (e.g., others’ welfare),
personal choice, and global standards would be among the most commonly used reasoning styles

Supported

Correctness
of targets

H1b: Children who believed that the target was wrong would reason based on gender stereotypes more than children
who believed that the target was right

Supported

H1c: Children who believed that the target was right would reason based on personal choice more than children
who believed that the target was wrong

Supported

Age H2a: Older children would reason based on gender stereotypes more than younger children Supported
H2b: Older children would reason based on personal choice more than younger children Supported

Gender H3a: Boys would reason based on gender stereotypes more than girls Not Supported
H3b: Children would reason based on gender stereotypes more when appraising GN children, particularly GN boys,
than GC children

Supported

Culture H4a: Hong Kong children would reason based on gender stereotypes more than Canadian children Supported in older
children

H4b: Hong Kong children would reason based on others’ welfare more than Canadian children Supported
H4c: Canadian children would reason based on personal choice more than Hong Kong children Supported

Table 5
Summary of Findings Without a Hypothesis

Variable Finding

Correctness
of targets

Children who believed that the target was right reason based on
a global standard more than children who believe that the
target was wrong

Age Younger children reasoned based on “don’t know” more than
older children

CHILDREN’S GENDER-RELATED REASONING 9

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001698.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001698.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001698.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001698.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001698.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001698.supp


more likely to use gender stereotype-related reasoning than younger
children in both Hong Kong, F(1, 1272)= 45.86, p, .001, OR=
16.13 and Canada, F(1, 1424)= 12.64, p, .001, OR= 3.28.
Moreover, there was an interaction between target gender expression
and target gender, F(1, 2690)= 13.75, p, .001. Post hoc analyses
were conducted within each target gender. When appraising target
boys, children were more likely to use gender stereotype-related rea-
soning when evaluating the GN boy than the GC boy, F(1, 1348)=
18.90, p, .001, OR= 2.38, Mtarget GC boy= 0.07, Mtarget GN boy=
0.14 (supporting H3b). No significant difference was found for tar-
get girls. There was no main effect of participant gender, target gen-
der, or culture.

Don’t Know

There was a main effect of participant’s judgment, F(2,
2690)= 36.79, p, .001; but, when comparing only those chil-
dren who responded the target’s behavior was right or wrong, no
significant difference was found. Also, there was a main effect
of age group. Younger children were more likely to use “don’t
know” than older children, F(1, 2690)= 19.27, p, .001, OR=

5.28, Myounger= 0.11, Molder= 0.03. There was no main effect
of participant gender, target gender, target gender expression, cul-
ture, and no interaction.

Others’ Welfare

There was a main effect of culture. Hong Kong children were more
likely to use others’ welfare than Canadian children, F(1, 2690)=
27.90, p, .001, OR= 1.33, MHong Kong= 0.13, MCanadian= 0.03
(supporting H4b). There was no main effect of participant judgment,
age, participant gender, target gender, target gender expression, and
no interaction.

Post Hoc Analysis on the Use of “Don’t Know”
Reasoning Style

“Don’t know” was among the top five reasoning styles and youn-
ger children responded with “don’t know” more than older children
did. To examine the possibility that the findings that older children
used more personal choice and gender stereotype-related reasoning
were not merely an artefact of younger children’s greater tendency

Figure 1
Children’s Use of the Top Five Reasoning Styles in Moral Judgments

Note. (a) Use of the top five reasoning styles as a function of judgments of the targets’ correctness. In the post hoc comparison, we only compared those
children who responded that the target’s behavior was either right or not right, which was our main interest. (b) Use of the top five reasoning styles as a function
of age. (c) Use of the top five reasoning styles as a function of participant gender. (d) Use of the top five reasoning styles as a function of target gender and target
gender expression. (e) Use of the top five reasoning styles as a function of culture.
* p, .001.
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to respond with “don’t know”, the significant main effects of age
were examined when excluding those children who used the reason-
ing style “don’t know”. Results showed that the main effects of age
were still present, suggesting that the age differences were not
merely the result of younger children’s tendency to use the reasoning
style “don’t know”more than older children. For details, please refer
to Table S5 in the online supplemental material C.

Discussion

Prior studies have shown that children appraise peers who violate
gender norms less positively than those who conform (Blakemore,
2003; Kwan et al., 2020; Levy et al., 1995; Nabbijohn et al., 2020;
Y. Wang et al., 2022; Zucker et al., 1995). However, little is known
about how children explain their appraisals, an avenue that may help
clarify the root of children’s bias against gender nonconformity and,
thus, inform the appropriate target(s) of intervention strategies. This
study extended prior literature by examining children’s reasoning
styles when appraising peers of varying gender and gender expressions
using a large sample and examining reasoning in moral judgments, a
core aspect of appraisal examined in studies of children’s appraisals
of peers. Apart from testing important variables in previous studies,
including participant gender, age, and target gender and target gender
expression, we gained valuable insights into cultural variations by
examining children’s reasoning across two cultures. Of note, the pre-
sent study employed a much larger child sample (N= 678) than
other available studies on reasoning about gender norms across differ-
ent cultural samples (Conry-Murray et al., 2015, N= 144 children;
Conry-Murray et al., 2020; N= 151 children). Importantly, our find-
ings buttress prior work indicating gender stereotypes are a salient con-
sideration in children’s judgments (Martin & Halverson, 1981; Martin
& Ruble, 2004; Martin et al., 2002), which may inform the basis of
children’s appraisals of GC and GN peers. Overall, when children
were older and from Hong Kong, appraising the GN boy, or perceived
the target as behaving in a manner that was wrong, they were more
likely to reason based on gender stereotypes. On the contrary, when
children were from Canada, or perceived the target as right, they
were more likely to reason based on personal choice.
As hypothesized (H1a), gender stereotype-related reasoning was one

of the top five reasoning styles. Apart from gender stereotype-related

reasoning, children’s reasoning often cited global standard, personal
choice, others’welfare, and “don’t know”. The extent towhich children
emphasized these elements depended on various factors, which we
detail in the subsections below.

Moral Judgment

Children’s reasoning styles were related to whether they perceived
the target’s behavior as right or wrong. Children who responded that
the target was wrong reasoned based on gender stereotypes (support-
ing H1b) more than children who responded that the target was right.
On the other hand, children who responded that the target was right
reasoned based on personal choice (supporting H1c) and global stan-
dard more than children who responded that the target was wrong.
These findings are consistent with prior research suggesting that chil-
dren reason based on gender stereotypes when they support gender-
stereotypical expression only (Killen et al., 2001; Theimer et al.,
2001), and on personal choice when they are positive toward different
gender expressions (Conry-Murray, 2013; Conry-Murray & Turiel,
2012). We further showed that global standard, which refers to judg-
ing behaviors in accordance with existing social conventions, is
another reasoning style related to positivity toward varying gender
expressions. Overall, when children focus on gender norms, they
were more likely to believe that gender nonconformity was wrong.
In contrast, when children explained that gender expression was a per-
sonal choice or believed that a certain gender expression is acceptable
by social conventions, they more often perceived those gender expres-
sions as right. However, it is also possible that global standard and per-
sonal choice happened to be the most parsimonious explanations for
children to give to explain their positive perception of a peer’s behav-
ior. Experimental studies are needed to address these possibilities in
the future.

Age Differences

Older children (i.e., 8- to 9-years-old) reasoned based on gender ste-
reotypes more than younger children (i.e., 4- to 5-years-old) (support-
ing H2a). Social-cognitive theories propose that gender socialization
occurs throughout children’s development (Martin et al., 2002).
Prior studies suggested that older children were less positive toward
gender nonconformity than younger children (Blakemore, 2003;
Carter & McCloskey, 1984; Kwan et al., 2020; Nabbijohn et al.,
2020). The decrease in positivity may be related to the increase in gen-
der segregation from early childhood to middle childhood (Leaper,
2022; Mehta & Strough, 2009), and an increase in gender-typed
behaviors among same-gender peers and peer scrutiny of GN behav-
iors (Kowalski, 2007; Martin & Fabes, 2001). Our findings further
suggest that reasoning based on gender stereotypesmight be associated
with older children’s lesser positivity toward peers’ GN behaviors.

Our results also showed that older children reasoned based on per-
sonal choice more than younger children (supporting H2b). Similar
to our findings, a prior study showed that older children aged 6 and
8 years old (but not younger children aged 4 years old) were more
likely to reason based on personal choice than other reasoning styles
(Conry-Murray & Turiel, 2012). Based on the gender schema theory
(Martin & Halverson, 1981; Martin & Ruble, 2004; Martin et al.,
2002), children’s gender schemas become more complex as they
encounter and assimilate more diverse examples (e.g., both GC
and GN examples) over time. The more refined schemas may

Figure 2
Children’s Use of the Reasoning Style Gender Stereotypes as a Function
ofCulture:Comparison of YoungerAgeGroup (Age4, 5) andOlderAge
Group (Age 8, 9) in Moral Judgments

* p, .001.
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enhance cognitive flexibility, the tendency to assign gender-
stereotypical attributes to both genders rather than exclusively to
one gender, which also increases with age (Levy et al., 1995;
Trautner et al., 2005). Increased cognitive flexibility might contrib-
ute to the greater use of the personal choice reasoning style in older
children. Another possible explanation is the development of theory
of mind (ToM), which consolidates throughout early childhood
(Wellman et al., 2001). Increased ToMwith age may help older chil-
dren perceive the perspectives of peers with varying gender expres-
sions and show greater understanding of different behavioral choices
(e.g., GC and GN behaviors). Consistent with this notion, prior
research showed that children who have developed ToM were
more supportive of challenging gender stereotypes than those who
have not developed ToM (Mulvey et al., 2016).
Of note, that older children reasoned more based on gender stereo-

types but also respected personal choice more appears contradictory;
however, increasing use of personal choice may suggest increased
cognitive flexibility (Trautner et al., 2005) and/or ToM, which may
not necessarily mean increased positivity toward gender nonconfor-
mity (Carter & McCloskey, 1984; Kwan et al., 2020; Nabbijohn
et al., 2020). Cognitive flexibility is usually assessed by asking chil-
dren about the ability or possibility for both boys and girls to perform
a certain activity (e.g., boys can also play with dolls). On the other
hand, positivity toward gender nonconformity can be assessed by ask-
ing children questions such as their liking of or intention to befriend
the peers (e.g., I want to play with or befriend GN peers; Levy
et al., 1995). It is possible that increased knowledge of the possibility
for boys and girls to engage in the same activities may not necessarily
translate to more positive attitude, at least in 4- to 9-year-old children.

Gender and Gender Expression

Children reasoned based on gender stereotypes more when judg-
ing the correctness of the GN boy than the GC boy (supporting
H3b), but no such difference was found between the GN girl and
the GC girl. However, the hypothesis (H3a) that boys reasoned
based on gender stereotypes more than girls was not supported.
Thus, the use of gender stereotype-related reasoning differed by tar-
get gender, but not by participant gender.
Breaking gender norms is more socially costly for boys than for

girls (Leaper, 1994). This is consistent with the belief that boys should
not display feminine behaviors (Braun & Davidson, 2017; Wallien et
al., 2010) and stricter gender boundaries tend to be imposed on boys
than girls by peers (Witt, 2000) and parents (Kane, 2006). Our find-
ings further suggest children used more gender stereotype-related rea-
soning for GN boys than GC boys. This might contribute to children’s
lesser positivity toward GN boys. Also, prior studies suggested that
both boys and girls were less positive toward GN boys than GN
girls (Kwan et al., 2020; Nabbijohn et al., 2020; Qian et al., 2021).
As speculated, if lesser positivity toward GN boys were related to
more usage of gender stereotype-related reasoning, it is likely that
both boys and girls would use more gender stereotype-related reason-
ing when appraising GN boys, which might explain why no partici-
pant gender difference was found.

Culture

Our findings showed that Hong Kong children reasoned based on
gender stereotypes more than Canadian children, but only among the

older age group of children (partially supporting H4a). According to
social-cognitive theories, children are socialized to learn gender
norms throughout their development (Martin et al., 2002).
Influenced by socialization agents over time, cultural differences
might appear later in children’s development due to more accumu-
lated socialization effects in older children than younger children.
Certain cultural values in China and Canada may contribute to dif-
ferences in gender socialization practices and thus differences in rea-
soning related to gender stereotypes. Chinese culture emphasizes
Taoism, such that women (yin) and men (yang) play their own role
as nature dictates them to maintain a balance (R. R. Wang, 2005).
Also, gender stereotypes are more polarized in Chinese culture
(Z. Chen et al., 2009; Lii & Wong, 1982; Zhang & Cartwright,
2009) and Chinese culture emphasizes conforming to norms (Chao,
1995; X. Chen et al., 2003). Consistent with these cultural differences,
Hong Kong children were less positive toward gender nonconformity
than Canadian children (Kwan et al., 2020; MacMullin et al.,
2020; Nabbijohn et al., 2020). The parallel difference in gender
stereotype-related reasoning reported here suggests that such reason-
ing might contribute to Hong Kong children’s lesser positivity toward
GN peers. In line with our findings, Conry-Murray et al. (2015) com-
pared children in the United States and Korea (a culture which shares
many cultural elements with China, such as Confucianism) and found
some evidence that Korean children used more gender-related reason-
ing than U.S. children. That said, another study found that Thai chil-
dren were not biased against GN peers although Thai culture has been
characterized as showing strong gender stereotyping (Y. Wang et al.,
2022). Therefore, future work is required to further examine the rela-
tionship between cultural emphasis on gender stereotypes and the
development of gender bias.

Our findings also showed that Hong Kong children reasoned more
based on others’ welfare (supporting H4b) and Canadian children
reasoned more based on personal choice (supporting H4c).
Chinese culture emphasizes relationship building (Chao, 1995;
X. Chen et al., 2003), whereas Canadian culture is associated with
less in-group favoritism and greater focus on individual interest
(Y.-R. Chen et al., 1998). In Chinese culture, harmonious social rela-
tionships are especially encouraged by parents (Chan et al., 2009;
Liu et al., 2005), controlling teaching styles are usually preferred
by teachers (Zhou et al., 2012), and collaborative learning is usually
favored by students (Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001; Tang, 1996).
Cultural differences in values and practices such as these perhaps
explain the cultural differences found here regarding concern for
others’ welfare and personal choice reasoning styles.

Implications

In light of the age-, gender-, and cultural-related differences in
how children explained their appraisals of peers’ gender expression
and the relationships these explanations had with judging peers pos-
itively or negatively, guiding children to consider certain reasoning
styles may be relevant to intervention strategies. For example, guid-
ing children to focus on alternative reasoning styles (e.g., personal
choice) instead of gender labels and stereotypes may lead to more
positive appraisals of gender nonconformity. This element can
potentially be incorporated into prior interventions aimed at reduc-
ing sexism by teaching children to identify and confront sexist
remarks (Lamb et al., 2009; Pahlke et al., 2014). Also, our study
found that there was an increasing use of gender stereotype-related
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reasoning with age. Prior study examining children aged 4–8 years
old found that less gender stereotypes are related to the preference
for playing with GN peers, especially for younger children (Sims
et al., 2022). This suggested the importance to teach children
about issues associated with gender stereotypes from a young age
in order to prepare them to recognize and confront gender stereo-
types. Regarding cultural differences, our findings suggest that
Chinese children tend to emphasize others’ welfare. Interventions
for Chinese children may thus focus on relationship building with
GN peers, and how diversity and inclusion contribute to group har-
mony. On the other hand, Canadian children tend to emphasize per-
sonal choice. Interventions for Canadian children may focus on
individuals’ personal freedom to choose their own preferred behav-
iors. Tailoring interventions based on specific cultural values can
potentially enhance the effectiveness of the interventions in reducing
bias against gender nonconformity.

Limitations and Future Directions

Prior studies have shown the consistency of gender stereotypes
across Chinese and Western cultures in general (Wong &
VanderLaan, 2020; Yu et al., 2010), such as the concepts of mascu-
linity and femininity (Cheung, 1996), toy play (Qian et al., 2023;
Todd et al., 2018), and color preferences (Yeung & Wong, 2018).
Despite the evidence supporting the similarity in gender socializa-
tion in Chinese and Western cultures, we acknowledge that there
are limitations in making cross-cultural comparisons between Hong
Kong and Canadian children in our study. First, we did not include
a direct measure of culture or the gender socialization and social-
cognitive processes; including these measures in future research will
help reveal the source of heterogeneity that exists within and across
cultural contexts. Second, the hour-long face-to-face testing proce-
dures precluded recruitment from a population-based sample. Our
sample may thus not be ideal in representing the general population
in Hong Kong and Canada. However, the Hong Kong sample was
recruited from different schools and districts to increase the likelihood
that the families would resemble typical families with young children.
The Canadian sample had average household income (CAD $80,000–
124,999) comparable to the general local population in Mississauga
(Statistics Canada, 2016). The large sample (N= 678) and inclusion
of two cultures in fact make this study more representative than most
studies of its kind. In addition, we found that no demographic variable
considered here correlated with the dependent variables—although
we acknowledge the limitation that other demographic variables not
considered may have influenced the results. Third, we acknowledge
the limitation about the stimuli used in the vignette. One item, that
is, tackle football, is more common in Western culture than Chinese
culture. However, it is worth noting that various ball games including
basketball and football are male dominated in Hong Kong as well
(Leisure and Cultural Services Department, 2009). Tackle football
is a rough and tumble type of game, which is likely to be perceived
as a male dominated activity by both Canadian and Chinese
participants.
Moreover, this research was conducted in controlled laboratory

settings. To increase ecological validity, future research can consider
naturalistic settings (e.g., classrooms). Another limitation was that
younger children’s verbal skills may have limited their articulation
of their reasoning. This may have contributed to the higher frequency
of “don’t know” responses in younger children. That said, post hoc

analyses showed that age differences reported here were not due
to younger children’s greater tendency to respond with “don’t
know” than older children. Further, the large majority of children
were able to explain their appraisals with a codable reasoning
style. In any case, future research might control for children’s ver-
bal skills.

Conclusion

We extended previous studies (Kwan et al., 2020; MacMullin et al.,
2020; Nabbijohn et al., 2020) on children’s appraisals of peers gender
expression by examining the reasoning styles children used to justify
their moral judgments. Of note, we employed a large cross-cultural
sample, which is rare for this literature. Children used various reason-
ing styles, with gender stereotype-related reasoning being one of the
most commonly used styles. Gender stereotype-related reasoning
was associated with less favorable moral judgments of peers’ gender-
related behaviors, whereas personal choice was associated with more
favorable ones. Thus, these reasoning styles may serve as important
aspects of children’s thinking to target in any interventions aimed at
increasing children’s positivity toward peers of varying gender
expressions. Other important variables related to children’s reasoning
styles were age, gender of peers, and culture. Older children reasoned
more based on gender stereotypes and personal choice than younger
children; children reasoned more based on gender stereotypes when
appraising GN children, particularly GN boys; and Hong Kong chil-
dren reasonedmore based on others’welfare and less based on personal
choice thanCanadian children. In the older age group, HongKong chil-
dren also reasoned more based on gender stereotypes than Canadian
children. This set of findings on age, gender, and culture lend support
to social-cognitive and gender schema perspectives that help guide
understanding of the processes that influence children’s thinking
about peer gender (non)conformity. Importantly, the present study pro-
vides insights into the reasoning styles underpinning children’s apprais-
als of varying peer gender expressions. This knowledge can inform
future work focused on improving children’s appraisals of peer gender
nonconformity via strategies that target reasoning styles.
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