Boys will be Boys

By  Paul Herbig

The genders are not the same.  Boys will be boys and girls will indeed be girls. When I was at university, my oldest son, Robert, was at a upscale day-care frequented by university graduate students and professors.  The day-care center went out of its way to be gender neutral and encourage all the children to engage in all the activities.  And being parents raised during the sixties, that liberated period when everyone was equal and all could do anything, we naturally tried as well to be gender neutral.  However, when we went to get our son, we saw the boys in one corner, pretending to be COPS, Space Rangers, Batman, or whatever the current action figure fad on TV was while on the other side of the room the girls were playing dress-up, house, or talking.  Just like Thanksgiving day or New Year’s with the men huddled around the television watching bowl games while the women talked in the background.  No matter how much you try (or tried as University Day care did), the genders are different, behave differently, and must be marketed to differently as well.

Toys ‘R Us attempted to be politically correct several years back.  In their stores, they placed toys according to category, not gender preference, and purposedly did not adhere to any stereotypes in the design or decoration of the store.  Sales were flat.  Questions about areas many.  Customers were confused.  As a result of intense focus groups conducted with 10,000 current and former customers, they renovated a great many of their stores.  On one side is a “Girl’s World” (and listed on the directory as such) with dolls, kitchen toys, jewelry and cosmetics on magenta shelves.  In the red section, labeled, (you guessed it) “Boy’s World”  were trains and trucks, action figures, and sports related goods.  Toys ‘R Us says the design was the result of exhaustive research into customer-buying patterns and as a result of determining what products were likely to be purchased  together or by the same consumer.  In other words, boys tend to buy similar products—call them boy goods—while girls tend to buy similar products—call them girl goods—and by putting them in the same area, more products would be purchased and more conveniently for customers than otherwise.  Sounds like solid retailing to me. In studies of shopping habits, Females are partial to specialty clothing stores (69% to 27%)  and three times as likely to select card/gift shops (37% vs 10%) while males end to favor electronics/video game stores (87% versus 49%), perfectly in line with stereotyped norms.

Sociologists indicate that not only are we not getting close to gender neutrality, boys seem to start acting like boys, and girls like girls, that is boys interested in battle and action while girls become more interested in social activities and relationships, at  even earlier ages than ever before (instead of 5 or 6, these behaviors are now noticeable at the pre-school ages).  Not everyone agrees with this gender resegregtion that is finding itself back in fashion among many retailers.   Numerous feminist and liberal groups have organized a campaign to protest the new design layout of Toys ‘R Us under the grounds as stereotyping the genders from an early age.  

How should you market to genders?  Examining the day care, the toy store, and the football scenario should provide some clues.  Although stereotypes are in themselves wrong (not every girl will be focused on social relationships and just because a child is a girl does not automatically mean she will be a social animal), they are also indicators to general truths.  Advertisements for decades have been created using these stereotypes and more the most part, many have done well.  

Boys will be boys.  It has been true for thousands of years, it will be true for thousands more.

