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Pink or Blue? Why Not Both? 

When I found out I was having a boy, 
I was devastated. All my life, I had 

pictured myself having a little girl. During my 
pregnancy, family and friends referred to my 
unborn child as “her” by default. My aunt 
asked a swinging pendant to predict the 
sex of my baby, and even the pendant said 
it was a girl (twice!). It made me happy to 
think of a mini-me. I imagined myself buck-
ing the norms of how I was raised. My little 
girl wouldn’t be compliant and sweet: she 
would be loud and challenging. She would 
play with trucks and train as well as dolls 
and kitchen sets. She would wear and be 
whatever she wanted and not feel ashamed 
about it. And she definitely would never be 
Daddy’s Little Princess. 

So when I received the test results, I felt 
duped: by my own intuition, by the percep-
tions of my family and friends, and by that 
stupid pendant (twice!). The emotional place 
I went to was dark: I did not want to raise 
a boy. I thought boys were aggressive, dirty, 
and unhelpful. That was not the type of child 
I wanted to bring into my life.

A part of me felt guilty. I was supposed to 
just be happy that it was a healthy baby. But 
I struggled with the idea of being a mother 
to a son. I had no idea what that would 
be like, or what I would be like. What if I 
was a bad mother because of how I viewed 
boys? I could at least separate my resent-

ment and anger from the baby. It wasn’t his 
fault. I knew it was my responsibility to work 
through this, for his sake and the sake of 
our family. 

To my surprise, one of the most helpful 
things I did was read the book, Parenting 
Beyond Pink and Blue: How to Raise Your 
Kids Free of Gender Stereotypes by Christia 
Spears Brown, PhD. Dr. Brown is a researcher 
and professor who examines how societal 
roles shape our children’s lives. One of the 
first things Brown emphasizes is to avoid 
generalization and to treat your child as an 
individual:

“If you are pregnant, think about what your 
expectations are for your baby. Do they differ 
based on whether your child is a boy or a 
girl? If so, ask yourself why. You may expect 
life to be different if you are having a boy 
versus having a girl. Sure it can differ… But 
that is up to you.”

This was exactly what I needed to hear. 
Immediately, I was able to step back and 
reframe my thinking. Why did I want a girl? 
What did that mean to me, exactly? What 
was I looking for in a girl that I didn’t think I 
could have with a boy? And how were those 
thoughts based on gender stereotypes, and 
not my individual child?
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One of my favorite parts of the book is the 
research. Brown uses meta-analysis to form 
conclusions about gender stereotypes. Meta-
analysis is gathering all research on a subject 
and studying the combined outcomes. 
Brown says it’s a much more effective way to 
understand what the data is actually telling 
us. We’ve all seen click-bait headlines about 
the differences between men and women. We 
use them to complain about our significant 
other. And while some research confirms why 
your partner won’t pick up their socks, Brown 
points out a huge flaw in the presenta-
tion of the findings: while larger differences 
may be present between men and women, 
according to meta-analysis, there is little to 
no statistical difference between boys and 
girls. It’s only when children start becoming 
socialized than the differences become more 
pronounced. And this is not because of bio-
logical pre-determination: it’s because we’re 
being taught to be different. 

Many of you probably read this and think, 
“But there are differences between boys and 
girls. I see them on the playground and in my 
own family!” And that is probably true, but 
not in the ways you think. While Brown de-
bunks many gender-based claims about dif-
ference, she also talks about what differences 
research actually does support, such as abil-
ity to control impulses, self-esteem, and the 
timing of first words. Overall, however, these 
differences are still not innate to gender. 

Brown also points out that gender stereo-
types are the natural result of categorization. 
Categories make our brain happy; they make 
thinking easier and the world more predict-
able. The segregation between children is 
drilled into their brains from the moment 
they are born. Because of this, kids will make 
strange interpretations of what it means 
to be a boy or a girl. For example, one of 

Brown’s daughters came home one day say-
ing that she didn’t eat oysters because “only 
boys ate oysters.” 

This may seem harmless except that their 
reasoning manifests in ways that limit them. 
Hearing words like “fireman” as opposed to 
“firefighter” can give the cue to girls that be-
ing a firefighter is just a job for boys (and as 
such, it is overwhelmingly occupied by men). 
While that may not be such a concern for 
some parents, Brown points out that children 
might be steered away from other career 
paths as well. The problem with setting ste-
reotypes early on is that they are extremely 
hard to change. 

For example, one of the most well-known 
gendered cultural sayings is “Boys don’t 
cry”. Brown points out that the saying itself 
doesn’t make any sense: of course boys cry. 
We’re the ones teaching them that only girls 
can express sadness, frustration, and anger 
through tears. We’re the ones teaching them 
that crying means weakness and weakness is 
only reserved for girls. 

I encountered an example of this thinking 
when I was pregnant and visiting the US 
last summer. I was having a conversation 
about kids with a male receptionist. He had 
two children, a young boy and girl. He told 
me that when his daughter cries, he holds 
her tight and tells her everything will be ok. 
When his son cries, he tells him to suck it up 
and be a man. This was within the span of a 
5 minute conversation. And the receptionist 
didn’t say it maliciously -- quite the opposite. 
I could tell he was saying it in a lighthearted, 
joking way, though it was clear that’s how 
he parents his children. I didn’t say anything 
back to him, though, in retrospect, I wish I 
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had. I wish I had asked him what he thought 
happened when he told his little boy not to 
cry. Or what he thought happened when his 
son saw him give comfort to his daughter 
but not to him. Did he think that would make 
him stronger? Does repressing our sadness 
or hurt make anyone stronger? Why do boys 
even need to be “strong” in order to be boys 
or men? As I am now a mother, I want my 
son to experience the fullest range of his 
emotions. I don’t want him to think he can’t 
access some specifically because of his sex, 
and that he is “less than” if he expresses 
certain emotions. 

His mental health, his ability to have mean-
ingful, intimate relationships, and our society 
will be better for it in the long run. 

Brown acknowledges that you can’t win 
every battle. Gender stereotyping is the 
world we live in. While we want to upend 
gender stereotypes, we also have to teach 
our kids how to navigate them. In the book, 
Brown includes her own experiences dealing 
with gender stereotyping in her family and 
community. She demonstrates subtle ways 
of correcting a stereotype in the moment or 
later in private with her children. Her advice 
is to choose the ideas that work for your 
family and your life. Her practicality extends 
to the structuring of the book. Brown wrote 
this with busy, exhausted parents in mind. 
She provides a bullet point summary at the 
end of each chapter along with practical tips 
that you can use immediately. 

Here are some take-aways I found particularly 
useful:

 > Change your language. Swap out “boy” 
and “girl” with “kid”, “baby”, and 
“child” as in “You’re such a strong kid!” 
or “What a smart child.” The message 
you send is that a child is strong or in-
telligent because of who they are as an 
individual, not because of their gender.

 > Dress your baby in a variety of colors. 
Babies aren’t born liking pink or blue. 
They respond to all colors. 

 > Throw out or donate toys and clothes 
that are stereotypical, including gifts. 
Or talk to your child about what they 
represent. Don’t be afraid to say no to 
movies and books that carry gendered 
messages as well.

 > Give your kid a chance to like some-
thing. Don’t assume they won’t like it 
because of their gender or because they 
initially say no (because they think it’s 
“for girls/boys”). 

 > Buy your sons baby dolls. We can’t for-
get that nurturing, empathy and taking 
care of people are skills that all children 
need to learn.  

 > Switch up which parent hangs out with 
which kid and what you do. Do things 
with your kids that interest you; don’t 
assume your daughter will love to play 
tea party or your son will love cars. 

 > Talk to your children. Ask them ques-
tions about why they think things about 
boys or girls and challenge that thinking. 
Correct gender stereotypes when you 
see and hear them as much as possible. 
It’s never too late to start.

I do want to acknowledge a couple flaws in 
both my writing and Brown’s book: one is 
that we talk about gender from a male/female 
binary perspective only. We don’t consider 

Her advice is to choose 
the ideas that work for 

your family and your life.
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gender as a spectrum, but rather an either/
or. This excludes many parents and children 
who identify along the gender spectrum. 
But the representation of gender as a binary 
in our society is so ubiquitous that I don’t 
blame Brown for her approach; she’s point-
ing out where we need to start in terms of 
challenging the stereotypes. Two is that we 
sometimes don’t differentiate between gender 
identity and biological sex, but use the words 
“gender” and “sex” interchangeably (at least I 
do a couple times in this article). Brown does 
address gender-relevant topics in her Psychol-
ogy Today blog, Beyond Pink and Blue. There 
are many resources on the internet where 
you can learn more about gender, sex, and 
the difference between the two, such as 
genderspectrum.org, The Genderbread Person 
(genderbread.org), and The National Center 
for Transgender Equality (transequality.org). 

When I found out the sex of my baby, I had 
to find a different way to think about him. 

While reading Beyond Pink and Blue, I 
expected to get some helpful statistics and 
tips on avoiding gender stereotyping; I didn’t 
expect the book to show me that my child 
didn’t have to be a certain way just because 
he was a boy. What I appreciate the most is 
that Brown ultimately advocates for rais-
ing children to be their authentic selves. To 
place our children in a box simply for our 
comfort and lack of understanding limits their 
potential. It’s something all parents can rally 
around: the desire to see their kid become 
who they really are, not who society tells 
them they should be. 

Alyssa Sorresso is a writer, editor and writing 
coach originally from Chicago. You can check 
out more of her work at alyssasorresso.com.
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