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Early childhood years are important as this is the time when our foundation for gender roles is developed. We construct conceptions of gender from life experiences. Society socializes infants, both male and female, into adulthood by way of psychological mechanisms and determinants, this guides our conduct throughout life and a complex mix of conceptions, sociostructural opportunities and occupations that we pursue can be influenced by societal gender-typing (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).

The media often sexualizes and stereotypes women and girls by portraying them as wives, parents and homemakers and, while the representation of women in the media increases and is valuable, it is crucial that the way women are portrayed should be considered to avoid an increase in negative and stereotypical depictions, as this may be harmful to viewers (Collins, 2011). Thus, examining the media in early childhood is important as these early years of development not only form the foundation of gender role development (Bussey & Bandura, 1999), the media can also act as a socializing tool that influences gender role development (Signorielli, 2011) and viewing television programs also reinforces children’s attitudes in regards to gender stereotypes (Herrett-Skjellum & Allen, 1996). Further to this, children’s perceptions of gender appropriateness in regard to toys can be altered by exposure to media (Pike & Jennings, 2005) and gender type play among pre-school children is also associated to media exposure (Coyne et al.; 2014).

This paper discusses the influences that media has on gender stereotyping and prosocial behaviour. The main area discussed is the influence of the Disney Princess and the effect it has on preschool children, and the longitudinal effects exposure has on girls and boys in relation to Social Cognitive Theory (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Bandura, 2002) and the General Learning Model (Buckley & Anderson, 2006).

Children’s movies make up a substantial portion of media time watched by children, Disney animated films are particularly popular and are often viewed repeatedly (Dreier, 2007). Disney merchandise is also extremely popular with children and toys such as the Disney Princess line is a popular addition to a child’s toy collection (Orenstein, 2011), therefore Disney films are representative of children’s media and are an important aspect of a child’s social development. The Disney Princess culture is also raising some concern regarding the effect Disney Princesses are having, in particular with young girls; however, parents view the Disney Princesses as safe unlike other sexualised media models (Orenstien, 2011). In contrast to Orenstein (2011), other parents have questioned the Disney Princess brand and raised concern that young girls may be potentially vulnerable to some negative effects (Best & Lowney, 2009).

The traits of the Disney princess have remained consistent, they are self-sacrificing and innocent, and their happiness is dependent upon discovering their true love (Wholwend, 2009). This is a one-dimensional vision that is being portrayed as what femininity is and gendered roles that are rigidly defined (Pollen, 2011). There is concern that there is little empirical research that examines the portrayal of the Disney princess in the media and the longitudinal effect they may have on gender role development and the effects exposure has on gender stereotypical behaviour as well as pro social behaviour (Coyne et al.; 2016). Studies have highlighted that girls are aware of gender stereotyping portrayed in the Disney Princess media (Wohlwend,2009). An example of this is in the findings of Baker-Sperry (2007), girls identified and reinforced gender stereotypes within the peer group after being read Cinderella. This does seem to suggest an acceptance of the traditional gender stereotypical feminine role of the Disney Princess.  
 
High levels of prosocial behaviour can be found in Disney films, especially the Disney Princesses (Padilla-Walker, Coyne, Fraser & Stockdale 2013). There is also evidence that prosocial media can have an impact on a child’s behaviour in a positive way, however the majority of content analyses examining pro social behaviour was conducted some time ago and lacked examination of children’s television (Padilla-Walker, Coyne, Fraser & Stockdale, 2013). Recent analyses of pro social content focused on examining children’s prime time television (Smith Et al.; 2006). Studies have found that children who engage in watching content that is prosocial have more positive attitudes (Mares & Woodard, 2005). The portrayal of prosocial acts that are rewarded and conducted by attractive characters is likely to result in a child viewing these behaviours positively and learning them (Coyne et al., 2016). This learning behaviour is consistent with ‘enactive experience’ (Bandura, 1999) which suggests that prosocial media exposure facilitates prosocial behaviour as children learn by the outcomes of behaviour. This theory is discussed in more detail later.

Buckley & Anderson (2006) General Learning Model suggests that exposure to prosocial media, both long and short term, results in the development of attitudes and beliefs. Further to this, Social Cognitive Theory of Gender Development (Bussey & Bandura (1999) suggests that parents’ verbal discussions of appropriate gender behaviour is relative to the occurrence of direct tuition. Direct tuition regarding depictions of gender behaviour and roles in the media is likely to happen within the context of parents mediating a child’s media exposure. Furthermore, research highlights that active mediation has a positive association with a child’s acceptance of gender roles that are non-traditional (Corder-Boltz, 1980).  

Coyne et al., (2016) hypothesised that children who engaged with the Disney Princess movies would exhibit higher levels of prosocial behaviour. The findings indicated that girls did not show higher levels of prosocial behaviour despite this content being high in Disney movies. The boys however contrasted with the findings for girls and did show higher levels of pro social behaviour after engaging with princess movies, but this was only so with boys that had high levels of active mediation. This is consistent with ‘direct tuition’ (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Reasoning for this difference could be that girls are immersed in the culture of the Disney Princess, therefore, active mediation may no longer encourage further mimicry toward prosocial behaviours. Boys, however, may be less immersed in the culture of the Disney Princess, therefore this allows active mediation to encourage boys to process the content of the films so they may learn the prosocial behaviours that are being portrayed.

There are limitations to Coyne et al., (2016) study. The child sample were in the main from white middle-class families, this was also the case for previous research conducted by Coyne et al (2014). Social Cognitive Theory of Mass Communication (Bandura, 2002) suggests that an important part of learning from behaviour portrayed in the media is relating to the similarities of those being portrayed. Further to this, Slater & Rouner (2002) argues that identifying oneself with a character is crucial to what the media influence is on one’s behaviour and beliefs, in other words, for girls to learn they will need a female presence so they may learn from their example. The General Learning Model (Buckley & Anderson, 2006) highlights that exposure to prosocial media facilitates future belief and attitude development. Coyne et al., (2016) study appears to show consistency with these theories.

 Race can also influence behaviour. Greenberg & Atkin (1982) results indicated that both black and white youths equally identify with characters that are white, however, black youths identify with black characters more than white youths identify with black characters. Therefore, it could be argued that a more diverse population is needed in order to examine the association of the Disney Princess and prosocial behaviour. It is not clear in the study what films were viewed, all the Disney Princesses were shown to participants and a favourite was chosen. This does indicate that there may have been a perception of similarity with the princess being portrayed and the child’s perception of themselves, this would support social cognitive theory (Bandura 2002). 

Although the gender portrayals in Disney movies have become more complex, they do still portray strong messages of typical traditional gender stereotypes. Many of the movies still stereotype girls and women as physically weak, fearful, nurturing and submissive, however, Disney are addressing gender roles and messages are now becoming varied and progressive (England, Descartes & Collier-Meek, 2011). That said, the older movies such as Snow White and Cinderella are still relevant to a child’s development due to their ongoing popularity and repeated viewing (Do Rozaria, 2004). This was evident in the findings of Baker-Sperry (2007).

An ethnographic study by Wohlwend (2009) examined children’s play interactions and stories, specifically young girls who are avid fans of the Disney Princess. The study was conducted over 3 years. The results revealed that in personal play the girls modified and used the princess storylines and showed high gender expectations. Ubiquitous Disney Princess media can potentially restrict girls’ pretend play due to its pervasive nature and narrow their understanding of what femininity is (Golden & Jacoby, 2018). Wohlwend (2009) study did provide some evidence to the notion that the Disney princess has some influence on attitudes and behaviours.  It should be noted, however, that the participant group consisted of 3 girls, which does make it difficult to confidently form any generalizations from the results.

[bookmark: _Hlk3798804]In contrast to Wohlwend (2009) study, Dinella (2013) looked at women who identified themselves as a princess. The study did not specifically examine the media influence; however, it did show that women had less of a desire to work and they placed superficial qualities in higher value, appearance as an example. The study suggests the possibility of long-term effects of the Disney Princess culture being internalized in early childhood. Coyne et al., (2016) study highlighted that girls are more likely to embrace stereotypical behaviour longitudinally, this further supports Dinella (2013) findings. Also, Slater & Rouner (2002) earlier argued that identifying oneself with a character influences behaviour and beliefs, supporting Dinella (2013). 

Coyne et al., (2016) study of 198 children also found that engagement with the Disney Princess through play, media viewing and identifying with the princess was more likely with girls than boys, however engagement did relate to female gender stereotypical behaviour being high for girls and boys. This was not so for male gender stereotypical behaviour. The increased engagement of girls viewing gender stereotypical behaviour in the media being related to stereotypical behaviour supported previous theory and research, it further supported theories that the princess culture is influential on gender stereotypes (Dinella, 2013; Wohlwend, 2009).

Social cognitive theory of gender development (Bussey & Bandura, 1999) suggests that gender stereotypical behaviour that is viewed in the media can be influential on children’s play as the theory integrates psychological and sociostructural determinants. Gender development is complex, the process, according to the theory, is shaped by three influential sources; modelling, enactive experience and direct tuition. Children learn through observation; therefore, children will learn gender typical behaviour when observing the behaviours of others. This is called modelling. Children are exposed to gender stereotyped behaviour through the media, therefore it could be a logical conclusion that media falls into this domain. Additionally, children learn from reward, so, as superheroes are salient and powerful characters it is, therefore, more likely that children will pay more attention to them. Bussey & Bandura (1999) also suggests that boys are more susceptible to the influence of strong gender stereotypes due to there being a strong representation of male superheroes in the media. Therefore, one could deduce that the strong, muscular, assertive and powerful portrayals of the super hero in the media would be attractive role models (Baker & Raney, 2007).

There are two further influential sources to Bussey & Bandura (1999) Social Cognitive Theory. Children learn from behavioural outcomes, this is enactive experience. Viewing gender models is a source of learning for children, this learning does not, however, translate into behaviour all of the time, as some gender linked behaviours are not always permitted and children learn quickly that behaviour is punishable by peers and parents. The third influence of Social Cognitive Theory is direct tuition, (discussed earlier) this is where verbal instruction regarding gender behaviour is given by parents (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). 

Thus far, the discussion has been dominated by girls and women, however boys learn gender stereotyping from watching superhero programs. Coyne et al.; (2014) provided longitudinal evidence that boys viewing superhero programs did engage in play that is gender stereotypical. Further to this, Bussey and Bandura (1999) found that boys who watch Disney Princess films frequently tended to have less of an engagement in traditional stereotypical play, this is more the case if boys identify with the princess characters. There is also the alternative. Boys may identify with the male characters, or princes, when frequently watching these types of programs and exhibit both masculine and feminine traits (England et al.; 2011).
 
Coyne et al., (2014) study examined the influences that watching superhero programs had on gendered behaviour in children. The study further examined the influence on both girls and boys when watching male gender stereotypes in superhero programs as well as the effects watching superhero programs and films had on weapon play, and the effects of parent mediation on this. This study differed somewhat from previous studies (Dinella, 2013; Wohlwend, 2009) by focusing on the effects viewing superhero programs has on children. The study found that boys play and activities were more gender stereotypical in those who viewed superhero programs. This is consistent with ‘modelling’ as gender typical behaviour is learned from observing behaviours (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Furthermore, the study highlighted that stereotypical play was related to exposure to superhero programs and not the reverse; the alternative hypothesis was that stereotypical play would lead to viewing superhero programs. This confirmed previous findings that real life behaviour is related to viewing gender stereotypes in the media (Herrett-Skjellum & Allen, 1996). Girls viewing superhero programs did not have the same effect, this finding was not surprising as fewer girls watch superhero programs and there are not as many female characters in such programs. That said, when programs portray women superheroes, they often show masculine traits (Baker & Raney, 2007). However, exposure to counter stereotypes (regarding gender) can have the opposite effect and decrease gender stereotyping (Johnson & Ettema, 1982). 

Coyne et al., (2014) did not find this in their study, girls who viewed superhero programs frequently showed levels of male stereotype play similar to girls who watched the same type of programs less frequently. Girls learn about gender through watching male gender characters, however, this does not always translate to play. This supports Bussey & Bandura (1999) Social Cognitive Theory of Gender Development. On the other hand, preschool girls may be viewing programs and films in the media that are stereotypical of feminine traits, such as the Disney Princess (England et al., 2011). Further research could address the possibility that exposure to masculine behaviour in the media may not be sufficient to override the feminine behaviour they are being exposed to.

The study by Coyne et al., (2014) did have some limitations. The study group consisted mainly of white middle-class backgrounds, a more diverse population may be advantageous to future research. Furthermore, questionnaires were used and were parent reported, this may indicate gender bias, future research may benefit from teacher reports and observations. The study did provide evidence to support the relationship between viewing superhero programs and adherence to gender stereotypes. 

Golden & Jacoby (2018) study was more culturally and socioeconomically diverse. The aims of the study were to examine the perceptions girls have of the Disney Princess and their awareness of gender stereotypes. The study further examined girls play and how they incorporated the princess characters and stories and whether they reinvented them in their pretend play. Four identifiable themes that were highly gender stereotypical emerged through play behaviours; clothing, beauty, body movement and the exclusion of boys. Dinella (2013) study highlighted superficial qualities as higher value in women who identified themselves as Princesses, thus reinforcing the findings of Golden & Jacoby (2018). Golden & Jacoby (2018) findings suggest that play confines girls to a pre-set portrayal of the Disney Princess that is gender stereotypical. The girls had high exposure to princess media and it is theorised that this exposure is the likely cause of the uniform concept that they had developed; the girls found it hard to deviate from this behaviour, Pollen (2011) posited that when young girls play princesses they are not able to break from the gender stereotypical roles; instead girls enact these media driven roles that are highly feminised, this is restrictive to their creativity and can have a negative impact on their perception of femininity (Linn, 2009).

The study did provide some insight into girls’ stereotypical play, however observations of children’s play was not consistent between the two locations that were chosen for their diversity, one set of observations was conducted behind a one-way mirror, whereas the other was within the classroom and was visible to the children, therefore, the presence of the researcher, although non interactional, may have affected play behaviour. Further to this, the sample size was small and, although culturally and socioeconomically diverse, no analysis was conducted to ascertain differences with these groups, also correlations between play behaviours and exposure to princess media could not be meaningfully analysed because of the sample size being too small (Golden & Jacoby, 2018).

This paper has examined the influential effects the media has on children longitudinally. Evidence presented has highlighted that gender stereotypical portrayal in the media does influence and reinforce children’s attitudes, perceptions, play and gender role development. The Princess culture portrayed by the media and perceived by parents as ‘safe’ (Orenstein, 2011) does raise concern about the vulnerability of a young audience and the negative effects the Disney Princess brand may have (Best & Lowney, 2009) as some young girls do appear to identify, reinforce and accept gender stereotypical roles (Baker & Sperry, 2007) that the one dimensional vision of the ‘Princess’ defines (Pollen, 2011).

Social cognitive theory (Bussey & Bandura, 1999) suggests that children learn from behavioural outcomes, further to this, media exposure facilitates the development of attitudes and beliefs (Buckley & Anderson, 2006) and parental mediation further reinforces learned behaviour, however, this can also be positive (Corder-Boltz, 1980). Dinella (2013) highlight negative effects on women who identified themselves as princesses, suggesting there is a longitudinal effect of exposure to the princess culture being internalised in early childhood. Although Disney is becoming more progressive, the media does still favour typical gender stereotypes (England, Descartes & Collier-Meek, 2011) and the older traditional films are still relevant to a child’s development (Baker-Sperry, 2007; Do Rozaria, 2004. 

Studies indicate that young children are particularly vulnerable to the media’s persuasive content that is both influential and detrimental to the long-term development of gender stereotypical roles, in particular, the princess culture. Studies highlighted have shown consistencies with Social Cognitive Theories (Bandura, 2002; Bussey & Bandura, 1999) and the General Learning Model (Buckley & Anderson, 2006). Therefore, it is concluded, based on the evidence presented in this paper, that exposure to the princess culture does influence the development, behaviour and attitudes of young children regarding perceptions of gender stereotypes. Furthermore, it can be concluded that future research in this area would be advantageous, especially within a more culturally and socioeconomically diverse population with larger study groups to gain a better understanding of the long-term effects that media exposure has on young children.
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