
 

Happily ever after? Gender Stereotypes 
in Stories

 
 

Abstract 
This paper presents an initial methodology to analyse 
multimedia stories on a gender perspective. We applied 
this methodology to the evaluation of four multimedia 
stories created by children aged 11-12. The methodology 
consisted of thematic and discourse analyses. Both 
confirmed a strong presence of stereotypes independent 
on the gender of the authors. The ultimate goal of this 
research is to explore the design space for a gender-
aware authoring tool.  
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Introduction 
Gender stereotypes describe female characters as being 
socially skilled and focused on physical appearance [4]. 
However, in a male-dominated STEM field as computer 
science this stereotype is in contrast with the idea of 
males who are “nerds” and socially awkward [12]. 
Gender roles have a strong influence on how persons 
perceive themselves [5]. Thus, creating and exposing 
women/girls to female STEM role models can have a 
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positive impact in inspiring them to study and work in 
STEM fields [11]. Indeed, the presence of gender 
stereotypes permeates girls’ life. For instance, the 
presence of gender stereotypes in children books has 
been extensively discussed in the literature [2, 9]. 
Teachers in school can counteract stereotypical thinking 
by supporting the development of critical thinking [10] 
and the awareness of gender biases [7]. However, little 
research has been done on how authoring tools could 
mitigate the impact of stereotypes in the creation of the 
narrative plot and the characters. This paper explores 
the type and presence of gender stereotypes in short 
multimedia stories created by children aged 11-12.  

The study  
We collected 18 multimedia stories created by children 
in school. Stories were created following the approach 
described in [12] using a tablet device (iPadTD). Stories 
are fairy tales narrated by using audio, text, images 
and photos. The process of media and story creation 
was iterative: children first created the plot and then 
produced the media that modified it. Thus, the media 
creation affected the story plot.  
Children were grouped by teachers (each group up to 5 
persons) in order to balance skills in language, digital 
literacy, and art. Teachers also took into account 
children’s ability to collaborate within a group. A total of 
56 children (girls n=26, boys n=30) and two teachers 
participated in the study. Children aged 11-12 attend 
the first year of the secondary school in a public school 
in Lugano, Switzerland.  

Data Collection and Analysis 
In order to analyse the stories, we combined two 
approaches: thematic analysis, and discourse 
analysis. Coding and inquiry were conducted mid-way 

between a deductive and inductive approach [6]. The 
text and the media of the stories were coded in a 
deductive way by following previous work on gender 
stereotypes [1]. We used the items emerged as code of 
the narrative elements such as: Social processes, 
Physical appearance, Male-related topic [1]. In a 
second wave, we identified in an inductive manner 
other relevant patterns that were then associated with 
themes. The code emerged were: female perception of 
male, emotions, female active behaviour, passive 
behaviour, description, female character, and male 
character. At the end we refined the themes. 
Discourse analysis is based on the analysis on the 
children spontaneous use of language when creating 
the narrative, as a means to better capture existing 
gender stereotypes. Thus, each story was read and 
analysed by looking at the gender of the verbs’ 
subjects.  In order to get a sense of the importance of 
the various characters we counted their utterances and 
considered their length in words. Titles were examined 
too as a distilled and concise extract of the story to 
come, even if as in [2] these can be deceptive still 
provide an interesting starting point for our research. 
In addition, we consider the context of the story 
creation including the gender of the authors. This 
approach was successfully used in a previous study to 
analyse fairy tales with a similar purpose [2]. 

Findings  
In order to test our two analysis approaches we 
selected four stories, out of 18 available. The sample 
was selected in order to be representative of the entire 
set: to cover different styles of writing and the different 
gender combination in the groups of the authors. The 
four stories are:  

1. Adolphus and the discovery of the world (S1) 



 

2. Alexander and the mirror of souls (S2) 
3. The magic dice (S3) 
4. The search for the ideal husband (S4) 

S1 and S3 were created by groups made by boys 
(n=4), S2 and S4 by girls (n=4). Following we present 
the findings according with each specific analysis.  
In order to provide an overview of the outcomes we 
integrate the results of each analysis and we present 
these by using the three main themes emerged from 
the thematic analysis as exploration lenses: Character, 
Agency, Appearance. 

Character  
The presence of male characters (64%) is higher than 
the female ones (36%). While the protagonists have an 
almost equal distribution with 9 females and 10 males. 
In addition, the helpers are often male (i.e. Pit the bird, 
the elf, the wizard), and most of the magic objects 
have a male identity (i.e. the magic mirror, the dice). 
On the contrary, the antagonist is more often a female 
character (i.e. the witch, the evil sister). A deeper 
analysis of the characters will highlight the personality 
traits associated to different ones as a function of their 
gender.  
Across the 4 stories, the large majority of verbs had 
male characters as subjects, see Table 1. 
Regarding the gender in the titles: 4 have a female 
subject, 9 a male one, and 6 have being named after 
objects. 

Agency 
Agency, in terms of the taking the initiative and acting, 
pertains to the male characters. In particular, in S1 
67% of utterances refer to male actions: “Adolphus, 
arrived at the cave, used the telephone to make a 
water rifle”. The male characters are those who acted 
more in the story and give the direction to the 
narrative.  Similarly, S2 has many references to the 
male character (51%) who actively are engaged, for 

instance: “I have to free my princess. Alexander says”. 
Indeed, in this story the antagonist is a witch (Xenia) 
who imprisoned the princess and died because killed by 
the prince. Interestingly, in S3 the females are the 
main characters who act: 45% of the utterances 
referred to women in agency. For example: “the 
princess ordered all her guards to search for that boy”. 
Surprisingly, these characters acted as it would be 
expected from a male i.e. “Genoveffa was in love with 
Peter and tried to kidnap him to imprison him in his 
castle”. In addition, the resolution of the problem was 
given by a male character i.e. “Thanks to the magic 
coachman, Peter could marry Mary”. In S4 the male 
characters have a predominance in the story i.e. 
“Prince Aris accepted the challenge”. While female 
acted by asking help to male characters i.e. “Dad, I 
want to find an ideal husband!”.  
S1 and S2 were made by boys thus the predominance 
of male characters in action could be expected, while in 
S4 (written by girls) the story is entirely based on 
women waiting for man to act for them.  
Overall, male characters had more lines of dialogue 
while female characters had longer ones as in Table 2.  

Appearance 
One of the main findings is how girls who created the 
story perceived and described male characters. In S4 
authors always refer to the “ideal husband” as “good 
and kind”. While females are either depicted as “cruel 
and envious”, S3, or “a princess with a pure and 
generous soul” S2. Also looking at the images and 
pictures the colours usage and the type of dresses are 
quite stereotypical of the gender i.e. long pink dress for 
the princess. We believe that a deeper analysis of the 
sounds will unveil other aspect connected to the gender 
representation e.g. gender swap.    

Table 1 Verb subjects divided by 
gender 

S1 0 F 63 M 3   F+M1 

S2 9 F 62 M 10 F+M 
S3 40 F 19 M 3   F+M 
S4 19 F 62 M 1   F +M 
 

Table 2 Lines and words by 
gender 

S1 No  
dialogue 

M:8 lines  
84 words 

S2 F: 5 lines       
56 words 

M: 15 lines  
151 words 

S3 No  
dialogue 

No dialogue 

S4 F: 3 lines  
59 words 

M: 7 lines  
82 words 

 

 

 

1 Joint dialogues 



 

Discussion and conclusion 
The purpose of this initial exploration is twofold: to 
understand what is the most suitable approach to the 
analysis and explore the design space for an authoring 
tool. We have some initial indication that both discourse 
and thematic analysis agree in highlighting gender 
unbalance in narratives. For instance, from both 
analysis emerged how in S2 the female protagonists 
predominate, however they act very much like male 
characters in traditional fairy tales. The two approaches 
helped us to uncover and highlight a number of aspects 
related to the gender issue. The discursive analysis 
unveils the technical elements in the stories that have 
been used by children in a spontaneous use of 
language. For instance, the number of line of 
description point to the attitude of children in giving out 
details about each character, as well as the dialogue 
length gives interesting information on gender balance. 
Three main themes emerged from thematic analysis: 
Agency, Appearance, and Character. Agency is 
predominantly associated to a male character. 
Appearance revealed the perception of girl authors 
toward males, and the Character lens is an indicator of 
the balance of gender representation in the story. 
These became our lenses in exploring the outcomes of 
the study. 

For children being authors of story is extremely 
rewarding [7] both in their leisure time and at school. It 
has been acknowledged how providing an authoring 
tool to children for creating digital story have an impact 
on the development of their language and 
communication skills, digital literacy creativity, and 
improved the social behaviour [12]. In addition, the 
way children describe gender elements in a story has a 
strong influence on how they perceive themselves [5] 

and this has an impact in inspiring them to study and 
work in STEM [11].  
Our analysis confirmed that even when children act as 
authors they create narratives that include gender 
stereotypes. Thus, we would like to design a gender-
aware authoring tool that stimulates the reflection on 
gender issue, improve the children awareness, and 
make young authors more attentive to gender issues.  
We believe that CCI community will benefit the 
approach to analysis here described as it can be 
replicated in different contexts. In addition, the design 
for a gender-aware authoring tool for children as media 
producer is a challenge for the community to engage 
with.    
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