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Abstract
There is a longstanding tradition in the Netherlands to announce the birth of a child by sending out birth announcement 
cards to friends and family. These cards provide a glimpse of the ‘zeitgeist’ over the years regarding gender through the 
way in which the birth of a son or a daughter is announced. The current study examined the gender-typed content of birth 
announcement cards from 1940 until 2019. To this end, 4669 birth announcement cards were coded based on the following 
categories: gender of baby, use of color, different types of images, and different types of text. Logistic regression analyses 
revealed that boy cards were more likely than girl cards to include blue as the dominant color, masculine descriptions of the 
baby, and parental expressions of pride. Girl cards were more likely than boy cards to include pink as the dominant color 
and images of flowers. Over time there was a decrease in the inclusion of masculine descriptions on boy cards, as well as the 
likelihood that fathers were mentioned before mothers. However, the expression of pride on boy cards increased over time. 
Overall, the amount of gender-typed content in birth announcement cards was minimal. Birth announcement cards which 
included gender-typed content tended to reflect gender stereotypes and different expressions for boys and girls in subtle ways 
that continue to reinforce gender stereotypes.
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After the birth of a child, it is customary in the Netherlands 
to send out birth announcement cards to friends, family, 
 and acquaintances (Noorlandt, 2019). This tradition orig-
inated in the late 1800’s in high-class families, but since 
1950 almost all new parents sent out birth announcement 
cards (Noorlandt, 2019). Even though many parents nowa-
days announce the (imminent) birth of their child via social 
media (Leaver & Highfield, 2018), almost all Dutch parents 
still send out birth announcement cards. In general, birth 
announcement cards provide information about the child that 
is born (e.g., date of birth, name, parents, brothers, sisters, 
gender) and often include illustrations and poems. Parents  
in the Netherlands have a wide range of gender-typical and  
gender-neutral options regarding the birth announcement 
cards available to them (Kessel & Kooger, 1996; Koningkaart,  

n.d.), particularly with the introduction of websites through 
which parents can customize their own cards.

Yet, birth announcement cards might be a source of 
gender-typed content (e.g., pink for girls, blue for boys), 
as one of the most important facts revealed in birth 
announcements is whether the newborn is a boy or a girl 
(Gonzalez & Koestner, 2005). Past research has demon-
strated that parents’ knowledge of the child’s gender is 
associated with selecting more gender-typed toys, clothes, 
books, designs for rooms (Pomerleau et al., 1990), and 
children’s names (Barry & Harper, 1995). Parents’ knowl-
edge of the child’s gender may also influence parents’ 
choices about the content of birth announcement cards 
and reflect their views of gender and gender stereotypes 
(West, 2010). The current study builds on past research 
that examined the gender content of birth congratulation 
cards (Bridges, 1993; Christodoulou & Lac, 2021; Willer, 
2001) and birth announcements in newspapers (Gonzalez 
& Koestner, 2005) to investigate the gender-typed content 
of birth announcement cards from 1940 to 2019 in the 
Dutch context.
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Early Parental Gender Socialization

Parental socialization of gender in children refers to the 
ways in which parents influence children’s gender devel-
opment and shape their understanding of societal gender 
norms and expectations (Endendijk et al., 2018). Parents’ 
endorsement of gender stereotypes has been associated 
with the way parents communicate about gender with their 
children (Endendijk et al., 2014), toys purchases (Weisgram 
& Bruun, 2018), choosing traditional surnames for their 
children (Johnson & Scheuble, 2002), and differential use 
of physical discipline with sons and daughters (Endendijk 
et al., 2017). Though these gender socialization practices 
are typically studied after children are born (Endendijk 
et al., 2018), there are indications that this process com-
mences even before birth. For instance, knowing the fetal 
sex was associated with pregnant women talking to the 
unborn child in a gendered manner (“How is mommy’s 
sweet girl doing in there?”), using gendered pronouns, and 
calling the unborn child by a gendered given name (Barnes, 
2015). In addition, parents often choose a name for their 
child before birth, with most names being gendered in 
nature (Lieberson et al., 2000), and gender-typed name 
choices are associated with later gender-specific treatment 
of children by parents (Erwin, 1995). Notably, these forms 
of parental gender socialization have been associated with 
gender differences in language skills (Pruden & Levine, 
2017), academic achievement (Updegraff et al., 1996), 
occupational preferences (Sandberg et al., 1991), and prob-
lem behaviors in children (Endendijk et al., 2017) in later 
child development. To reduce or prevent gender inequality 
in these domains it is important to gain more insight into 
early forms of gender socialization.

Gender‑Typed Content in Birth Announcement 
Cards

The current study relies on the gendered-family process 
model to identify several processes that might play a role 
in the gender-typed content that parents include in birth 
announcement cards (Endendijk et al., 2018). The first 
process is channeling or shaping, which refers to creating 
a gendered environment for children by the toys, clothes, 
activities, and chores parents choose for them (Crouter 
et al., 1995; Fisher-Thompson, 1993; Pomerleau et al., 
1990). For instance, some studies have found that boys are 
provided with more male-typed toys, such as sports equip-
ment, tools, and vehicles, whereas girls are provided with 
more female-typed toys such as dolls, jewelry, and child's 
furniture (MacPhee & Prendergast, 2019; Pomerleau et al., 
1990). In addition, the color pink has been found to be 
more dominant in girls rooms and clothes, whereas blue 

is more dominant in boys rooms and clothes (Pomerleau 
et al., 1990). Applied to the context of birth announcement 
cards, cards for boys and girls might differ, for example, in 
the toy illustrations that are depicted, or the colors used. 
Content analysis of birth congratulation cards revealed that 
blue was used most in cards for boys, whereas pink was 
used most in cards for girls (Bridges, 1993; Christodoulou 
& Lac, 2021; Willer, 2001). In addition, masculine toys 
(e.g., balls, vehicles) were included more in boy cards, 
whereas no differences were found between girl and boy 
cards for feminine toys (e.g., dolls; Bridges, 1993; Willer, 
2001). One study also found that baby accessories (e.g., 
bottles, bibs, pacifiers) were depicted more on girl cards 
than on boy cards (Willer, 2001), whereas other studies 
did not find this difference (Bridges, 1993; Christodoulou 
& Lac, 2021).

The second process is the use of gendered language such 
as gender labels (Endendijk et al., 2014; Gelman et al., 
2004). Use of gender labels in birth announcement cards 
might highlight gender as an important and salient category 
(Gelman et al., 2004). Similarly, children whose parents 
frequently use gendered language will be highly aware of 
gender categories, which shapes children’s construction of 
their own gender concepts (Liben & Bigler, 2002). Indeed, 
frequent use of gender labels by teachers in combination 
with other gender emphasizers (i.e., gendered organization 
and physical separation in classrooms) appears to increase 
children’s gender stereotypes (Hilliard & Liben, 2010). Fur-
thermore, explicitly labeling gender was found to improve 
toddlers’ categorization of people on the basis of gender 
(Diesendruck & Deblinger-Tangi, 2014). Research specifi-
cally on parents’ use of gender labels has demonstrated a 
male labeling bias during picture book reading, with male 
gender labels being used more often than female gender 
labels (DeLoache et al., 1987; Gelman et al., 2004). This 
male bias in labeling is visible to some extent in most lan-
guages and highlights societal asymmetries of status and 
power favoring men (Menegatti & Rubini, 2018).

The third process is the use of metaphors to reinforce 
gender stereotypes by bringing together ordinarily unrelated 
categories based on some shared features (Eichstedt et al., 
2002). For instance, flowers have been metaphorically linked 
to girls/women as both are considered delicate (Leinbach 
et al., 1997). Similarly, trees are considered metaphorically 
male (i.e., strong, tall; Eichstedt et al., 2002). Animals are 
also often the subject of metaphors, with bears and dogs 
being associated with  boys/men (i.e., strong, aggressive) 
and birds, rabbits, cats, and butterflies with girls/women 
(i.e., delicate, soft; Leinbach et al., 1997). Other objects 
such as feathers, bows, and hearts are also associated more 
with girls/women (Leinbach et al., 1997). Children as young 
as 18 months old have been found to possess knowledge 
of gender metaphors (Eichstedt et al., 2002). Research on 
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birth congratulation cards has provided mixed evidence for 
the presence of gender metaphors (Bridges, 1993; Willer, 
2001). One study found that birds and rabbits were featured 
more on girl cards, whereas bears and dogs appeared more 
on boy cards (Bridges, 1993). However, in later studies no 
differences were found between boy and girl cards in the 
presentation of bears and rabbits (Christodoulou & Lac, 
2021; Willer, 2001). Flowers, ribbons, and hearts were more 
consistently used on girl cards in all three studies, but trees 
were not examined (Bridges, 1993; Christodoulou & Lac, 
2021; Willer, 2001). Last, sky objects, such as stars, sun, 
and moon, appeared more on boy cards in one of the stud-
ies (Willer, 2001), but these objects were not examined in 
the other studies. Sky objects and boys/men might be meta-
phorically linked as both could be considered to be above 
other(s) (in the hierarchy) or distant (Rudman et al., 2001).

The fourth process is the differential gender-stereotyped 
expectations that parents have for their children, which is 
found to be associated with parents’ differential treatment 
of boys and girls (Endendijk et al., 2018). Three studies spe-
cifically examined the content of adults gender stereotyped 
expectations about children (Koenig, 2018; Martin, 1995; 
Powlishta, 2000). Taken together, adults expected boys to 
possess more masculine traits, such as being dominant, inde-
pendent, competitive, aggressive, agentic, active, rebellious, 
noisy, and strong, compared to girls. On the other hand, girls 
were expected to possess more feminine traits, such as being 
gentle, neat/clean, sympathetic, eager to soothe hurt feelings, 
well-mannered, helpful, soft-spoken, communal, weak, shy, 
likeable, wholesome, overly emotional (e.g., crying), and 
feminine looking (e.g., dainty), compared to boys. When 
parents hold such different expectations of boys and girls 
they might describe their children in a gender-typical way 
on the birth announcement cards as well, ascribing more 
feminine traits and behaviors to newborn girls and mascu-
line traits and behaviors to newborn boys. Research on birth 
congratulation cards demonstrated that feminine traits, such 
as being little and sweet, were used more on cards for girls 
than on cards for boys (Bridges, 1993; Willer, 2001). Yet, 
this difference was not found in online birth congratulation 
cards (Christodoulou & Lac, 2021).

The last process is the parental preference for the gender 
of the child. This process is not included in the gendered-
family process model but was identified as important in 
previous research on birth announcements (Gonzalez & 
Koestner, 2005). In most developed countries, parents pre-
fer to have a child of each gender (McDougall et al., 1999). 
However, there is also plenty direct and indirect evidence for 
a son preference (especially for firstborns), indicated by self-
reported attitudinal preferences for sons (Dahl & Moretti, 
2004), fathers’ greater self-reported happiness after the birth 
of a son (Kohler et al., 2005), and greater father involvement 
and family stability in families with sons (Lundberg, 2005). 

Parents’ emotions expressed on birth announcement cards 
could also be an indication of parental gender preference, 
for instance when positive emotions are expressed more for 
one gender than another (Gonzalez & Koestner, 2005). Pre-
vious research demonstrated that parents were more likely 
to express pride in birth announcements of boys (Gonzalez 
& Koestner, 2005), and pride was also expressed more on 
birth congratulation cards for boys (Willer, 2001). Regard-
ing the expression of happiness, the findings were less con-
sistent. Parents were more likely to express happiness in 
birth announcements for girls (Gonzalez & Koestner, 2005). 
Yet, happiness was expressed more on birth congratulation 
cards for boys than for girls (Bridges, 1993; Willer, 2001). 
In a sample of online birth congratulation cards, no differ-
ences were found in expressed happiness (Christodoulou & 
Lac, 2021). Differences in findings for happiness might be 
attributed to difference in card type (i.e., parents expressing 
happiness vs. other people wishing happiness for the new 
parents or baby). Overall, these findings do not point to a 
clear son preference in birth announcements and birth con-
gratulation cards, so more research is necessary.

Historical Changes in Gender‑Typed Content of Birth 
Announcement Cards

Considering that sending out birth announcement cards 
has been common practice since the 1950s, it is possible to 
examine historical changes in the gender content of these 
cards. Social role theory could provide relevant predictions 
for these historical changes (Wood & Eagly, 2012). Central 
to social role theory is the prediction that gender differences 
arise from societies’ division into gender roles: the female 
role of homemaker and the male role of economic provider. 
This sex-based division of labor leads to different (stereotypi-
cal) expectations for the behavior of men and women from 
observing men and women in these sex-based occupational 
and social roles. This theory predicts that as sex-based divi-
sions of labor shift, so too will the associated gender ste-
reotypes. In recent decades, the division of gender roles has 
become less strict in most modern Western societies (Wood 
& Eagly, 2012) and gender stereotypes have indeed decreased 
over the course of the twentieth century (Bhatia & Bhatia, 
2021) as well as in the last decade (Charlesworth & Banaji, 
2021). Similarly, women’s identification with stereotypically 
masculine traits increased from 1974 to 2012 (Donnelly & 
Twenge, 2017). A specific aspect of birth announcement 
cards that could signal historical changes in gender roles is 
the order in which parents are mentioned on the card. As 
there is a power/status difference in gender roles, with the 
male role being associated with more power (Wood & Eagly, 
2012), it is likely that fathers are mentioned before mothers 
on the birth announcement cards, especially in older cards.
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Current Study

The current study is the first to examine the gender-typed con-
tent of a large sample of birth announcement cards (≈5000), 
as well as historical changes between 1940 and 2019 in 
the gender-typed content of these cards. This study hereby 
extends a handful of small-scale studies that examined the 
gender-typed content of birth congratulation cards (Bridges, 
1993; Christodoulou & Lac, 2021; Willer, 2001) and birth 
announcements in newspapers (Gonzalez & Koestner, 2005) 
at a single time point. More specifically, differences were 
investigated between birth announcement cards for boys and 
girls in the use of gender-typed colors, imagery, expressions, 
and labels. Based on past research, I hypothesized that the 
following content would occur with greater frequency in cards 
for boys than for girls: blue color and masculine toys (e.g., car, 
ball) (Hypothesis 1a), masculine animals (e.g., bear, dog), 
trees and sky objects (e.g., star, sun) (Hypothesis 1b), mascu-
line traits (e.g., tough, strong) (Hypothesis 1c), expression of 
pride (e.g., “we proudly announce…”) (Hypothesis 1d), and 
gender labels (e.g., boy, he) (Hypothesis 1e).

Further, I hypothesized that the following content would 
occur with greater frequency in cards for girls than for boys: 
pink color, feminine toys (e.g., doll, jewelry), and baby 
accessories (Hypothesis 2a), feminine animals (e.g., butter-
fly, rabbit), flowers, and feminine symbols (e.g., heart, bow, 
feather) (Hypothesis 2b), feminine traits (e.g., sweet, beauti-
ful) (Hypothesis 2c), and expressions of joy (e.g., “we are 
happy to announce…”) (Hypothesis 2d). Regarding histori-
cal changes in gender-typed content of birth announcement 
cards in the Netherlands, we hypothesized that observed dif-
ferences in gender-typed content between boy and girl cards 
would decrease over time (Hypothesis 3a). In addition, the 
likelihood that fathers were mentioned before mothers on the 
cards was expected to decrease over time (Hypothesis 3b).

Method

Sample

Cards were selected for this study in two ways. First, the 
private collection of birth announcement cards of a collec-
tor was included. The collector retrieved these cards from 
midwifery practices, gynecology/birth wards of hospitals, 
doctor’s practices, libraries, collectors’ fairs, friends and 
family. The collection consisted of Dutch birth cards of 
children born between 1940 and 2018 from 885 unique 
birth places. Cards from 138 card designers and print 
shops were included. Second, this collection was supple-
mented with 249 cards from 2018 and 2019 retrieved from 
a birth ward of a hospital in the province of Utrecht, the 
Netherlands, and via the author’s friends and family. The 

inclusion criteria were that cards had to include Dutch 
text, and were not for twins, adopted children, or still-born 
children. In total, 4669 cards were included in this study. 
On most of the cards (n = 3804, 81.5%) the gender of the 
child was explicitly stated, with 41.5% of cards announc-
ing the birth of a boy (n = 1939) and 40% announcing the 
birth of a girl (n = 1865). On 18.5% of the cards the gender 
of the child was not stated (n = 865). See Table 1 for the 
number of cards analyzed from each decade.

Coding Categories

A coding system was developed based on previous coding 
systems for birth announcements (Gonzalez & Koestner, 
2005) and birth congratulation cards (Bridges, 1993; Willer, 
2001), as well as a thorough examination of a random sample 
of 100 cards from different birth years to check for other cate-
gories of interest. This combination of top-down and bottom-
up development of a coding scheme has been recommended 
for content analysis in gender research (Neuendorf, 2011). 
The coding system included categories for use of color, use 
of images, and use of text. Most of these codes (except the 
number of gender labels and use of color) were treated as 
dichotomous variables, reflecting the presence or absence of 
a certain type of text. As most cards included only one (or 
zero) instance of a certain type of image or text, it was more 
appropriate to use dichotomous data instead of count data.

Use of Color

This code indicated whether the dominant color in the card 
was pink, blue, or another color (i.e., any other color, no/
multiple colors).

Use of Images

Toys Coders listed all toys that were presented on the 
cards. The coded toys were subsequently recoded by the 
author into nominal variables reflecting the presence of 

Table 1  Number and Percentage 
of Cards per Decade

Decade n (%) of cards

1940–1950 16 (.3)
1950–1960 100 (2.2)
1960–1970 185 (4.0)
1970–1980 309 (6.7)
1980–1990 585 (12.6)
1990–2000 929 (20.1)
2000–2010 1812 (39.1)
2010–2019 694 (15.0)
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feminine toys or masculine toys. Toys were only catego-
rized in the masculine and feminine categories when they 
were consistently labelled as masculine or feminine in 
previous research (Blakemore & Centers, 2005; Endendijk 
et  al.,  2014; Kollmayer et  al., 2018). Masculine toys 
included a car, race car, ball, airplane, train, motor bike, 
rocket, truck, fire truck, tractor, crane, sword, chopper, and 
catapult. Feminine toys included a doll, doll carrier, hula-
hoop, and jewelry.

Animals Coders listed all animals that were presented on 
the cards. The coded animals were subsequently recoded 
into nominal variables reflecting the presence of feminine 
animals (i.e., cat, butterfly, bird, rabbit) or masculine ani-
mals (i.e., bear, dog). Masculine and feminine animals 
were derived from metaphorically gendered animals used 
in previous research (Eichstedt et al., 2002; Leinbach et al., 
1997).

Flora Coders listed all types of flora included (e.g., flowers, 
trees, bushes, grass, four-leaved clover). These codes were 
subsequently recoded into nominal variables reflecting the 
presence of flowers (e.g., flower, rose, tulip, lily) or trees 
(e.g., apple tree, palm tree, tree).

Baby Accessories Coders listed all baby accessories depicted 
on the card (e.g., pacifier, baby bottle, crib, clothes, shoes). 
These codes were subsequently recoded into a nominal vari-
able reflecting the presence of any baby accessories.

Sky Objects Coders listed all objects from the sky that were 
presented on the cards (e.g., sun, moon, star, cloud). The 
coded sky objects were subsequently recoded into a nominal 
variable reflecting the presence of any sky object.

Depiction of Baby This code reflected whether the card 
depicted an image of the baby that was born (either a draw-
ing or a picture).

Other Symbols Coders also listed any other symbols present 
on the cards that were not captured by the above catego-
ries. In these codes, several metaphorically feminine sym-
bols could be identified (i.e., heart, bow, feather, female sex 
symbol, rosette, fairy; Eichstedt et al., 2002; Leinbach et al., 
1997), which were recoded into a nominal variable reflecting 
the presence of other feminine symbols.

Use of Text

Card Gender This code reflected whether the gender of the 
child that was born was explicitly stated on the card as boy 
(e.g., boy, son, brother, he, him, his) or girl (e.g., girl, daugh-
ter, sister, she, her), or gender was not mentioned.

Descriptions of Child Coders listed all descriptions that 
referred to the character, appearance, or behavior of the child 
that was born. Subsequently, the author coded the charac-
teristics into nominal variables for feminine and masculine 
descriptions using content from the Bem Sex-Role Inven-
tory (Bem, 1981) and the Children’s Occupations, Activities, 
and Traits (COAT) questionnaire (Liben & Bigler, 2002) to 
inform the descriptions. Masculine characteristics included 
tough, naughty, energetic, noisy, strong, healthy, big, unique, 
free, dangerous, imperial, fit, forceful, lively. Feminine char-
acteristics included small, weak, beautiful, sweet, neat, cute, 
dependent, soft, young, cheerful, delicate, affectionate, pow-
erless, innocent, gullible.

Emotions Coders noted all emotions that were expressed on 
the card. As there were specific hypotheses about the emo-
tions of happiness and pride, nominal variables for the inclu-
sion of happiness (indicated by keywords pleased, happy, 
delighted, hooray, yippie) and pride (indicated by keywords 
pride, proud) were created.

Order of Parents Coders indicated the order in which mother 
and father of the child were mentioned (1 = father’s name 
before mother’s name, 2 = mother’s name before father’s 
name, 3 = unclear, missing, or only one parent named). For 
most cards, the fathers were mentioned first (77.5%) and 
only 2.6% of cards were coded under the third category. 
Therefore, the author recoded this variable into a nominal 
variable reflecting whether fathers were mentioned first ver-
sus not.

Gender Labels Coders listed the number of gender labels 
(e.g., boy, son, brother, he, him, his, or girl, daughter, sister, 
she, her) that were used to label the child on the card.

Coding Procedure

Cards were coded by a group of 19 coders (i.e., bachelor 
students in Clinical, Child, Family, and Education Studies, 
a research assistant, the author). The coders were trained 
by the author in using the coding system in five weekly 2-h 
training sessions. In between sessions, coders categorized 
the content of 10 predetermined cards as homework for the 
next session. In the fifth session coders reached 90–100% 
agreement with the consensus score on the cards that had 
to be coded as homework. After the training, coders’ inter-
rater reliability was determined on a sample of 60 cards. 
Except for the author, coders were unaware of the study’s 
research question and hypotheses. Coders were not blind to 
the gender of the child on the card, as this was one of the 
variables that had to be coded. See Table 2 for an overview 
of the coder reliability statistics. Ranges for kappa’s, ICCs, 
Krippendorff’s alphas, and percentage agreement indicated 
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good to excellent coder reliability across all coded categories 
(Fleiss, 1981; Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007).

Data Analysis

All analyses were conducted in SPSS. First, chi-square tests 
were conducted to examine gender differences in the inclu-
sion of colors (pink, blue, other), different types of imagery 
(toys, animals, flora, baby accessories, sky objects, the baby, 
other feminine symbols), and different types of text (descrip-
tions of child, joy, pride) in the birth announcement cards. 
Only variables for which significant gender differences were 
found on these descriptive analyses were entered into a mul-
tinomial logistic regression. This logistic regression analysis 
was used to predict card gender (i.e., boy card, girl card, 
nongender-specific card) from the use of color, the inclu-
sion of different types of illustrations, and different types 
of text. Second, a separate logistic regression analysis was 
conducted in which card gender (i.e., boy card, girl card) was 

predicted from the number of gender labels used in the card. 
A separate analysis was necessary in this regard, because the 
number of gender labels could only be compared between 
boy and girl cards as the nongender-specific cards did not 
include any gender labels. In both analyses predicting card 
gender, girl cards were the reference category, which ena-
bled a comparison between boy and girl cards to test the 
hypotheses about gender differences in card content.

Third, interactions between birth year (mean centered) and 
the variables reflecting the use of colors and the inclusion 
of different types of imagery and text were added to the two 
logistic regression models described above. This allowed for 
testing whether the prediction of card gender from its con-
tents changed over time, or in other words whether there were 
changes in the gender-typed content of the birth cards over 
time. Fourth, a logistic regression analysis was conducted 
predicting whether fathers were mentioned before mothers 
to test the hypothesis that over time it became less likely that 
fathers were mentioned first on birth announcement cards.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Gender Differences

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics for the type of colors, 
images, and text that were used in the birth announce-
ment cards. In terms of colors, blue was used most often 
(19%). The most frequently included image was an image 
of the baby that was born (48%). The expression of joy was 
included in about half of the cards (48%). Feminine toys 
and trees were the least frequently included in the cards 
(< 5%). Chi-square tests revealed blue occurred with greater 
frequency in boy cards (in line with H1a), whereas pink 
occurred with greater frequency in girl cards (in line with 
H2a), χ2(2) = 369.18, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .31. In line with 
Hypotheses 1a, 1c, and 1d, gender-typed content occurred 
with greater frequency in boy cards than in girl cards for the 
following: masculine toys, χ2(1) = 7.25, p = .007, Cramer’s 
V = .04, masculine descriptions of the child, χ2(1) = 4.12, 
p = .042, Cramer’s V = .03, and pride, χ2(1) = 4.00, p = .046, 
Cramer’s V = .03. In line with Hypothesis 2b, gender-typed 
content occurred with greater frequency in girl cards than in 
boy cards for the following: flowers, χ2(1) = 26.11, p < .001, 
Cramer’s V = .08, and feminine symbols, χ2(1) = 9.53, 
p = .002, Cramer’s V = .05. No gender differences were found 
for the other gender-typed content variables (p’s > .112), 
which did not support Hypothesis 1b (animals, trees, sky 
objects), Hypothesis 2a (feminine toys), Hypothesis 2b (fem-
inine animals), Hypothesis 2c (feminine traits), or Hypoth-
esis 2d (joy). In sum, Hypotheses 1a, 1c, and 1d were fully 
supported, partial support was found for Hypotheses 2a and 
2b, and no support was found for Hypotheses 1b, 2c, or 2d.

Table 2  Reliability of Coders with Consensus Scores

 NA = not applicable
a Intraclass correlation was computed for continuous variables (i.e., 
number of gender labels). Kappa was calculated for nominal variables
b For these variables percentage agreement was calculated because 
there were too few cards with these codes included in the reliability 
set to compute kappa or Krippendorff’s alpha

Variable ICC/Kappaa Krippendorff’s 
alpha

Gender card .97–1.00 .99
Gender labels .95–1.00 .99
Color card .91–1.00 .92
Toys
   Masculineb 99–100% NA
   Feminineb 99–100% NA

Animals
   Masculineb 93–100% NA
  Feminine .87–1.00 .91

Flora
  Flowers .89–1.00 .94
   Treesb 100% NA

Baby accessories .80–1.00 .91
Sky objects .66–1.00 .86
Baby .91–1.00 .99
Other feminine  symbolsb 95–100% NA
Descriptions of child
   Masculineb 98–100% NA
  Feminine .83–1.00 .90

Positive emotions
  Joy .93–1.00 .97
  Pride 1.00 1.00

Order parents’ names listed .71–1.00 .88
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Predicting Card Gender from Use of Color, Types 
of Imagery, and Text

Table 4 presents the results of the logistic regression analy-
sis predicting card gender from the use of color, imagery, 
and text in birth announcement cards. The overall fit of the 
model was significant, χ2(14) = 451.34, p < .001. The model 
accounted for 9.2% of the variance (Cox and Snell Pseudo 
R2) in card gender. Overall, the model correctly classified 
49.6% of cards. Prediction was best for boy cards (86.1% 
correct), followed by girl cards (34.9% correct).

The following gender-typed content contributed signif-
icantly to the prediction of card gender: pink color, blue 
color, flowers, masculine descriptions of the child, and pride. 
In line with Hypothesis 1a and 2a, for boy cards, the odds of 
having pink as a dominant color were .12 times smaller than 

for girl cards, whereas the odds of having blue as a domi-
nant color were 2.42 times larger than for girl cards. In line 
with Hypothesis 1b, the odds that boy cards depicted flowers 
were .68 times smaller compared to girl cards. Supporting 
Hypothesis 1c, the odds that masculine descriptions of the 
child were included on boy cards were 1.33 times larger 
than such descriptions being included on girl cards. Last, the 
odds that the emotion pride was mentioned were 1.42 times 
larger for boy cards than for girl cards, which supported 
Hypothesis 1d. Boy cards and girl cards did not differ in the 
odds of including images of masculine toys (inconsistent 
with H1a) and other feminine symbols (inconsistent with 
H2b). A separate logistic regression revealed that number 
of gender labels also did not differ between boy and girl 
cards, B = –.01, SEB = .03, Wald = .03, OR = .995, p = .86, 
95% CI [.94, 1.06], which did not support Hypothesis 1e. 

Table 3  Descriptive Statistics 
of Colors, Images, and Text 
Included in Birth Cards

Percentages are based on the total number of cards in which a certain type of color, image, or text was used 
(all cards: N = 4669, boy cards: n = 1939, girl cards: n = 1865, cards without gender labels: n = 865). Per-
centages in bold represent a significant gender difference found with chi-square tests, p < .05
NA = not applicable

Card type

All cards Boy card Girl card Gender not 
mentioned

Variable n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Color card
  Pink 463 (10) 40 (2) 339 (18) 84 (10)
  Blue 898 (19) 524 (27) 211 (11) 163 (19)

Images
  Toys
    Feminine toy 66 (1) 29 (1) 28 (2) 9 (1)
    Masculine toy 253 (5) 126 (6) 84 (5) 43 (5)
  Animals
    Feminine animal 428 (9) 177 (9) 171 (9) 80 (9)
    Masculine animal 386 (8) 174 (9) 152 (8) 60 (7)
  Flora
    Flowers 828 (18) 291 (15) 399 (21) 138 (16)
    Trees 151 (3) 59 (3) 52 (3) 40 (5)
  Baby accessories 965 (21) 420 (22) 402 (22) 143 (17)
  Sky objects 524 (11) 229 (12) 205 (11) 90 (10)
  Baby 2231 (48) 952 (49) 896 (48) 383 (44)
  Other feminine symbols 746 (16) 275 (14) 335 (18) 136 (16)

Text
  Descriptions of child
    Feminine descriptions 696 (15) 282 (15) 306 (16) 108 (12)
    Masculine descriptions 267 (6) 130 (7) 96 (5) 41 (5)
  Positive emotions
    Pride 374 (8) 169 (9) 130 (7) 75 (9)
    Joy 2263 (48) 1054 (54) 1002 (54) 207 (24)

Order parents (father first) 3618 (77) 1520 (78) 1476 (79) 622 (72)
Number of gender labels, M (SD) 1.95 (1.07) 1.95 (1.13) 1.96 (1.01) NA
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Because the hypotheses were specifically about differences 
between boy and girl cards, additional results for the differ-
ences between nongender-specific cards and girl cards are 
presented in Table S1 in the Online Supplement.

Changes Over Time in Gender‑Typed Content 
of Birth Announcement Cards

In a second logistic regression analysis, interactions between 
birth year and use of color, imagery, and text were included 
in the model. The overall fit of the model was significant, 
χ2(28) = 505.28, p < .001. The model accounted for 10.3% 
of the variance (Cox and Snell Pseudo R2) in card gender. 
A likelihood ratio test revealed that the model with interac-
tions fit the data better than the model without interactions, 
χ2(14) = 2821.60, p < .001. Only significant interactions for 
the contrast comparing boy cards with girl cards were inter-
preted, because the hypothesis about historical change (H3a) 
was specifically about change in differences between boy and 
girl cards. Only two interactions were significant: the inter-
action between year and masculine descriptions of the child, 
B = .04, SEB = .01, Wald = 12.33, OR = 1.04, p < .001, 95% 
CI [1.02, 1.06], and the interaction between year and pride, 
B = –.04, SEB = .01, Wald = 10.62, OR = .97, p = .001, 95% 
CI [.95, .99]. Simple slope analyses (Myear ± 1SD) revealed 
that, in line with Hypothesis 3a, the odds for boy cards to 
include masculine descriptions were larger in cards before 
1985, OR = 4.01, p = .08, 95% CI [.85, 19.01], than in cards 
after 2009, OR = 1.08, p = .83, 95% CI [.57, 2.04]. In addi-
tion, the odds for boy cards to include descriptions of pride 
were smaller in cards before 1985, OR = .49, p = .56, 95% 
CI [.04, 5.45], than in cards after 2009, OR = 1.41, p = .14, 
95% CI [.90, 2.20], which did not support Hypothesis 3a.

A separate logistic regression analysis revealed that, in 
line with Hypothesis 3b, the odds of presenting father first 
on the cards (versus not presenting fathers first) decreased 
over time, B = –.01, SEB = .003, Wald = 22.61, OR = .988, 
p < .001, 95% CI [.98, .99]. The other separate logistic 

regression for number of gender labels, revealed that the 
number of gender labels in boy and girl cards did not change 
over time, B = < .01, SEB = .002, Wald = .03, OR = 1.00, 
p = .87, 95% CI [.996, 1.005].

Discussion

The current study examined the gender-typed content of 
approximately 5000 birth announcement cards sent between 
1940 until 2019. First, regarding gender-typed content, boy 
cards were more likely than girl cards to include blue as the 
dominant color, masculine descriptions of the child that was 
born, and parental expression of pride. On the other hand, 
girl cards were more likely than boy cards to include pink 
as the dominant color and images of flowers. For the 12 
other types of gendered card content, no differences were 
found between boy and girl cards. Second, regarding his-
torical changes in gender-typed content, the greater use of 
masculine descriptions on boy cards compared to girl cards 
decreased over time. Similarly, the likelihood that fathers 
were mentioned before mothers on the cards decreased over 
time. However, greater use of the emotion pride on boy cards 
compared to girl cards increased over time.

A first noteworthy finding of this study is that more  
gender-neutral than gender-typed content was included in birth  
announcement cards overall. Differences between boy and girl 
cards were found for only five of the 17 types of gender-typed 
content examined. In addition, for 18.5% of the cards, gender 
of the child was not explicitly stated, which might reflect that 
gender is not as salient of an attribute for these parents. The 
more gender-neutral content in birth announcement cards might 
reflect the Dutch cultural context in which gender equality is 
relatively high (United Nations Development Program, 2020; 
World Economic Forum, 2021), and people are reluctant to 
express gender stereotypes in explicit ways (Axinn et al., 2011).

The choices that parents did make about color, toys, or 
descriptions of the child’s behavior in birth announcement  

Table 4  Outcomes of a Logistic 
Regression Analysis Testing 
Differences Between Boy and 
Girl Birth Announcement Cards 
in Colors, Types of Illustrations, 
and Types of Text

ªReference category consists of girl cards. Results for the contrast between nongender-specific cards and 
girl cards were presented in Online Supplement

Card Variable B SE Wald p OR 95% CI

Boya

Intercept .07 .05 2.15 .142
Color: Pink –2.15 .17 154.71 .000 .12 [.08, .16]
Color: Blue .88 .09 94.78 .000 2.42 [2.03, 2.89]
Toys: Masculine .20 .15 1.72 .189 1.22 [.91, 1.63]
Flowers –.39 .09 18.52 .000 .68 [.57, .81]
Other feminine symbols –.17 .12 1.85 .174 .85 [.66, 1.08]
Masculine descriptions of child .29 .15 3.93 .047 1.33 [1.00, 1.77]
Pride .35 .13 7.17 .007 1.42 [1.10, 1.83]
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cards could reflect other types of parental gender social-
ization that may occur later in the child’s life. For  
instance, these choices could relate to the different toys and 
clothes parents buy for sons and daughters (Pomerleau et al., 
1990), and the different ways parents react to certain behav-
iors in sons and daughters (Endendijk et al., 2017). The more 
gender-neutral content of birth announcement cards might 
indicate that the gender socialization process only com-
mences to a minimal extent before or shortly after the birth of 
a child when parents make choices regarding birth announce-
ment cards. It could be that parents do not yet think of their 
newborn child in a gendered way, and therefore do not engage 
in much gender socialization, which might also be reflected 
in making gender-neutral choices for birth announcement 
cards. This is a promising finding, considering that gender 
socialization has been linked to gender-inequality in lan-
guage skills (Pruden & Levine, 2017), academic achievement 
(Updegraff et al., 1996), occupational preferences (Sandberg 
et al., 1991), and problem behaviors in children (Endendijk 
et al., 2017). The finding that birth announcement cards 
included more gender-neutral than gender-typed content 
might also reflect those parents are reluctant to communicate 
gender stereotypes in explicit ways via the colors, images, 
and descriptions in birth announcement cards. Indeed, there 
is evidence that parents convey gender stereotypes via more 
implicit parenting practices, such as the evaluation of others’ 
stereotypical and counter-stereotypical behaviors (Mesman 
& Groeneveld, 2018). More research is necessary to examine 
the different implicit ways parents engage in gender socializa-
tion with their children.

Not surprisingly the strongest evidence for gender-typed 
content in birth announcement cards was found for the colors 
blue and pink, which were more likely to be used for boys 
and girls, respectively. This finding is consistent with a large 
body of literature demonstrating the pink and blue worlds 
that are created for girls and boys through toys, clothes, and 
room décor (MacPhee & Prendergast, 2019; Pomerleau 
et al., 1990), books and newspapers (Del Giudice, 2017), 
birth congratulation cards (Bridges, 1993; Willer, 2001), 
and before birth through gender-reveal parties (Gieseler, 
2018). Using pink and blue as gender markers may trigger 
stereotypical thinking in children, even when the markers 
themselves (i.e., colors) are seemingly innocuous (Martin 
& Macrae, 2007). Indeed, preschoolers already have knowl-
edge of color stereotypes (Picariello et al., 1990), which is 
known to guide their behavior, for instance choosing pink or 
blue items (Cunningham & Macrae, 2011).

Birth announcement cards also included one instance of 
a gender metaphor with flowers occurring more frequently 
on cards for girls than boys. Flowers have been metaphori-
cally linked to girls/women as both are considered delicate 
(Leinbach et al., 1997). In birth congratulation cards, the most 
consistent evidence for the inclusion of gender metaphors was 

found for flowers as well (Bridges, 1993; Christodoulou & 
Lac, 2021; Willer, 2001). In the current study, no evidence 
was found for differences in the inclusion of any other gen-
der metaphors about animals, sky objects, or other feminine 
symbols. An explanation for the lack of gender metaphors in 
birth announcement cards might be that gender metaphors 
for children are less strong than conventional stereotypes that 
are based on observing differences between men and women 
(Leinbach et al., 1997). Therefore, parents’ gender metaphors 
might have guided their decisions regarding content of birth 
announcement cards in a minimal way. In addition, the spe-
cific lack of evidence for gender metaphors regarding animals 
could be attributed to inconsistencies in animal metaphors 
associated with men and women (Bock & Burkley, 2019; 
Nilsen, 1996; Rodríguez, 2009).

Parents also described their newborn baby in a gender-
typed way on the birth announcement cards, with mascu-
line traits and behaviors such as strong, big, noisy, and 
energetic being used more on boy cards than on girl cards. 
These differential descriptions might reflect parents’ dif-
ferent expectations about the characteristics and behaviors 
of boys and girls (i.e., expecting boys to possess more 
masculine traits than girls; Koenig, 2018; Martin, 1995; 
Powlishta, 2000). Such stereotyped expectations can have 
a powerful effect on parents’ perception of and behavior 
toward children (Wood & Eagly, 2012). For instance, par-
ents with stereotyped expectations about boys and girls 
have been found to disapprove of children’s gender-atypical 
behavior (Endendijk et al., 2014; Sandnabba & Ahlberg, 
1999), and in particular of boys’ gender-atypical behavior 
(Sandnabba & Ahlberg, 1999). That there was only a differ-
ence between boy and girl cards on masculine descriptions 
and not on feminine descriptions could reflect the more 
rigid nature of gender stereotypes for boys than for girls 
(Leaper, 2000).

Regarding expressed emotions on birth announcement 
cards, parents were more likely to express pride on cards 
for boys than on cards for girls, which provides minimal and 
indirect evidence for a son preference. This gender difference 
in expression of pride was also found in previous research on 
birth announcements (Gonzalez & Koestner, 2005) and birth 
congratulation cards (Willer, 2001). As pride is experienced 
in response to events that might enhance one’s social status 
(Gilbert, 2001), the greater expression of pride with boys 
might indicate that parents attribute more status to having 
a boy than to having a girl. Other positive emotions (i.e., 
happiness, overall positive emotions) were not expressed dif-
ferently across boy and girl cards in the current study. Thus, 
Dutch parents’ preference for sons might not be explicitly 
expressed, but may be evident in subtle indications that 
sons are valued more than daughters. Previous research also 
found small effects for a son preference in Western countries 
(Gonzalez & Koestner, 2005; Kohler et al., 2005).

9Sex Roles (2022) 86:1–13



1 3

Historical Changes in Gender‑Typed Content of Birth 
Announcement Cards

Regarding historical changes in gender-typed content, two 
of the findings were in line with social role theory (Wood 
& Eagly, 2012). First, the likelihood that fathers were men-
tioned before mothers on the cards decreased over time. 
Second, the greater use of masculine descriptions on boy 
cards compared to girl cards decreased over time. In recent 
decades, the division of gender roles has become less strict 
with women taking on the role of economic provider more 
often and men becoming more involved in household and 
child-care tasks (Wood & Eagly, 2012). As gender roles have 
shifted over time (Bhatia & Bhatia, 2021; Wood & Eagly, 
2012), men might have been viewed less as the ‘head’ of the 
family, making it less likely that the father would be men-
tioned before the mother on a birth announcement card. This 
shift might also explain the smaller differences in parents’ 
attributions of masculine descriptions to boys versus girls 
in more recent birth announcement cards. That this smaller 
gender difference over time was only found for masculine 
traits could again be attributed to the more rigid gender roles 
for men/boys (Leaper, 2000). Because of the more rigid gen-
der roles for men and boys, parents might be more reluctant 
to describe their newborn boys with feminine descriptions, 
than they are to describe their newborn girls with masculine 
descriptions. Similarly, women’s identification with stereo-
typically masculine traits increased from 1974 to 2012, but 
no changes were found for feminine traits in either men or 
women (Donnelly & Twenge, 2017).

In contrast with the decreases in gender-typed con-
tent observed over time, expressions of the emotion pride 
increased on boy cards compared to girl cards over time. 
This finding suggests that a preference for sons might be 
increasing instead of decreasing in the Netherlands. There is 
some evidence that son preferences have increased in devel-
oping countries over time (Filmer et al., 2008), although a 
similar increase has not been documented in Western coun-
tries (Chao et al., 2019). Research with Scandinavian sam-
ples does however indicate that greater equality in terms of 
gender roles does not necessarily neutralize gender prefer-
ences for children (Andersson et al., 2006). Changes in son 
preferences over time in Western countries might only be 
captured in implicit or indirect indications of son prefer-
ences, such as greater father involvement or marital stability 
(Lundberg, 2005), as social desirability bias has been found 
to confound parents’ explicit reports of son preferences 
(Schief et al., 2019). The greater expression of pride on 
cards for boys over time might thus reflect an implicit rather 
than an explicit process. As the expression of pride might 
be a more implicit or subtle way of communicating a son 
preference, the increase in the expression of pride over time 
might not necessarily reflect an increase in son preference, 

but rather reflect a change in the indicators for showing this 
preference (i.e., more implicit, subtle).

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The findings of this study need to be viewed considering the 
limitations. First, the convenience sampling strategy used 
to select the birth announcement cards may limit the gener-
alizability of the findings to the whole population of Dutch 
parents that send birth announcement cards. However, the 
cards included were sampled from 885 places of residence 
in the Netherlands (35% of the total number of residences 
in the Netherlands) and 138 card designers and print shops, 
providing some support for the representativeness of the 
sample. Second, this study included relatively few cards 
from the 1940’s and 1950’s, which may have limited the 
power to detect changes in gender-typed content over time 
in earlier decades. Third, it was not coded whether the birth 
announcement card was for a first-born or later-born child, 
as this information was not always available from the card. 
Yet, evidence for son preferences is found more consistently 
for first-born children (Dahl & Moretti, 2004; Kohler et al., 
2005). Therefore, not being able to control for birth-order 
in the analyses may have confounded the results for parents’ 
expression of positive emotions (i.e., joy, pride). Finally, a 
general problem with this type of content analysis of archi-
val data is that the researcher does not know anything about 
the family that was sending the card. Many relevant aspects 
of the family (e.g., socioeconomic status, family composi-
tion, marital status) or of parents (e.g., gender stereotypes, 
knowledge of fetal sex before birth) may have contributed 
to parents’ selections of the content of the birth announce-
ment cards. These unknown variables may have affected 
the results of the current study. Future research could tackle 
this problem by asking parents to send in birth announce-
ment cards together with some background information and 
questionnaires about variables of interest. However, with 
such a procedure it might be difficult to obtain such a large 
sample of birth announcement cards as was used in the pre-
sent study.

Relatedly, because little was known about the families/
parents behind the card, the explanations offered here for the 
differences between boy and girl cards remain rather specu-
lative. The speculations regarding the mechanisms underly-
ing parents’ choices for gender-typed content remain to be 
tested. For instance, future studies could examine associa-
tions between gender-typed content in birth announcement 
cards and parents’ conventional and metaphorical gender 
stereotypes, views about gender roles, or stereotyped expec-
tations about boys and girls characteristics. Similarly, future 
research should test the speculative hypotheses about the 
associations of gender-typed content in birth announcement 
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cards with parents’ gender socialization practices with their 
children and children’s gender stereotype development.

Practice Implications

The findings of this study could be used to create awareness 
in parents, and people in general, of the gendered messages 
they convey to the world, and specifically to and about chil-
dren. This study indicates that some parents start conveying 
gender-stereotypical messages about their child the moment 
a child is born, before children get to develop their own 
gender identity. These gendered messages can sometimes 
be very subtle, for instance in the differential expression 
of emotions or characteristics attributed to sons or daugh-
ters, and parents might not even be aware that they reinforce 
gender stereotypes in this way. These findings underscore 
how readily and early (before or shortly after birth) we start 
categorizing children into gender groups and creating pink 
and blue worlds for them. Such gender categorization and 
gendered messages seem to be ingrained in the Dutch nor-
mative practice of sending out birth announcement cards 
since the 1950s, and thereby contribute to the perpetuation 
of cultural gender stereotypes and gender roles. Regarding 
implications for future research, experimental studies could 
investigate the effects of exposure of adults and children to 
birth announcement cards that vary in gender-typed con-
tent. Such studies could shed light on the short-term and 
long-term effects of exposure to societal gender messages 
conveyed via normative practices.

Conclusion

This content analysis of a large sample of birth announce-
ment cards revealed the presence of more gender-neutral 
than gender-typed content, which coincides with the find-
ing that gender-typed content in birth announcement cards  
appears to have decreased over time. Despite the more  
gender-neutral content across the cards, this analysis did reveal  
several striking differences between girl and boy cards. In 
particular, the findings indicated that birth announcement 
cards including gender-typed content tended to reflect gen-
der stereotypes and different gender expressions for boys 
and girls in subtle ways that may go undetected and continue 
to reinforce gender stereotypes. Consistent with aspects of 
the gendered-family process model (Endendijk et al., 2018), 
gender-typed content in birth announcement cards could 
reflect parents’ endorsement of gender stereotypes, and the 
gender socialization practices they may employ to create 
a gendered environment for their children. Future research 
should continue to examine the content of other gender-
related normative practices and compare the gender mes-
saging across these different practices and over time.
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