
The Adolescent Man Box study sought to 
understand the mental health experiences, social 
connections and help-seeking behaviours of 
Australian adolescents. It also sought to examine 
more deeply for boys the connection between 
adherence to a set of stereotypical masculine 
norms (referred to as Adolescent Man Box rules) 
and their own wellbeing.
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. 

We placed the boys we surveyed into five groups (called 
quintiles) based on how strongly they agreed with the 
Adolescent Man Box rules. Boys in quintile 1 are those 
who most strongly reject the Adolescent Man Box. Boys 
in quintile 5 are those who most strongly agree with 

Adolescent Man Box rules. We then analysed the survey 
responses on mental health experiences and behaviours 
by quintile. 

There appears to be a mental health crisis 

among adolescents

Nearly four in five adolescents (78%) reported a poor 
mental health symptom over the past two weeks (73% of 
boys and 83% of girls). 

The most common symptom was little interest or pleasure 
in doing things, with 72% of the total sample reporting 
feeling this symptom in the past two weeks. More 
than three in five adolescents (62%) reported feeling 
down, depressed or hopeless over the last two weeks, 
and nearly one in five (17%) reported having thoughts 
of self-harm in that time. While poor mental health 
was concerning across the cohort, girls showed more 
significant wellbeing challenges on all three of these 
measures (See Figure 1). 

The Adolescent Man Box 

Poor mental health symptoms Boys Girls

Little interest or pleasure in doing things 68% 77% 

Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless 57% 68%

Having thoughts of self-harm 13% 20%

Figure 1: Proportion of respondents aged 14-18 who reported poor mental health symptoms in the last two weeks, 
by gender (n=1361)

Help seeking Boys Girls

More frequent (once per month or more) 27% 50% 

Less frequent (less than once per month) 37% 29%

Never 36% 20%

Figure 2: Proportion of respondents aged 14-18 who reported frequency of help seeking for ‘an emotional or 
personal problem’, by gender (n=1391)
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While girls reported a higher level of mental ill health, boys are significantly less likely than girls to 

seek help

More than one third of boys surveyed (36%) reported they had never sought help for an emotional or personal problem 
in the past six months, compared with 20% of girls. Less than one third of boys (27%) reported seeking help more 
frequently than once per month compared with 50% of girls (See Figure 2). 



Family was the most commonly-nominated source of initial help

Four in five adolescents (80%) indicated family as one of the first places they would seek support for a personal or 
emotional issue, followed by 73% of total respondents indicating friends and partners, and 27% of total respondents 
indicating a formal figure or service such as a teacher or a GP. 

Only 11% of total respondents indicated the Internet as one of the first places they would seek support. 

Endorsement of rigid masculine norms appears to have an association with poor mental health, 

help seeking and social connection

Boys with the highest endorsement of the Adolescent Man Box rules (quintile 5) were more likely than their peers to 
report any of the three poor mental health symptoms in the past two weeks (See Figure 3). Figure 7.1: Proportion of boys who experienced poor mental health symptoms, by quintile 

Percentage of 14-18 year old male respondents who reported each mental health symptom in last two weeks 
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Figure 3: Proportion of boys who experienced poor mental health symptoms, by quintile (n=640)

Percentage of 14-18 year old male respondents who reported each mental health symptom in last two weeks 

Figure 7.1: Proportion of boys who experienced poor mental health symptoms, by quintile 
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For more information about The Adolescent  
Man Box, and to download the full report, visit 
www.adolescentmanbox.org.au

In terms of help seeking, boys who rejected the Adolescent Man Box rules (quintile 1) were more likely to report they 
had sought support in the last six months than boys in other quintiles (70% in quintile 1 vs 61-63% for other quintiles). 
Compared to boys who rejected the Adolescent Man Box rules (quintile 1), boys who most strongly endorsed the 
Adolescent Man Box rules (quintile 5) were: 

•	 less likely to agree that they can be vulnerable with a friend (65% vs 89%), and
•	 more likely to agree that no one really knows them well (46% vs 23%)

Despite the wellbeing challenges faced by adolescents, they appear to remain optimistic

More than four in five (84%) respondents agreed that ‘I feel mostly positive about my future’. Consistent with their self-
reporting of better mental health, boys were slightly more likely to report feeling positive about their future than girls 
(85% vs 82%).

Implications
There is an urgent need to address poor mental health among Australian adolescents. While positive about their  
future, too many young people are struggling with immediate mental health concerns. Our study shows that families 
play a vital role in supporting adolescent mental health, highlighting an opportunity to better equip parents and 
caregivers with the tools to respond effectively to promote long-term wellbeing. There is also a need to encourage 
boys to seek formal and informal help for mental health concerns and personal problems. Support must build both the 
skills and the confidence to seek help.


