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           What, or who has led you to make the decisions in your life?  Was it your parents, 

your peers, or yourself?  Who is the ‘they’ that dictated what was acceptable in society and 

allowed you to determine if actions are right or wrong?  Perhaps it was small, subtle messages 

throughout childhood that influenced these choices.  For example, you are nudged (or gently 

persuaded) to buy more cereal with the incentive of a prize at the bottom of the box, and you are 

trained to accept defaults in everyday life, such as a pre-selected tip for a cab driver.  It is almost 

impossible to avoid all nudges in life, but even harder to avoid and reject the default-- or the 

status quo option.  It is the power of inertia to have a stable set of inaction that works with these 

behavioral nudges and sets defaults.   

 

When viewing toys promoted to children over time, dolls have stood out the most as influential 

and representative of the eras they belong to.  Comparing a doll made in Victorian times (usually 

a bride or baby) to a doll of the 1940s (most commonly a nurse or part of an army regiment) the 

message and expectations of girls and women in society are suggested through a nudge from the 

toy industry.  A nudge, in other words, is a suggestion without force; by using indirect actions, 

the nudger is compelling the nudgee (or many nudgees) to believe and think in a certain way.  

We believe that constant nudges directed at women via choices in the domain of color and toys 

from a young age have led to the more significant effect of a gender default.   

 

 

 



 

 

 

Default is the option that kicks in when a choice is not made, and by sticking to the status quo of 

certain toys only belonging to one gender, young girls are continuing to repeat the cycle that is 

expected of them by society always to choose pink, play with girly toys that have exaggerated 

feminine qualities.  Humans are the most impressionable when they are children and toy 

manufacturer's know that their products can have a significant impact on children in their adult 

lives.  For example, men have been credited to have a stronger sense of spatial awareness and 

mathematical skills due to the toys they played with during childhood whereas girls have been 

encouraged by soft toys to have domestic and empathetic skills, as well as stronger talent for 

language.  Unfortunately, there is higher stress on girls toys for attractiveness and appearance, 

and have led girls to be more prone to eating disorders in later life.  By implementing these 

nudges from such a young age, the default of masculine versus feminine has become second 



nature, and to work against the power of inertia (rebel against the status quo) would be much 

harder than to accept the societal norm.   

 

    Reflecting on childhood defaults, we can look at the colors we were assigned as default from 

birth - blue for boys and pink for girls.  This is in spite of the fact that pink has also been 

associated with manliness since it was a stronger color. Toy defaults allowed boys things such as 

dinosaurs, legos, and the incredibly macho G.I. Joe.  Resisting the default, and taking the time to 

fight the given options most commonly leads to teasing and bullying, a detrimental effect of such 

an embedded default.  In adult life, these childhood defaults have led to substantial and stark 

differences in masculine and feminine qualities, and any deviation from these norms is often 

seen as rebellious, non-conforming, or in some instances, even unacceptable. 

 

So what is the right answer?  Again, it would be very challenging to avoid all nudges and 

not set any defaults, but perhaps by recognizing when we are being coerced or influenced by 

others, we can identify with our own opinions instead of letting society, and what is accepted 

inside "the box" decide for us.  Allow children to form their own opinions and choices towards 

toys, colors, clothes, and maybe there will be a new generation without such aggressive pre-

conceived biases advocated by industries trying to shape the choices of generations. 

 

 


