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			Introduction

			“Girls who play sports don’t play with dolls.”

			“Girl empowerment was a trend a few years ago. It’s not anymore.”

			“You need to add more blonde, blue-eyed dolls and make their legs longer.”

			“Generally, kids who are active don’t read.”

			“A sports doll will never sell because girls like fashion. Can you create a fashion doll?”

			“Black dolls don’t sell well.”

			“Boys don’t read books about girls.”

			“I love your product, but it’ll never sell because it’s not mainstream. It’s not a fashion doll, and girls like fashion.”

			Do you actually believe any of these statements? Of course not. But these comments are real feedback I received from toy industry and publishing professionals over the last decade in response to the Go! Go! Sports Girls dolls and books, the girl-empowerment brand I created and sold worldwide.

			People continue to be averse to change that empowers women and girls. We talk a good talk about the importance of girl empowerment but cower when it comes to implementation. I know this firsthand.

			Recently in an interview, I was asked, “Explain empowerment. By empowering women and girls, what is your goal?”

			“Equality,” I answered. “Empowering women and girls leads to confidence to create change. Women and girls feel empowered when they participate in sports. Sports have the power to create change.”

			While it’s true more and more girls are participating in sports, they are also dropping out at increasing numbers between the ages of twelve and thirteen—the very time when girls need every ounce of their confidence and empowerment to take hold—to grow into women who know their full value and expect nothing less.

			How can a sports doll change that trajectory? Why a line of dolls built in specification to a real girl’s body, dressed to play eleven sports, with a companion book series that promotes social-emotional growth through sport with a female protagonist?

			Because gender stereotyping begins at birth and becomes ingrained in societal expectations before children leave preschool. Gender stereotypes portray different and hierarchical gender roles assigned to women and men as natural and normal. They are more destructive than our culture perceives and, in fact, stand in the way of gender equality.

			Dolls are still considered the primary toy for girls ages seven years and under, yet there are few choices beyond baby dolls and fashion dolls. Worse still are the sexualized fashion dolls that (still!) permeate toy shelves.

			I have been challenging the toy industry for more than a decade to offer young girls something else, something that represents who they are now and how they are living in this moment of their little lives to give them the validation they need.

			If one in three girls begins playing a sport by age six, and the global youth sports market is so big it is projected to grow from $37.5 billion in 2022 to $69.4 billion in 2030,1 then why shouldn’t she have toys and books that reflect her life and confirm her choices? If a young girl feels supported as an athlete—not just from her parents and coaches, but also from the toys she plays with and the books she reads—will she be more likely to stay in sport longer? To hold on to that unabashed confidence? To believe in herself and all she can accomplish?

			Sure, society tells girls they can be strong, capable athletes—but hands them a doll that looks like she’s dressed for the catwalk (or worse). And then we wonder why girls drop out of sports in droves when they enter puberty. Gender stereotyping begins early and in ways that are so evasive we fail to see the harm. “It’s just a toy,” after all.

			Throughout this book, I connect the dots from sexualized dolls to the subtle damage inflicted on girls’ confidence, to implicit biases we hold about gender, to decisions we make as adults that prevent true gender equity. I point out deeply rooted gender stereotypes in our culture in hopes to educate, make aware, offer suggestions, and accelerate progress for women and girls.

			As I do this, I share my own story to illustrate how sexism and our patriarchal culture continue to be a pervasive problem in my fight to not only elevate girls but also dismantle gender stereotypes in the toy industry—a place that has great control over setting up girls’ first perceptions of themselves.

			I haven’t come across a single person who disagrees with me: Girls play sports.

			So why shouldn’t their dolls?

			

			
				
					1	Market N Research (Global Youth Sports Market, February 13, 2023).
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			Chapter 1

			Equal Play?

			“Women have always led. Even when they’ve been denied official positions of power, they’ve 
still fought for a better future.” 
– Michelle Obama

			In 2021, The Toy Foundation, the philanthropic arm of The Toy Association, a business trade association representing companies involved in youth entertainment, hired the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media to conduct a study on whether gender norms are reinforced in toys and toy advertising and marketing.

			The thirty-three-page report titled Equal Play? Analyzing Gender Stereotypes, Diversity, and Inclusion in Advertising and Marketing for the Most Popular Toys of 2022 was completed in June 2022.

			Sounds like progress, right? But The Toy Foundation didn’t release the report to the industry or public when they received the results. As someone who had worked on behalf of The Toy Foundation to commission the study, I knew something was wrong and so did the Geena Davis Institute because my contact there said, “We have never had an organization pay us for a study and not release it the next day.”

			In January 2023, on a video meeting, I asked the lead person on the project from The Toy Foundation when they planned to release the report.

			“The Toy Association Board of Directors decided not to move forward with the report. It won’t be released,” she said with a hint of embarrassment. She was the messenger, not the decision maker.

			At the time, The Toy Association Board consisted of sixteen people: eleven men, only five of which were under age fifty, and ZERO people of color. If there is no diversity in leadership, there is a slim chance there will be diversity and inclusion throughout the industry, including the final product they put on store shelves.

			Despite this lack of diversity, why shouldn’t we expect older, white men to be a voice for change? Part of The Toy Association’s mission is to champion the benefits of play by offering “expert advice on how toys and play can help kids build confidence, creativity, critical thinking, and other skills that will serve them throughout their lives.” These board leaders had an opportunity to increase awareness about the harm gender stereotypes cause and be a catalyst for change.

			“What?” I asked, trying to pick my jaw off the ground. “They paid for the study. Why wouldn’t they want to move forward with such important information?”

			“The board feels the report shows the toy industry and some key players in a negative light,” she responded.

			She’s not wrong. The report clearly points to blatant stereotyping in the toy industry and by key players—the same major toy brands that fund The Toy Association. For me personally, this wasn’t a surprise. That obvious stereotyping is why I started the Go! Go! Sports Girls dolls. The surprise for me was that even with hard data to back up what we knew was anecdotal information, The Toy Association wasn’t willing to publicize the problem; they don’t want to rock the money boat at the expense of doing what’s best for our kids.

			I want you to understand my motivation for sticking to my mission—why, despite all of the setbacks you will soon read about, I didn’t give up. It’s here in this report, so here’s a summary of Equal Play? Analyzing Gender Stereotypes, Diversity, and Inclusion in Advertising and Marketing for the Most Popular Toys of 2022.

			The report confirms toys aren’t just for fun. Toys and games help children develop cognitively and impart a broad range of social, emotional, and physical skills. But children’s toys have been coded in ways that clearly convey expectations about distinctive male and female interests, tastes, and preferences, and they are even segregated into separate and clearly identifiable aisles in toy stores.

			It confirms that despite experts’ calls for more gender-inclusive play, as well as parents’ interest in expanded toy options, contemporary toy advertisements and toy products have not evolved much over time in terms of the social messages they convey about gender. While 2022 toy advertisements showed girls and boys playing with a variety of toys, most toys had clearly gendered associations with dolls targeted toward girls, but sports equipment, cars, and toy weapons targeted toward boys. Marketing also continues to forge gendered associations in more subtle ways such as through color, music, narrator gender, and the selective use of imaginative (for girls) and aggressive (for boys) language. Portrayals of toys in this manner reinforce stereotypes about girls’ and boys’ interests and contribute to ideas that can hinder children’s creativity and ambition.

			It confirms that representation matters. Toys are learning tools that communicate to children how they should move through the world, what opportunities are available, and what kinds of things they might aspire to. But if toy advertisements send messages that girls should be calm, nurturing, and beautiful while boys should be strong, aggressive, and competitive, then such advertising reinforces rigid, unhelpful gender norms. And if children of color and differently-abled children are barely being spoken to or represented at all, then these kids are rendered invisible. Toy advertising that features accurate and inclusive portrayals of all types of children can reduce negative stereotypes and can also help children to see themselves represented in ways that positively contribute to their cognitive development and sense of personal identity.

			The gendering of toys communicates rigid social norms surrounding how girls and boys should behave. In turn, this buttresses an outdated gender binary, defining boys and girls in terms of what differentiates them rather than what similarities they share. Gender-inclusive products and marketing strategies for toys tend to be the exception rather than the rule.2

			The toy industry needs to do better because a child’s early experiences affect their development and life choices, which ultimately affects the composition of the workforce, economic strength, community leadership, political leadership, household equality, and overall gender equality.

			Believing in gender equality begins with choices for creative play. As Anne Marie Kehoe, former Walmart vice president of toys, points out, “It’s not that there isn’t desire for change within the toy industry, but there isn’t a blueprint yet.”

			This book marks the start of a new blueprint aimed at disrupting reliance on gender tropes and lazy stereotypes. The goal is to broaden diversity and inclusion and to give children choices that reflect and validate who they are and who they want to become.

			

			
				
					2	“Equal Play? Analyzing Gender Stereotypes, Diversity, and Inclusion in Advertising and Marketing of Toys” (Geena Davis Institute, April 17, 2024), https://geenadavisinstitute.org/research/equal-play-analyzing-gender-stereotypes-diversity-and-inclusion-in-advertising-and-marketing-for-the-most-popular-toys-of-2022/.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Lovely Lola Is Not My Daughter

			“To our daughters: You are powerful. You are limitless. You belong at every single table where decisions are being made.” 
– Ayanna Pressley

			Some people have an “aha moment” in glamorous places—while summiting a mountain or walking alone at sunset on a deserted beach. Others find clarity while mediating or practicing mindfulness. Me? My moment of clarity? The time when I said, I see a problem, there must be a better way, and I can be the one to fix it…happened at a toy store. Not quite as glamorous, but it does go to show that inspiration lies in unexpected places.

			Here’s what happened that summer day in 2006. If you are a parent, you will be familiar with this scene: You are running into the toy store with your child because she needs a wrapped birthday gift for a party that she is attending in thirty minutes! That was me with my nine-year-old daughter, Grace. Her scrubbed face pink from exertion from soccer practice, hair in messy pigtails, shin guards still on, running behind me pointing out toys she liked. We were quickly moving through the aisles when a line of dolls grabbed my attention. They were dressed in belly-baring clothing, high heels and makeup. I picked up one of the dolls, and the name on the hangtag was “Lovely Lola.” I started to pick up other dolls in the line, and there was “Dazzlin’ Destiny,” “Cute Candy,” and “Sizzlin’ Sue,” to name a few.

			I was out of my mind! I thought to myself, What in the world are we marketing to girls? These dolls look like hookers! At that moment, I knew there wasn’t one parent who wanted their daughter to look, act, or be called “Lovely Lola,” “Dazzlin’ Destiny,” “Cute Candy,” or “Sizzlin’ Sue.”

			I bought “Lovely Lola,” while scolding the salespeople in the toy store as my daughter ran behind me asking, “Mom, is that the birthday gift for Maddie?” I said, “No, I am buying it to show Dad,” which confused her even more.

			This encounter with Lovely Lola crystallized something I already knew. Our culture, specifically the toy industry, was doing a lousy job providing girls with strong, smart, and powerful images. Maybe I couldn’t change an entire culture, but there had to be something I could do.

			What had preceded this moment of clarity were layers of personal experiences with gender inequality and gender stereotyping. Gender issues had been on my radar for years, for decades, but I didn’t know what I could do personally to change it, so I pushed it aside…until I met Lola. Lovely Lola represented all that history in a fourteen-inch plush doll. And that’s when I realized how I was going to deal with gender issues. Girls needed a doll that emphasized what girls’ minds and bodies can do versus what their bodies look like.

			My encounter with Lovely Lola was what organizational psychologist and New York Times best-selling author Adam Grant calls a vuja de moment. Vuja de is the reverse of déjà vu. “We face something familiar, but we see it with a fresh perspective that enables us to gain new insight from old problems,” Grant writes. In his book Originals: How Non-Conformists Move the World, he discusses how it is our nature to “rationalize the status quo as legitimate” and points out that “originality is taking the road less traveled, championing a set of novel ideas that go against the grain but ultimately make things better.”3 Basically challenging the status quo.

			My hero for challenging the status quo on gender equality is Billie Jean King. When I was nine-years-old—the same age as Grace when we discovered Lovely Lola—I fell in love with tennis and idolized Billie Jean King. It was the era of fierce female tennis players: Chris Evert, Martina Navratilova, Margaret Court, Virginia Wade, and Evonne Goolagong.

			When I learned that Bobby Riggs, a fifty-five-year-old man I had never heard of, had challenged my idol, the number one female tennis player in the world, who was twenty-nine, I laughed and thought he was crazy. It didn’t matter that, thirty years prior, he was one of the world’s top tennis players. For weeks I looked forward to the “Battle of the Sexes,” not realizing then one of its lasting memories would become my first exposure to sexism, chauvinism, and stereotyping all rolled up into one tennis match—and not from the nutty pomp and circumstance created by Riggs, but from my own father.

			Excited for the big day, I sat on the gold shag carpet in front of our living room TV and watched the circus-like procession as Bobby Riggs and Billie Jean King entered the Astrodome in Houston on September 20, 1973. My dad, also a big tennis fan, joined me. My dad was a great athlete, and I shared his love for sports—at least most sports. He was kind, gentle, and sweet, so when he sat next to me on our striped velvet gold chair to watch Billie versus Bobby, I was thrilled and said, “Dad, I can’t wait to watch this match and see Billie kick Bobby’s butt.”

			“Billie’s not going to win,” he said. “There is no way a woman can beat a man.” I didn’t understand. He lived in a household of a fierce woman and girls. His response infuriated me and may have set up the trajectory of my life.

			“You’re wrong,” I said, fuming. “Not possibly wrong, but 100 percent dead wrong!” For the rest of the match, I sat in front of his chair seething while I rooted for Billie. I hadn’t anticipated the “Battle of the Sexes” would turn into a battle between my dad and me

			Billie won the first two sets to my father’s disbelief, but he chuckled and said, “Bobby is going to turn it on now.” I stood my ground and kept my faith in Billie.

			Bobby never recovered, and Billie won the third set. She became the champion of the “Battle of the Sexes.” My dad kept saying, “I can’t believe this,” and I kept saying, “See, Dad, I told you so. Women CAN beat men at tennis.” I felt as triumphant as Billie Jean and skipped out the door, tennis racket in hand.

			To this day, the game remains the most-watched tennis match ever. Years later I learned that Billie Jean King viewed the match as more than a publicity stunt, but something important both for women’s tennis and for the women’s movement as a whole. She said, “I thought it would set us back fifty years if I didn’t win that match. It would ruin the women’s tour and affect all women’s self-esteem.”4 Today, I still admire Billie, but now it’s because of her overall fierceness and dedication to the advancement of women.

			That gender-role breaking match took place the year after she fought tirelessly and courageously for Title IX. The civil rights law that prohibits sex discrimination in all federally funded school programs, including sports, passed on June 23, 1972. The law opened doors and removed barriers for girls and women. I was one of those girls. I went on to play tennis and run track in high school, where prior to Title IX, these sports weren’t always offered. Since Title IX’s passage, female participation at the high school level has grown by 1,057 percent and by 614 percent at the college level. Sadly, Title IX remains the only law that grants women any kind of equality in America.5

			There is a misconception that the Equal Rights Amendment protects women, but the ERA has never been added to the Constitution. The amendment states: “Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.” “This simple, 24-word amendment is packed with the potential to protect access to abortion care nationwide, defeat bans on gender-affirming healthcare, shore up marriage equality, eliminate the gender wage gap, help end the epidemic of violence against women and girls and so much more,” said Rep. Cori Bush (D-Mo.). “With the flick of a pen, we can cement constitutional gender equality as the law of the land.” Unfortunately, our lawmakers have failed women over the last 100 years in their failure to pass the ERA, which was first introduced in 1923.

			Despite my dad’s attitude toward the “Battle of the Sexes” match, he has always supported me and told me a thousand times how proud he is of me. That’s why, at nine-years-old, I was so confused when he didn’t believe Billie Jean King could beat Bobby Riggs. I took it personally. If he didn’t believe a woman could beat a man, how could he still believe in me?

			I have seen throughout my life men supporting and wanting the best for their daughters, sisters, mothers, wives, and the women near and dear to them, but I’ve come to understand that there is a deeply rooted cultural undercurrent that goes unnoticed: men support women close to them, but when it comes to overall gender equality, there isn’t the same whole-hearted belief in women’s strength, ability, or worthiness of equality. That deeply rooted cultural undercurrent makes it easy for a male toy executive to justify creating a line of sexualized dolls for young girls.

			That’s the status quo I wanted to shake up. As I was holding Lovely Lola, I could see the potential for a doll that mirrored all the confidence little girls embody before the world tells them otherwise, and they begin to hold back out of self-consciousness. I wanted to give girls a doll that validated their strength and self-assuredness, so they could stay true to their strong bodies and smart minds. I wanted a doll for my daughter that reflected who she was—a girl who played sports.

			In my naiveté I believed creating a doll that broke gender stereotypes would be the sweet, happy ending to my own story of bucking up against gender inequity. Instead—no matter how well the dolls were received by media, or the number of awards they won, or their success on the shelves of the world’s largest retailer—the Go! Go! Sports Girls became the beginning of a whole new battle. This time, however, I wasn’t fighting for myself. I am in this on behalf of all girls who deserve better—not only from the toy industry, but also from our culture.

			

			
				
					3	Adam Grant, Originals: How Non-Conformists Move the World (Penguin Books, February 7, 2017).

				

				
					4	Larry Schwartz, “Billie Jean Won for All Women,” http://www.espn.com/sportscentury/features/00016060.html.

				

				
					5	Billie Jean King Enterprises, https://www.billiejeanking.com/equality/title-ix/.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Creating Choice in the Toy Aisle

			“To bring change you must not be afraid to take the first step. We will fail when we fail to try.”
 – Rosa Parks

			After my vuja de moment in the toy store and buying Lovely Lola, I showed the scantily dressed doll to my husband Steve. In addition to Grace, we have an older son Peter and a younger son Ben. I didn’t want my sons to grow up accepting a sexualized doll as the norm any more than I did my daughter. I was fired up and told Steve I could do something better. I could create a positive-imaged doll that encourages girls to be healthy physically, mentally, and emotionally through sports and physical activity. A doll that focuses on healthy and active play over beauty and body image. After hearing all my ideas over the years (more on that later) and not always enthusiastically embracing them, he agreed this was a good one.

			I ran the concept by my closest friends who I knew would give me honest feedback, and unironically all our discussions took place while exercising or playing a sport. Brenda and I talked on our runs; Sarah and Amy while on the chairlifts when skiing; Renee on bike rides; Deb while swimming; Steph, Roxanne, and Molly on walks; and Erica and Emily while playing golf. My friends and I were living examples of girls who grew up being active and loving sports. And now we were also moms who often felt we were swimming upstream trying to provide healthy choices for our kids.

			That was also part of my motivation in 2005 for starting a Girls on the Run chapter in Glen Ellyn, Illinois. I was a coach for four years, and Grace participated for three years. Running and exercise helped me be a better mom, wife, friend, and helped me show up for myself in better ways: I was more patient and productive. Exercise clears my head and has always been my meditation. Through Girls on the Run, I had the opportunity to inspire girls to be healthy and confident while creatively integrating running. And participating in this program catalyzed my mounting sentiments around gender disparities into action. Through my experience as a coach and later as a board member in Chicago, I got a taste of how it felt working on behalf of equality, and I was committed and passionate about it.

			While my main reason for creating the Go! Go! Sports Girls was to offer a product void of the negative and sexy images marketed to girls, I was also concerned about the rise in childhood obesity. In 2006, nearly 17 percent of children (more than 12.5 million) were overweight, and this number was steadily rising.6

			I have always believed in healthy eating and the benefits of fueling your body with nutritious foods and passed this belief to my three now adult children. However, we often argued when I was the “snack mom” for their sports teams. They told me I was a terrible “snack mom” because I brought cut fruit and water for the team and their siblings while other parents brought Gatorade and packs of cookies. I have never in my life craved anything sugary after exercising and knew this was not a habit that should be created at a young age. I was adamant about fueling their little bodies with healthy food.

			There were some Saturdays, after three soccer games, my kids were each given three Gatorades containing a whopping 34 grams of sugar each, so they were offered a total of 102 grams of sugar by noon just in their drinks. The American Heart Association recommends 25 grams of sugar per day for children.7 I had parents tell me to relax, that it was fun for the kids, and it wasn’t a big deal. I never caved.

			And I get it, parenting is hard. We cut corners to keep our sanity. Certainly, marketing campaigns justify those uneasy moments when we want to do better by our children. If something is on the market, shouldn’t we assume it’s safe? What’s the harm in the grand scheme of their lives? How can a seemingly minor choice at such a young age leave an impression on their adult lives? We can easily dismiss the link of after-soccer sugary drinks on future diabetes as easily as we can dismiss the link between playing with a sexualized doll on self-imposed limits for a future career.

			What I saw in my doll concept was not only a doll that represented girls as they are but also had aspirational qualities to encourage healthy choices. Kids were beginning to sit in front of screens at longer and longer intervals at the expense of active play. Dona Matthews, PhD, co-author of Beyond Intelligence: Secrets for Raising Happily Productive Kids, writes, “Play is not only important for physical development and as a way to have fun, but play builds children’s brains, and gives them the tools they need for coping and resilience in a rapidly changing world.”8

			So why not creative play that encourages and celebrates physical activity? Physical activity is associated with improved academic achievement, healthy body image, reduced stress, better sleeping habits, and positive effects in self-esteem, goal setting, and leadership. The benefits extend into adulthood. Adolescents who play sports are eight times as likely to be active at age twenty-four as adolescents who do not play sports.9 According to research conducted by Ernst & Young, 94 percent of women who hold C-suite level positions are former athletes.10

			The more I studied the problem, the more resolved I became: Girls play sports, and so should their dolls.

			Moving forward, I had a lot I needed to figure out. I knew nothing about the toy industry, product designing, manufacturing, shipping, bringing a product to market, or where I was going to store everything, but I was determined to learn. First, I needed to find out if there were any sports dolls already on the market.

			

			
				
					6	“NCHS Pressroom - 2006 Fact Sheet - Obesity Still a Major Problem” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, February 12, 2007), https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/pressroom/06facts/obesity03_04.htm.

				

				
					7	American Heart Association, Sugar Recommendation Healthy Kids and Teens Infographic. https://nutritionsource.hsph.harvard.edu/2016/08/23/aha-added-sugar-limits-children/

				

				
					8	Dona Matthews, “Say Yes to Play” (Psychology Today, August 25, 2018), https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/going-beyond-intelligence/201808/say-yes-play.

				

				
					9	“Youth Sports Facts: Benefits” (Project Play, n.d.), https://projectplay.org/youth-sports/facts/benefits.

				

				
					10	Rebecca Hinds, “The 1 Trait 94 Percent of C-Suite Women Share (and How to Get It) | Inc.Com” (Inc., February 8, 2018), https://www.inc.com/rebecca-hinds/the-1-trait-94-percent-of-c-suite-women-share-and-how-to-get-it.html.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Deep Dive into the World of Dolls

			“Be the change you wish to see in the world.” 
– Gandhi

			The first doll I remember having—the one I couldn’t live or sleep without—was a Drowsy Doll, a fourteen-inch talking doll with a pull cord that would say, “Mommy, kiss me goodnight,” “I’m sleepy,” or “I want a drink of water.” The doll had a vinyl head and a soft body stuffed with tiny little beads. Every so often, after the doll had been loved and worn, the beads would start to leak all over the house. My parents would whisk my precious Drowsy Doll into the “hospital” for minor surgery. I remember waiting patiently outside the bathroom door until my dad appeared with my repaired Drowsy Doll.

			Baby dolls that kids can feed and burp and bathe, and flimsy cute rag dolls, are considered a staple toy, but the next step in the doll category is a “fashion doll.” Fashion dolls are dressed to represent current trends. They’ve been around since the mid-1800s—dolls with porcelain faces and hands, dressed to emulate grown women in fancy gowns with accessories such as hats, parasols, and gloves.11 But many of today’s fashion dolls aren’t wearing clothes I’ve ever worn, nor would I want my daughter to wear. I believe these dolls deserve their own category—“sexy dolls”—because an overwhelming number of them aren’t just scantily clad, they are marketed in suggestive ways
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