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In recent years, gender neutral parenting has become a widely debated topic, with many people unsure of the benefits or drawbacks that come from it. With this parenting style being used by average families and celebrities alike, it is becoming increasingly popular in practice, not just in theory, despite some controversy and criticisms. Although gender neutral parenting comes with less criticisms than free range parenting, many still oppose it, some simply remain indifferent towards this style of parenting whilst others strongly believe that this is the way forward. Like any parenting style, there are advantages and disadvantages; it is largely a matter of deciding whether the good outweighs the bad, not just for the parents but for the wellbeing of the children. Most children are currently raised in line with longstanding stereotypes of how boys and girls should be. Gender neutral parenting challenges these stereotypes and aims to allow children to grow up without restrictions based on their sex and presumed gender. 
[bookmark: _Ref512891010]Gender and sex are two words that are often used interchangeably, usually in regards to whether someone was born as male or female. However, the two are not the same. Sex is most simply the biological aspect, is based on genitals and chromosomes, and applies to two main categories: male and female[footnoteRef:1]. Gender on the other hand, is how an individual personally identifies and is more social and cultural than biological[footnoteRef:2]. Furthermore, gender is a spectrum and can also be fluid, and so a person may not wholly identify as being either male or female, and instead may choose to identify as non-binary or agender. A person’s gender identity isn’t defined by their conformity to socially constructed gender roles and norms but rather by how they feel internally and how they perceive themselves. Some people experience a gender dysphoria, a recognised medical condition, which is where their biological sex does not match their gender identity, and this causes them to feel uncomfortable or distressed[footnoteRef:3]. Whilst some of these people choose to take hormones, have gender reassignment surgery or a combination of both to transition to their preferred gender (transsexual men and women), others may choose simply to live as their preferred gender without undergoing surgery (transgender men and women)3. Cisgender refers to people who do not experience gender dysphoria and feel like their sex matches their gender, and largely conform to the gender norms for their gender. [1:  Maurice Waite, Paperback Oxford English Dictionary, 7th edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 663.]  [2:  Roberta Gilchrist, Gender And Archaeology (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 54.]  [3:  "Gender Dysphoria", Nhs.Uk, 2016 <https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/gender-dysphoria/> [Accessed 29 April 2018].] 

Gender norms and expectations can limit and harm not only adolescents and adults but also young children[footnoteRef:4]. This could make them feel they have to behave or dress in a certain way, even if they don’t feel comfortable, potentially leading to experiences of gender dysphoria or insecurities in later life. Gender neutral parenting does not mean that children grow up blind to gender; it simply allows them the freedom to explore gender and find their true selves, as well as encouraging the idea of gender equality. By removing the artificial limitations placed on gender, as the restriction of one object being for boys and another being for girls, such as choosing toys or clothing, is removed. Research has shown that toy catalogues still use stereotypes when advertising products, with images primarily showing boys playing with cars and construction toys, while girls were pictured with dolls and craft toys, both of which enforce stereotypes where boys’ and girls’ interests should focus[footnoteRef:5]. Additionally, the words and topics discussed with girls and boys often differ, with appearance often initiating conversation with girls and maths and science-based conversation being offered to boys[footnoteRef:6]. This can lead to girls believing that appearance is the most important factor and they shouldn’t be interested in subjects such as science, maths, technology or engineering (often referred to as STEM) or careers, whilst boys are given the impression that enjoying things such as nail painting and dress up are exclusively for girls[footnoteRef:7]. As children grow up, they may maintain these beliefs and feel insecure about expressing something that may be considered “too feminine” or “too masculine” for their gender. Over one hundred British schools have altered uniform policies to be gender-neutral, allowing students to feel comfortable regardless of their gender[footnoteRef:8]. However if children are not raised with the belief that it is acceptable for boys to wear skirts, even though girls do not have to wear skirts (as latter is already widely accepted), then the gender-neutral policies will make no difference. Whilst school is a place for educating children about many issues, the learning begins at home with the parenting. Gender-neutral parenting educates children in subtle ways; the range of toys, clothes and conversations they are exposed to can be based on their interests, rather than on socially constructed beliefs of what a child of that sex should like. Many parents decorate nurseries in either pink or blue based on the sex of their child, although studies have found that some colours are actually more beneficial for child development[footnoteRef:9]. It has also been suggested that colour-coding children with pink or blue could be harmful to a child’s future and leads to different choices in toys and books and in careers[footnoteRef:10]. It has also been noted that until the 1950s, pink was considered to be a masculine colour and blue was believed to be a feminine colour, showing that the stereotypes and the beliefs that children have evolved to favour pink or blue based on their sex are not true, and are in fact, another social construction[footnoteRef:11]. By the age of three, most children have an idea of what society considers to be acceptable boy or girl activities and clothes, and children with gender dysphoria typically start to express that by playing with toys and wearing clothes that are typically associated with the opposite sex[footnoteRef:12]. Gender neutral parenting would lessen the expectation for children to act in a certain way, or wear clothes that are labelled as being for a certain gender. This may lead to less severe incongruence between their gender and sex as they wouldn’t feel the pressure to conform with stereotypes, particularly as they get older. Gender neutral parenting would not completely prevent gender dysphoria as the child’s physical appearance would still not match their preferred gender, and they may grow up wanting to transition. On the whole, gender neutral parenting would relieve a lot of the pressure on children to act a certain way and would instead allow them to be their authentic self. Parents would also benefit from gender-neutral parenting as their child would less be likely to feel like an outcast for liking certain activities or wearing certain clothes and instead would largely feel comfortable and happy within themselves, in regards to their gender expression. [4:  Claire Gillespie, "Yes, Parenting Without Gender Stereotypes Is Possible", Sheknows, 2018 <http://www.sheknows.com/parenting/articles/1074497/raising-gender-neutral-kids> [Accessed 20 April 2018]]  [5:  "Most Toy Catalogues Still Play To Stereotypes – New Research", Let Toys Be Toys, 2017 <http://lettoysbetoys.org.uk/toy-catalogues-2017/> [Accessed 21 April 2018].]  [6:  Christia S. Brown, "Your Son May Be Teased For Even Small Variations From The Norm", Psychologytoday, 2012 <https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/beyond-pink-and-blue/201208/your-son-may-be-teased-even-small-variations-the-norm> [Accessed 21 April 2018].]  [7:  Barbara Solomon, "Avoiding Gender Stereotypes", Parents <https://www.parents.com/toddlers-preschoolers/development/behavioral/avoiding-gender-stereotypes/> [Accessed 25 April 2018].]  [8:  Alice Ross, "At Least 120 Schools Adopt Gender-Neutral Uniforms, Charity Says", The Guardian, 2017 <https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/may/15/120-schools-adopt-gender-neutral-uniforms-charity-says> [Accessed 26 April 2018]]  [9:  "How Color Affects Your Baby - Project Nursery", Project Nursery, 2010 <https://projectnursery.com/2010/03/how-color-affects-your-baby/> [Accessed 27 April 2018]]  [10:  "Making Girls Wear Pink Is Wrong And Could Harm Their Future", Mail Online, 2014 <http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2616863/Making-girls-wear-pink-wrong-harm-future-Education-expert-says-colour-coding-children-gender-damaging.html> [Accessed 28 April 2018].]  [11: Jasper Pickering, "Pink Used To Be A Boy's Colour And Blue A Girl's – Here's Why It All Changed", Business Insider, 2017 <http://uk.businessinsider.com/pink-used-to-be-boys-colour-and-blue-girls-heres-why-that-changed-2017-10> [Accessed 26 April 2018]]  [12:  "Gender Roles And Identity In Children", Pregnancybirthbaby.Org.Au, 2018 <https://www.pregnancybirthbaby.org.au/gender-roles-and-identity-in-children> [Accessed 20 April 2018]] 

As with many ideas and concepts, gender neutral parenting does face criticism. Some people believe that this parenting style is a method of making society ‘brainwashed into pretending that the differences between male and female don’t exist’[footnoteRef:13], and forces children to wear clothes and play with toys they aren’t comfortable with, and it is simply a way for parents to impose their views and beliefs onto children. Others simply believe the ‘idea is dumb’[footnoteRef:14]. Several of those who speak against gender neutral parenting refer to one particular family, in which one parent admitted that they tried to get their son to wear tutus even though he didn’t want to and that they were ‘constantly like trying to queer my relationship with him’[footnoteRef:15]. A common argument against gender neutral parenting is the potential for bullying, as other children will not understand it and in later life, not everyone will be accepting of gender non-conformity. Few critics of this parenting style use scientific basis, however some do. Those who do state that as children grow older they may take interest in toys that are typically considered to be for their sex due to hormones, regardless of whether they were exposed to toys for both sexes. They further state that these preferences become apparent by the age of 9 months[footnoteRef:16]. They support this statement by referring to a study in which children of certain age groups are given a choice of toys to play with, without a parent being present[footnoteRef:17]. Others claim that boys are naturally better at maths than girls, who are said to be better at language than boys, despite girls often scoring higher on maths tests[footnoteRef:18]. A number of people also believe that boys and girls will inevitably have a preference for blue and pink respectively, and therefore gender neutral parenting will do nothing to benefit the child[footnoteRef:19]. Overall, those who oppose gender neutral parenting feel that it is a trend and ultimately does a child more harm than good. [13:  Megan Gibson, "Parents Who Hid Child's Gender For Five Years Now Face Backlash", TIME.Com, 2012 <http://newsfeed.time.com/2012/01/24/parents-who-hid-childs-gender-for-five-years-now-face-backlash/> [Accessed 30 April 2018]]  [14:  "Why Gender Neutral Parenting Shouldn’t Exist", Families.Media, 2018 <https://families.media/why-gender-neutral-parenting-shouldnt-exist> [Accessed 30 April 2018]]  [15:  Ashley Rae Goldenberg, "Lesbian ‘Gender Non-Conforming’ Couple Tries To Force Son To Have ‘Queer’ Gender Relationship", MRCTV, 2016 <https://www.mrctv.org/blog/lesbian-gender-non-conforming-couple-tries-force-son-have-queer-gender-relationship> [Accessed 30 April 2018]]  [16:  Debra Soh, "The Futility Of Gender-Neutral Parenting", Latimes.Com, 2017 <http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-soh-gender-neutral-parenting-20170106-story.html> [Accessed 30 April 2018]]  [17:  George Wigmore, "Infants Prefer Toys Typed To Their Gender, Says Study", City, University Of London, 2016 <https://www.city.ac.uk/news/2016/july/infants-prefer-toys-typed-to-their-gender,-says-study> [Accessed 30 April 2018]]  [18:  Christia Spears Brown, Parenting Beyond Pink & Blue, 1st edn (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 2014), pp. 60-64.]  [19:  Aradhana Pandey, "Pink And Blue: The Colours Of Gender Stereotyping", Huffpost India, 2016 <https://www.huffingtonpost.in/aradhana-pandey/pink-and-blue-the-myth-be_b_9191840.html> [Accessed 30 April 2018]] 

Many of the arguments against gender neutral parenting can be countered. Parents are responsible for providing their children with concepts and a set of beliefs until the child is old enough to make their own decisions and develop their own views of the world. Therefore, gender neutral parenting is not the only parenting style where parents push their own views onto their children[footnoteRef:20]. Furthermore, most families who use gender neutral parenting do not force their children to play with certain toys or wear clothes they aren’t  comfortable in, instead allowing the child a choice from a wide range of options[footnoteRef:21]. Additionally, studies that explore child toy preferences do not state whether the type of toys the children usually play with at home, and as a result it is unclear whether they have preferences due to biological differences or whether they are choosing toys they are familiar with.  When considering the possibility of a child being bullied or not accepted by others in later life as a result of gender neutral parenting or being gender non-conforming, it currently may occur, although this would likely change if gender neutral parenting was more commonly practiced as it would become the new norm[footnoteRef:22]. [20:  "I Am Against Gender-Neutral Parenting. Here's Why", ECR, 2017 <https://www.ecr.co.za/news/opinion/i-am-against-gender-neutral-parenting-heres-why/> [Accessed 6 May 2018].]  [21:  Linda DiProperzio, "Should You Raise A Gender-Neutral Baby?", Parents, 2013 <https://www.parents.com/parenting/should-you-raise-a-gender-neutral-baby/> [Accessed 6 May 2018]]  [22:  "Why Do People Get Bullied In School? - Nobullying - Bullying & Cyberbullying Resources", Nobullying - Bullying & Cyberbullying Resources, 2016 <https://nobullying.com/why-do-people-get-bullied/> [Accessed 6 May 2018].] 

 Overall, gender neutral parenting would be a large step forward for society. Not only does it promote children to be free-thinkers from a young age, and encourages them to be open-minded, it allows them to be able to understand others more. Children who are raised with gender neutral parenting will grow up believing that the sexes are equal, which feminism strives to achieve. Additionally, children will likely feel more confident in exploring different activities and fashion styles, allowing them to be more conmortable in their own skin and less insecure about how masculine or feminine they are. Additionally, gender neutral parenting supports the LGBT+ community and encourages children to explore their gender and sexuality without suggesting that femininity and masculinity affect who they are attracted to, and moves away from the traditional and archaic belief system that previous generations developed, allowing society to advance for the betterment of young people and future generations.
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