
PINK AND BLUE LIMIT US ALL  | 27

INTRODUCTION

I was asked to join #WomenEd by Vivienne Porritt because of my interest in gender balance. 
A growing industry of pink for girls and women and blue for boys and men frustrated me so 
much that I created a hashtag called #genderedcheese [Twitter, online]. There are so many 
visual and gendered messages telling us who should lead and who should look pretty. I was  
increasingly angry with the images I saw on social media, especially with a teacher training 
advert promoting leadership opportunities using three young white males. Then I saw a pic-
ture of two cheeses that were identical, except the yellow one was marketed to girls and the 
blue one targeted boys. Eureka – #genderedcheese was born and is a lens through which the 
#WomenEd community views messages to and about women.

I have given a #genderedcheese presentation each year since our first unconference. In 
2015, I shocked the audience with images of a pink babygro emblazoned with ‘I hate my thighs’ 
and a blue one with ‘superhero’ across the front. I also showed two adverts about litter, with 
a good-looking male saying ‘Pick it up, it’s the clever thing to do’ and a sexy female saying 
‘Pick it up, it’s the pretty thing to do’. There were plenty more images, including male-only 
conference panels and pink and blue Kinder Eggs interspersed with more serious inequalities 
in leadership representation. In 2017 I showed an image of a girl (taken from the arts educa-
tion organisation Curved House Kids) with science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) facts around her. Table 3.1 shows equitable take up of these subjects at 14 years old, 
inequality widening at 16 years old and a very low take up of STEM subjects by young women 
in higher education.

Table 3.1 Take up of STEM subjects

14 years old for GCSE 16 years old forA level Higher education

Female 50% 35% 9%

Male 50% 65% 29%

(Based on WISE, 2017)

Matched the data from Table 3.1 with an image of the House of Commons’ Science and Tech-
nology Committee, which would discuss how to increase the number of women in STEM careers, 
and which, in September 2017, was made up of eight men and no women (Asthana, 2017)! By 
2017 the committee comprised three women and seven men which is only a slight improvement 
(Commons Select Committee: Science and Technology, 2017).

#genderedcheese also gives me the opportunity to highlight #manels (all male panels) and 
yes, in education where over 80% of the workforce are female, there are still #manels. It happens 
less now, except ironically, at #WomenEd events when we plan #HeForShe panels. #HeForShe is a 
hashtag that welcomes men to our network because solutions are in the hands of both genders; 
we must encourage men to join us as much as women. There are some great word associations 
for #genderedcheese: cheese boards, big cheeses, cheesed off, cheesy – all deliberately used 
alongside the hashtag. This chapter will help you explore the concept of gender balance and, if 
you’re in the dark and confused by hashtags and social media, it will also give you links to delve 
deeper into the world of #genderedcheese.
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