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Girls’ perspectives on rigid masculine norms

Ideas about masculinity are not formed in
isolation; instead they are shaped by the

whole community. Equally, the attitudes and
behaviours of boys have consequences not only
for themselves, but for all those around them,
including girls.

Girls may experience the impacts of rigid gender norms
directly, through unequal relationships or gendered
violence. They also witness how these norms impact
the men and boys in their lives - their fathers, brothers,
friends, boyfriends, coaches and others. As such, girls
provide an important perspective in understanding
masculinity and in shaping strategies to challenge
inequality and violence.

Key Findings

Both girls and boys recognise the social pressure
placed on adolescent boys to act manly.

Between 60% and 63% of boys and girls believe that
most people in Australia expect teenage boys to be
manly, confident, and strong at all times (See Figure 1).

Almost half of boys (46%) and a greater number of girls
(50%) indicated there was a social pressure on teenage
boys to never back down from a challenge in public.

More than half of both boys (53%) and girls (56%) said
most Australians believe that getting made fun of helps
teenage boys to become tough.

The Adolescent Man Box refers to a collection of rules
that place pressure on boys to behave in certain

ways. The Adolescent Man Box contains 27 rules that
are grouped into four thematic pillars (Emotional
restriction, Constant effort to be manly, Social teasing
and Heterosexism).

We asked Australian adolescents (of all genders) aged
14 to 18 about their perception of social pressures on
boys to conform to stereotypical masculine norms, and
the extent to which adolescents personally agree with
those norms.

Around

60%

of boys and girls believe that
most people in Australia
expect teenage boys to be
manly, confident and strong
at all times

1 These rules are taken from the Meanings of Adolescent Masculinity Scale. Oransky, M. & Fisher, C. 2009. The development and validation of the
Meanings of Adolescent Masculinity Scale. Psychology of Men and Masculinity, 10: 57-72
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Figure 1. Perceived social expectation for teenage boys to adhere to Adolescent Man Box rules related to ‘constant
effort to be manly’ (n=1391)

Percentage of boys and girls aged 14-18 who agreed or strongly agreed that ‘Most people in Australia believe....

Adolescent Man Box pillar 1 - Constant effort to be manly Boys Girls
A teenage boy should always seem as manly as other boys that he knows 60% 62%
A teenage boy should never back down from a challenge in public 46% 50%
Acting manly should be the most important goal for teenage boys 52% 52%
A teenage boy must always appear confident even if he isn’t 62% 61%
No matter what happens, a teenage boy should seem strong to others 63% 62%
Getting made fun of helps teenage boys become tough 53% 56%
Teenage boys should try to appear manly in almost all situations 62% 63%

Girls overwhelmingly rejected the Adolescent Man Box rules

While the perception of what others expect of teenage boys is consistent for girls and boys, girls personally endorse
restrictive forms of masculinity at much lower rates than boys. For every Adolescent Man Box rule, a significantly lower
proportion of girls agreed with the rule than boys, suggesting a gender divide in beliefs about what masculinity should
look like (See Figure 2).

This was particularly so in relation to the importance of always being manly. Girls’ agreement with rules in the ‘constant
effort to be manly’ pillar ranged from 8-15%, whereas boys’ level of agreement with these rules ranged from 25-44%.

Of the 27 Adolescent Man Box rules, there were only six rules where girls’ personal agreement exceeded 15%. Like
boys, girls were more willing to accept that social teasing amongst boys was not intended to be mean (35%) and that it
was normal for teenage boys to make fun of their friends (54%). Other higher-scoring responses from girls came under
the ‘heterosexism’ pillar, particularly in relation to the idea that acting ‘gay’ or ‘like a girl’ affects a boy’s manliness.

25-44%

of boys personally
agree with rules in the
‘constant effort to be

manly’ pillar

8-15%

of girls personally
agree with rules in the
‘constant effort to be

manly’ pillar
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Figure 2: Proportion of adolescents who personally endorsed Adolescent Man Box rules, by gender (n=1401)

Percentage of 14-18 year old survey respondents who agreed or strongly agreed that ‘In my opinion...”

Adolescent Man Box rules Boys Girls Total*

Pillar 1: Constant effort to be manly

A teenage boy should always seem as manly as other boys that he knows 37% 1% 25%
A teenage boy should never back down from a challenge in public 25% 10% 18%
Acting manly should be the most important goal for teenage boys 26% 8% 17%
A teenage boy must always appear confident even if he isn’t 44% 15% 30%
No matter what happens, a teenage boy should seem strong to others 43% 13% 29%
Getting made fun of helps teenage boys become tough 32% 15% 24%
Teenage boys should try to appear manly in almost all situations 38% 14% 27%

Pillar 2: Emotional restriction

It's weird for a teenage boy to talk about his feelings with other teenage boys 34% 14% 24%
When a teenage boy has a fear, he should keep it to himself 22% 5% 14%
It's hard to respect a teenage boy who shows his feelings 14% 5% 10%
If a teenage boy has hurt feelings he should hold it in 23% 5% 15%
It is not a teenage boy’s job to comfort a friend who is upset 13% 6% 10%
It's not important for teenage boys to listen to each other’s problems 7% 2% 4%
Teenage boys should not talk about their worries with each other 12% 2% 7%

Pillar 3: Heterosexism

A teenage boy who wears nail polish is hard to take seriously 53% 24% 40%
It's embarrassing to have a lot of gay friends 33% 12% 23%
Being thought of as gay makes a teenage boy seem like less of a man 48% 26% 38%
: :\v:i?(;(:et:eermbarrassing for a teenage boy to say that he is interested in being 259% 12% 19%
A good way to seem manly is to not act gay 47% 30% 39%
A teenage boy should be embarrassed if someone says he “runs like a girl” 40% 16% 29%
'g;egri(relsis something wrong if a teenage boy wants to do activities usually done 579% 12% 20%
Teenage boys should never act like a girl 47% 24% 36%
Pillar 4: Social teasing

ﬁrtj((:;lraagdeinbgoy should be able to take teasing from his friends, even if it's mean 33% 10% 22%
There’s nothing wrong with a teenage boy who picks on his friends, even if

15% 6% 1%
they get upset
It's normal for teenage boys to make fun of their friends 62% 54% 58%
In order to fit in, teenage boys must be able to tease other teenage boys 24% 13% 19%
Teenage boys do not pick on each other to be mean 54% 35% 45%

*includes boys, girls and non-binary respondents
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There is a vast difference between girls’ personal agreement with the
Adolescent Man Box rules and their perception of societal pressure

As with the adult Man Box research, there is a marked difference between what respondents personally believe about
masculinity and what they perceive broader society expects. This difference was especially notable for the girls in the
survey. For example, while 62% of girls agreed that there is social pressure on teenage boys to always seem as manly
as other boys, only 11% of girls personally endorsed this rule (See Figure 3).

Figure 3: Proportion of girls who personally endorsed Adolescent Man Box rules compared with those who
perceived social pressure (n=736)

Percentage of female respondents aged 14-18 who personally endorsed Adolescent Man Box rules (‘In my opinion...) compared with
the percentage of girls who perceived social pressure (‘Most people in Australia believe...)
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Implications

Girls and boys equally recognise the pressure adolescent boys face to always appear ‘manly. Encouragingly, most girls
reject these rigid masculine norms.

This presents an important opportunity to support boys in challenging these expectations - especially by showing them
that many of their peers, including girls, value more authentic and flexible expressions of masculinity.
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