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Abstract

The cognitive aspects of stereotypes focus on how our minds use mental shortcuts to process information about others
quickly and efficiently. Stereotypes play a significant role in how we process social information, offering both
advantages and drawbacks. On one hand, they allow us to efficiently navigate large amounts of information by filling in
gaps and providing a framework for understanding others. However, stereotypes are prone to inaccuracies and can be
distorted by cognitive and motivational biases, leading to unfair judgments and treatment of individuals. Two key
perspectives help explain the formation of stereotypes: the cognitive perspective and the motivational perspective.
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Understanding the Role of Gender Stereotypes
in Shaping Perceived Differences Between Men
and Women

While observable differences exist between men
and women across various domains of life, a
central question concerns the extent to which these
differences are innate versus socially constructed.
Research into the nature and content of gender
stereotypes reveals that they not only describe
perceived typical differences but also prescribe
normative expectations about how men and women
should think, behave, and perform in specific
contexts. Even when individuals of different
genders share similar traits, aspirations, or
preferences, societal assumptions and stereotypes
often assign them to divergent roles and
environments. Investigating the origins and
consequences of these stereotypes is essential for
understanding how they contribute to the
maintenance of gender disparities.

The Nature of Gender Stereotypes

Stereotypes are broad cognitive schemas regarding
the traits or behaviors of members of specific
social groups. While statistical group-level
differences may exist—such as men being, on
average, taller than women—these generalizations
fail to account for the considerable variability
among individuals. Despite this, stereotypes
persist, often reinforcing oversimplified and
inaccurate assumptions.

Human beings are predisposed to categorize others
based on group membership, a tendency that
manifests across diverse social contexts. The traits
attributed to group members can shift depending
on salient comparison groups. For example,
psychologists may be viewed as highly creative
relative to physicists but less so when compared to
artists. However, these categorizations are often
situational and flexible—except when it comes to
gender.

Gender is a primary and chronically salient
dimension of person perception. Both children and
adults rapidly and implicitly categorize others by
gender, even in contexts where this classification is
irrelevant or uninformative. Despite increased
awareness of gender diversity, gender remains
largely perceived as binary, reinforcing a constant
comparison between "men" and "women." This
binary framework, coupled with the immediacy
and  perceived permanence of  gender
categorization, fosters the development and
entrenchment of gender stereotypes. Consequently,
perceived differences between men and women are
maintained, even when empirical evidence
suggests significant overlap and individual
variability.

Can Gender Stereotypes Be Overcome?

Contemporary evidence clearly shows that
individuals of all genders are capable of exhibiting
a broad range of behaviors and traits—men can
provide emotional support, and women can
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demonstrate ambition and high achievement. It is
therefore increasingly untenable to uphold rigid
gendered assumptions, such as the belief that
warmth characterizes all women and competence
all men.

Although most people today may hesitate to
explicitly endorse such stereotypical claims,
implicit beliefs and unconscious associations often
continue to reflect these outdated views. Reaction
time studies have demonstrated that individuals
more readily associate female faces and names
with familial roles, and male ones with
professional contexts. These implicit biases persist
across cultures and are often embraced by
individuals who consciously reject overt sexism.
Benevolent sexism—a subtler, seemingly positive
form of bias—exemplifies this pattern by framing
women as needing male protection, which
inadvertently reinforces gender inequality.

Such implicit beliefs are often more influential
than explicit attitudes and can shape behavior in
profound ways. For example, benevolent sexist
attitudes are linked to increased tolerance for
domestic violence and support for restricting
women’s reproductive rights. In intimate
relationships, couples who implicitly endorse
traditional gender roles often prioritize male
emotional needs over female career goals. In
workplace settings, these biases can lead women to
emphasize their interpersonal skills over their
achievements.

Implicit gender beliefs also manifest in parenting.
Even parents who profess gender-neutral
approaches may act differently with sons and
daughters—such as by disciplining boys more
strictly—based on unconscious stereotypes. These
behaviors socialize children into gender norms
from an early age. By age nine, girls already begin
to internalize the belief that “math is not for girls,”
a stereotype that becomes more pronounced in
adolescence and is a better predictor of academic
outcomes than explicit attitudes.

Despite legal and social progress in gender
equality, these findings underscore that implicit
stereotypes continue to influence perceptions,
decisions, and behaviors—often in ways that are
unnoticed but deeply consequential.

Cognitive Functions of Gender Stereotypes

Competence and warmth are foundational
dimensions of social perception. These traits are
among the first we assess when encountering
unfamiliar individuals and are universally used to
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compare social groups. Perceived competence
informs judgments of others’ abilities, while
perceived warmth influences our expectations of
their intentions. Consequently, the stereotype that
men are more competent and women more warm
generates widespread assumptions: that men are
more capable and women more benevolent.

Such expectations shape our perceptions of
individual men and women, often overriding
objective assessments. While individuals who defy
gender stereotypes may capture attention,
ambiguous or limited information about a person
typically leads to reliance on stereotypical
assumptions.

This pattern has been confirmed in neurocognitive
research. Event-related potentials, particularly the
P600 waveform associated with processing
anomalies, show that people process stereotype-
consistent statements (e.g., “she is a nurse”) more
easily than inconsistent ones (e.g., “she is a
mechanic”). This suggests that cognitive systems
are primed to favor stereotype-congruent
information.

The consequences are significant. In one study,
participants received equal factual information
about the accomplishments of men and women.
However, when later asked to assess unfamiliar
individuals, they defaulted to  gendered
assumptions—assigning more fame to men—
despite having just encountered balanced data.
Notably, participants were unaware of this bias,
which occurred regardless of their conscious
beliefs.

Thus, gender stereotypes not only inform how we
interpret new information but also filter what we
notice, remember, and deem credible—often
undermining more nuanced, individualized
assessments of ability and intention.

CONCLUSION

Gender stereotypes affect not only our perceptions
of others but also our self-concepts, shaping the
traits we value, the goals we pursue, and the roles
we inhabit. These influences can restrict
individuals from exploring personally meaningful
domains, reduce performance by imposing
psychological constraints, and diminish long-term
outcomes.

Ironically, the belief that gender stereotypes reflect
natural differences can create the very behaviors
they purport to describe. In reality, these
stereotypes often function as self-fulfilling
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prophecies—shaping social environments, altering
opportunities, and reinforcing existing disparities.

To benefit from the growing body of knowledge on
gender stereotypes, we must first acknowledge that
any “truth” in stereotypes is both minimal and
socially constructed. Only by critically examining
and challenging gendered expectations can we
create space for individuals to express their
authentic selves and pursue ambitions aligned with
their unique talents and values—rather than those
prescribed by traditional social roles.
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