
Male char ac ters are twice as likely to take lead ing roles in chil dren’s pic ture books and are given
far more speak ing parts than fe males, ac cord ing to

Ob server re search that shines a spot light on the ca sual sex ism ap par ently in her ent in young chil- 
dren’s read ing ma te rial.

In-depth anal y sis of the 100 most pop u lar chil dren’s pic ture books of 2017, car ried out by this
paper with mar ket re search com pany Nielsen, re veals the ma jor ity are dom i nated by male char ac ters,
of ten in stereo typ i cally mas cu line roles, while fe male char ac ters are miss ing from a fifth of the books
ranked.

The 2017 best seller list in cludes peren nial favourites The Gruf falo, Guess How Much I Love You
and Dear Zoo , in which all the an i mals are re ferred to by a male pro noun, as if by de fault. This ap- 
proach to gen der is equally present in more re cently pub lished best sellers such as You Can’t Take An
Ele phant on the Bus, The Lion In side, Su per tato, The Day The Crayons Came Home, The Lost Words,
The Koala Who Could and There’s A Mon ster in Your Book – none of which con tain any fe male char- 
ac ters.

The lead char ac ters were 50% more likely to be male than fe male, and male vil lains were eight
times more likely to ap pear com pared to fe male vil lains. Only one book, Peppa and her

Golden Boots, por trayed a sole fe male vil lain, act ing alone: a duck who steals Peppa Pig’s boots
and takes them to the moon. Over the course of each book, the char ac ters who got an op por tu nity to
speak were 50% more likely to be male than fe male, and male char ac ters out num bered fe male char- 
ac ters in al most half the sto ries that made it into the top 100.

The gen der bias in pic ture books re vealed
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Twice as many of the char ac ters who were given a speak ing part and a main role in the story were
male – and, on av er age, there were three male char ac ters present in each story for ev ery two fe males
fea tured. Some times this ra tio can be far higher; Mr Men in Lon don, for ex am ple, has 13 male char- 
ac ters and just two fe male. It was pub lished in 2015.

“The re search doesn’t sur prise me,” said chil dren’s lau re ate Lauren Child, au thor and il lus tra tor of
the Char lie and Lola pic ture books. “We see it in film and TV as well. But it gives out a mes sage about
how so ci ety sees you. If boys get the star ring roles in books – both as the good and bad pro tag o nists –
and girls are the side kicks, it con firms that’s how the world is and how it should be. It’s very hard to
feel equal then.”

The re search shows only 40% of char ac ters given a gen der were hu man – the rest were, for ex am- 
ple, an i mals, birds, crayons, veg eta bles and skele tons. Among these crea tures, the gen der bias was
even more marked. When ever an au thor re vealed a crea ture’s sex, it was 73% more likely to be male
than fe male.

Fur ther more, males were more typ i cally em bod ied as pow er ful, wild and po ten tially dan ger ous
beasts such as dragons, bears and tigers, while fe males tended to an thro po mor phise smaller and
more vul ner a ble crea tures such as birds, cats and in sects.

Deirdre McDer mott, pic ture books pub lisher at Walker Books , said many of their new ti tles do
fea ture strong fe male char ac ters but un for tu nately did not make the best seller list. Out of the top 100,
only half the ti tles were pub lished in the past five years. “Par ents go back to books they know and
trust from their own child hood. They should seek out rec om men da tions for new ti tles. If any body
wanted to put a weak girl in one of our books, I’d whack them over the head.”

New ti tles which break with tra di tion can cer tainly sell well: Ju lia Don ald son’s The De tec tive Dog,
in which a brave fe male dog helps out a male side kick and a male teacher, was the No 1 best seller last
year. Yet the Ob server anal y sis shows that even mod ern best sellers are not ex empt from stereo typ ing.
Au thors and il lus tra tors have con tin ued to ex clude all fe male char ac ters from nearly 20% of the best- 
sellers pub lished over the past five years.

Nick Shar ratt, best selling chil dren’s au thor and il lus tra tor of books such as Shark In The Park and
Don’t Put Your Fin ger In the Jelly, Nelly said he thought that fact was “in cred i bly sur pris ing to hear
in this day and age”. “I do think about the ra tio of male to fe male char ac ters – I see it as part of the
job. Au thors and il lus tra tors have fan tas tic op por tu ni ties to break down stereo types. We need to
tackle these is sues and at the mo ment it seems not enough is be ing done.”

The Ob server re search chimes with the re sults of a sur vey of 1,444 cloth ing items in 12 high street
chains pub lished by gen der equal ity cam paign ers Han nah and Leo Gar cia last week. It found that the
an i mals on boys’ cloth ing are more likely to be fierce preda tors such as li ons and sharks, while girls’
cloth ing usu ally fea tures small, harm less, do mes ti cated an i mals – ef fec tively, their prey.

Jess Day, who cam paigns to end gen der stereo typ ing with the Let Toys Be Toys move ment, found
the re search trou bling. “If a wolf or a T. rex were a ‘she’ the story would be just as good. We hear from
a lot of par ents who change the pro nouns in books as they read aloud.

“With so few fe male roles, there’s also not enough space for the fe male char ac ters to be multi- di- 
men sional. I think the lack of fe male vil lains re flects a wider cul tural dis com fort with women who are
not well-be haved and good.”

Fe male adults un der tak ing car ing roles were com mon in the sto ries, and there were twice as many
fe male as male teach ers. Moth ers were also present al most twice as of ten as fa thers. By con trast, fa- 



thers barely fea tured at all un less ac com pa nied by a co par ent, ap pear ing alone in just four books.
“This re flects a skewed ver sion of the world which is bad for boys as well as girls. The lack of fa thers,
for in stance, steers them away from an in ter est in nur tur ing and car ing be hav iour,” said Day.

‘You never for get the pic ture books you en joyed as a child. Au thors have fan tas tic op por tu ni ties to
break down stereo types’ Nick Shar ratt, au thor


