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What makes a ‘good man’? A mixed-methods exploration of UK adolescent attitudes towards masculinity


While a person’s sex is based on their biology, gender is a social construct that is negotiated through systems, language, norms, and expectations (Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2011; Ridgeway & Correll, 2004). Because these depend on culture, the roles and attributes associated with gender vary over time and across different cultural groups (Wood & Eagly, 2012). These shared assumptions about how one should act based on their gender manifest as gender stereotypes, or beliefs about a person based on their assumed sex (Valved et al., 2021). The word ‘sex’, on the other hand, describes the anatomical differences between males and females that develop between conception and adolescence (see Morgenroth & Ryan, 2021).
Despite these differences, the terms ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ are often used interchangeably (Hyde et al., 2018). Babies are labelled as a ‘girl’ or a ‘boy’ based primarily on their genitals, a classification that comes with an expectation that they will conform to the characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors associated with each (i.e., associated gender stereotypes). Children are then socialised within their families, schools, and through their wider environment to act in line with society’s expectations of them based on this label. Although a less binary view of gender is starting to emerge (Morgenroth & Ryan, 2021), beliefs that certain behaviours are appropriate (or not) depending on one’s gender retains its primacy. These beliefs drive differential treatment of individuals based on their sex, and the consequent development of gender beliefs in children and adults (Meeusen et al., 2020).
In Western societies, hegemonic masculinity is dominant, and set the (usually unattainable) standard for men to aspire to (McVittie et al., 2017). This ideology positions men as powerful, high in status, and as exemplars of mental, physical, and emotional toughness (Connell, 1987, 1995; Vescio & Schermerhorn, 2021). These expectations are ingrained in the roles that men play in society – as fathers, romantic partners, and leaders – and help shape associated stereotypes. Characteristics considered desirable include integrity, ambition, strength, and protecting those weaker than themselves (Wong et al., 2011). Men are believed to embody agentic traits, for instance, ambition, assertiveness, and dominance (Sczesny et al., 2019), an ideal that has remained stable over the past 80 years (Eagly et al., 2020). Men who succeed in conforming to these expectations tend to be rewarded; a man who provides financially for his family likely enjoys a high status within his community (see Lorber, 1994). While such ambitions for men might seem positive, the pressure to conform to these expectation have negative implications for men’s health. For example, the notion that men are invulnerable makes them less likely to engage in self-care, a behavior that has at least partly contributed to a death rate in men that is 200% higher than that of women (Meeuussen et al., 2020). Stereotypes of men as powerful and as protectors also imply that women, by contrast, are weaker, less competent, and need to be cared for (Cassidy & Krendl, 2019).
Stereotypes associated with masculinity are harmful to children’s propects and contribute towards toxicity in the spaces they occupy. For boys, the idea that they should be ‘strong’ helps explain their reluctance to talk about their feelings and to prove their toughness through risk-taking behaviors (e.g., substance misuse, dangerous driving and violence; Rice et al., 2018). The competitive nature of education, coupled with a pressure to win, can result in boys’ disengaging from learning as a method of self-preservation (see Pinkett & Roberts, 2019). In schools, the message that boys should be dominant and in control, while girls should be compliant and meek, are reinforced by pupils, teachers, and through the sex education curriculum (Sundaram & Jackson, 2018). This contributes to a culture where sexism is normalized (PettyJohn et al., 2019). Such environments are problematic for many reasons, not least because they can lead to a justification for and a rationalization of violence against women (Edwards et al., 2022), especially among boys (Courtain & Glowacz, 2018).  In the UK, where the current study is conducted, secondary schools are seeing high levels of sexual harassment and misogynistic language (UK Gov, 2016). Yet, despite the harm caused by gender stereotypes, there has been limited attention paid to how young people view masculinity and the factors that influence these perceptions (Elliott, 2018). 
Adolescent Expectations of Male Behavior
	Research into gender attitudes generally concentrates on women and girls (Scambor et al., 2014) while research that does consider male perspectives has focused primarily on adults (Thompson & Bennett, 2015). Work addressing these gaps have shown that, despite adolecents being increasingly open-minded about different forms of masculinity (see Anderson, 2009), adherence to hegemonic masculinity prevails (Kägestan et al., 2016). For instance, during Physical Education classes, boys adopt the belief that appropriate behavior includes tolerating pain and policing others (Campbell et al., 2014). Research has also found that while it is generally accepted for girls to embody both stereotypically male and female traits, boys exhibiting behaviors associated with femininity is considered unacceptable by both sexes (Martínez-Marín & Martínez, 2019). Despite advances that have been made towards gender equality over the last 70 years, it seems that boys are still expected to behave in line with hegemonic masculine norms (Rosen & Nofziger, 2019). 
While all of our social circles serve to reinforce our individual beliefs and behaviors (Ross et al., 1977), peer groups can play an especially important role in reinforcing gender stereotypes for adolescents (Kornienko et al., 2016). Between the ages of 13 and 17 years old, the influence of friends on the self-worth of adolescents peaks (O’Brien & Bierman, 1988), helping explain young people’s hypersensitivity to any potential for social exclusion (Blakemore & Mills, 2014). Adolescents go to great lengths to avoid ridicule from their peers, even adopting behaviors they might otherwise find uncomfortable in order to fit in (Blakemore, 2018). Boys perceived as resisting behavior associated with men (e.g., emotional stoicism, physical toughness) are more likely to experience bullying (Amin et al., 2018; Kågesten et al., 2016), an act which itself perpetuates the notion that masculinity is synonymous with power, dominance, and authority (Rosen & Nofziger, 2019). To avoid this consequence, boys may engage in behaviors that publically exemplify male stereotypes, for instance risk-taking, challenging other boys, and boasting about sexual activity with girls (Kågesten et al., 2016), and by doing so, further normalize these. In this way interactions between adolescents may entrench acceptance of behavior that is line with hegemonic masculinity. 
Whether a young person feels able to resist these norms may depend on their self-esteem. Self-esteem describes one’s feelings of self-acceptance and worth (Rosenberg, 1965), and fluctuates during adolescences (Keizer et al., 2019). In societies where genders are socialized together, girls tend to have lower self-esteem than boys (Orth, 2018), possibly because, in comparing themselves to boys, girls become aware of their group’s disadvantage (Zuckerman et al., 2016). In boys, low self-esteem has been associated with delinquency, depression, and aggression (Emler, 2001), as well as with greater support for hegemonic masculinity. It may be that trying to meet the standards required for this ideology is detrimental to adherent’s mental health, affecting their self-worth (Chu et al., 2005). It is also possible that low self-esteem might render people less able to challenge dominant norms. Indeed, boys that do challenge their peers’ aggressive behavior have been shown to also enjoy a high status within their social environments (Campbell et al., 2018) indicating higher levels of self-esteem.
Adolescent’s social nature might also impact their self-esteem, and by extension their belief in hegemonic masculine ideals. Research has demonstrated that self-esteem tends to be higher when a person is part of multiple social groups (e.g., family, school, friends; Jetten et al., 2014). This may be particularly true for adolescents who already place increased importance on their social relationships (Benish-Weisman et al., 2015). However, as adolescents develop more flexible cognitions and start re-evaluating their relationships, it is also a time when their identification with some social groups weaken (Keizer et al., 2019; Tanti et al., 2011) and when conflicts with friends may be particularly distressing (Bokhorst et al., 2009). With these changes taking place, adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to experiencing dips in their self-worth. As a result, they might become more accepting of social norms, including those associated with hegemonic masculinity. 
The Role of the Media
For many young people, exposure to wider society is through the media. It acts as a key source of information (Gálvez et al., 2019), and plays an influential role in both entrenching and perpetuating stereotypes, including those related to gender (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). While media stereotypes reflect those in society, they tend to portray an exaggerated image of gender (e.g., Arnold Schwarzenegger’s character in Commando), sending the message to young people that the extreme is actually the standard (Harraldsson & Wängnerud 2019). These representations serve to raise the bar by which one’s success in adhereing to these standards is set (Himmelstein et al., 2019), perpetuating already unrealistic expectations associated with hegemonic masculinity. Evidence suggests that media representation of gender impacts people throughout their life-span. For instance, Harraldsson and Wängnerud (2019) found a link between sexist portrayals of female politicans and the number of women who stand as political candidates. In children’s films, men are often portrayed as more competent and intelligent than women (Gálvez et al., 2019), contributing to the internalisation of gender stereotypes in children and young people (Meeussen et al., 2016). By the age of six, girls already believe they are less suited for activities that require brilliance (Bian et al., 2017). 
Due to the rise of feminism in popular culture from 2014 and the #MeToo movement in 2017, adolescents today have grown up witnessing a large shift in how the media presents gender. With feminism becoming increasingly trendy and the #MeToo movement highlighting widespread sexual misconduct (Rhode, 2019), the media has devoted time and space to tackling difficult questions about gender and power (Elliot, 2018). Often shaping this narrative is the term ‘toxic masculinity’ (Pettyjohn et al., 2019) which has sky-rocketed in use since 2016 (Harrington, 2021). Originally defined by Kupers (2005) as a pattern of “socially regressive male traits that serve to foster domination, the devaluation of women, homophobia, and wanton violence” in prison in-mates, it has become the go-to term when describing undesirable male behaviors generally (e.g., misogyny, aggression, domination; Harrington, 2021). When coupled with the extreme and often over-simplified way in which men are already presented in the media, young people growing up with this term may be receiving mixed messages about the kind of masculinity that is acceptable. On the one hand, they have been consistently sent the message that masculinity is synonymous with strength, dominance, and self-sufficiency. On the other hand, men who go too far with these characteristics are labelled in a way that implies they are a nuisance to society.
The Current Study
We investigate adolescents’ perceptions of masculinity and how these are influenced by media representations of gender. We use a two-pronged approach. First, through a qualitative analysis of written answers to the question “what makes a good man?’, we explore how masculinity is constructed among young people who have grown up in a post #MeToo world. Second, we use a quantitative analysis to investigate how beliefs about masculinity are influenced by media framing of people’s behavior as either in line with hegemonic masculinity or as exemplifying gender equality. Our hypotheses for these analyses are laid out as follows: given the messages boys have received that appropriate behavior for their gender is rooted in hegemonic masculinity, we expect that compared to girls, boys will err on the side of complacency about these expectations. That is, they will adhere more to hegemonic masculine beliefs, feel more comfortable with this ideology, and be less engaged in the topic of masculinity overall. We expect this effect to be amplified when presented with media headlines that reflect hegemonic masculinity. For girls however, we expect that the recent attention paid to sexual harassment coupled with the popularity of feminism will see them as less accepting of hegemonic masculinity ideals, less comfortable with them, and more engaged with the topic overall compared to boys. We also expect that reading headlines that present the genders as equals will amplify this difference.
Finally, we also explore the relationship between self-esteem and belief in hegemonic masculine ideals. We expect to replicate two findings from previous research. First, we predict that for boys, adherence to hegemonic masculinity will be associated with low self-esteem (Chu et al., 2005). Second, we expect that boys will have higher self-esteem compared to girls (Orth, 2018). We also extend these findings by testing whether self-esteem will be moderated by media representations of gender. Here, we predict that all participants (regardless of gender) will report higher self esteem when presented with headlines reflecting gender equality compared to those reading headlines representing hegemonic masculinity. Through these analyses, this study aims to bring together literature on gender stereotypes, adolescent social norms, and media representations of gender, to explore current views about masculinity in young people who have come of age during the #MeToo movement.
[bookmark: _Toc69833261]Method
[bookmark: _Toc69833262]Participants

This was a psychology study in which participants were recruited in two secondary schools and via social media. The final sample (N = 129) consisted of 76 girls and 53 boys aged between 16-19 years old (M = 17.08, SD = .95). Because gender identity was an independent variable in the study, the one participant who identified as ‘other’ (rather than as male or female) was omitted from the analysis. While participant’s race was not recorded, data collection took place among a predominantly white population in rural England. No incentives were offered for taking part.
[bookmark: _Toc69833263]Design and Analysis

Qualitative Design: Participants were presented with an open-ended question that aimed to explore their construction of masculinity: In your own words, how would you define a ‘good’ man? A good man is a man who _______. Because research has tended to focus on negative characteristics associated with men (Wong et al., 2011), the phrase ‘a good man’ was chosen to capture any positive attributes young people might have about men. More specifically, the question sought to draw from young people’s own words to explore the qualities they deem most important when considering their ideal version of masculinity.  
A thematic analysis was used to code participants’ responses to this question into themes (Braun & Clark, 2006), which were based on the number of instances a subject was mentioned. However, researcher judgement was applied when a subject quoted was particularly relevant to the research (Braun & Clark, 2006). Responses were also analyzed based on the gender identity of the respondent to determine any differences between the genders on their views. 
Quantitative Design. The study had a between-subject design where participants were randomly assigned to read media headlines written to represent either hegemonic masculinity (e.g., There is no place for women in the special armed forces: experts argue that women are too weak to withstand the gruelling physical training) or gender equality (e.g., ‘If you’re good enough…you’re good enough’…Philippa Birch completed the same arduous training course as her male colleagues to become a Royal Marine Commando). Following this, they were presented with scales measuring their alignment with hegemonic masculine norms (Chu et al., 2005), self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), and their engagement in the topic of masculinity (novel scale). To explore differences between participant’s gender identity on the dependent variables, we subjected the data to a 2 (hegemonic masculinity vs gender equality) by 2 (male vs female) between-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA). 
	Ethics Statement. Ethical approval was granted by the Psychology Ethics Committee at the first authors’ institution at the time the study was conducted.
[bookmark: _Toc69833264]Materials and Procedure

	An online link to the study was distributed to eligible students by gatekeepers in participating schools, as well as shared on social media. Upon clicking on the link, participants were presented with information about the study and given a consent form to complete. To ensure participants were eligible to take part, they were asked their age before starting the questionnaire. Participants were also asked to indicate their gender. 
Following this, participants were randomly assigned to read either six headlines representing hegemonic masculinity or six headlines representing gender equality. For each, they were asked to indicate how comfortable they felt from 1 (Very Uncomfortable) to 5 (Very Comfortable),  = .91. They were then asked complete Chu et al’s (2005), 12-item Adolescent Masculinity Ideology in Relationships (henceforth, called hegemonic ideology). This scale was selected because it considers masculine norms in terms of adolescent’s relationships (e.g., In a good dating relationship, the guy gets his way most of the time,  = .85). Therefore, we felt it was an appropriate measure of internalised hegemonic masculinity for girls as well as boys.
[bookmark: _Toc69833265]Participants then completed Rosenberg’s (1965) 10-item Self-Esteem Scale (e.g., ‘I feel that I have a number of good qualities’ = .89), and a novel three item scale measuring participant’s engagement with the topic of masculinity (e.g., ‘I think it is important to discuss masculinity’, = .63). Finally, participants were presented with an open comment box and asked to describe a ‘good man’ in their own words before being debriefed and thanked for their time.
Results
Quantitative Analysis
Bivariate correlations between dependent variables were conducted for each gender respectively. Contrary to our expectation, there was no relationship between self-esteem and hegemonic ideology for boys (p = .513). The only significant relationship for this sample was between self-esteem and engagement; the higher boys’ self-esteem, the less engaged they were with the topic of masculinity (r(51) = -.34, p = .011). For girls, hegemonic ideology was related to engagement; the higher girls’ hegemonic ideology, the less engaged they were with the topic of masculinity (r(74) = -.27. p = .018). No other relationship was significant (rs < .260, ps > .116).
As expected, participants reported feeling more comfortable when presented with modern media headlines (M = 3.97, SD = .73) as opposed to stereotypical ones (M = 2.18, SD = .74; F(1, 123) = 208.61, p < .001, ηp2 = .63). The interaction between gender identity and media representation was also significant, F(1, 123) = 48.55, p < .001, ηp2 = .28; boys were more comfortable with the stereotypical headlines (M = 2.62, SD = .78) than girls (M = 1.87, SD = .53) while girls were more comfortable with the modern headlines (M = 4.30, SD = .50) than boys (M = 3.47, SD = .74). The main effect of gender identity on comfort was not significant, p = .742.
However, gender identity did have a significant effect on hegemonic ideology; boys reported more hegemonic ideology (M = 1.88, SD = .43) compared to girls (M = 1.35, SD = .29; F(1, 122) = 61.78, ηp2 = .34) but there was no main effect of media representation, nor was there an interaction between these ( Fs <  3.08, ps > .08). A similar pattern emerged for engagement and self-esteem. As expected, boys reported higher self-esteem than girls (M = 3.41, SD = .85 vs M = 2.98, SD = .76; F(1, 122) = 4.93, p > .001, ηp2 = .06) and less engagement with the topic of masculinity (M = 2.56, SD = .67 vs M = 3.18, SD = .58; F(1,124) = 27.37, p < .001, ηp2 = .18). Again, neither the main effect of representation nor the interaction between representation and gender identity was significant for either variable (Fs < 3.54, ps > .062).
Qualitative Analysis
There were 117 responses to the question: ‘How would you describe a good man?’ Of these, 66 were from female participants and 51 were from male participants. This data was systematically analysed and collated into 13 potential themes. After reviewing the themes based on the number of instances in which the theme appeared, a thematic map was generated. From this, main characteristics of these themes could be categorized as ‘Attitudes Towards Others’ and ‘Personal Characteristics’. A third theme, ‘Equality,’ emerged that was considered important within the context of the research topic. While there were fewer instances of this theme, its data mirrored gender differences found in the quantitative analysis. Therefore, it seemed reasonable to include this theme. Across these three themes, 248 separate data items are reflected (see Figure 1).

Theme 1: Attitudes Towards Others. The data items coded in this theme (n = 118; 48% of the total) reflected the behaviors that a man should display in relation to social interactions with others and divided into two sub-themes: (1) responsibility for actively helping others and (2) others should be treated with integrity. 
Responsibility.  The data (n = 59) reflected the view that a man should take responsibility for others and place the needs of others ahead of his own, for example: 
[participant 86;female] ‘ a good man is someone who puts himself last in everything’ 
or 
[participant 89; female] ‘a good man is someone who understands his privilege and uses it to help others’ 
and 
[participant 126;male] ‘a good man is someone that looks out for others as well as himself’.  
The further categorization indicated a marked difference in the views expressed based on the reported sex of the participants. Data coded in the Supporting theme (n= 46; 76% female) highlighted the view that a man should care for and support others, for example:
[participant 98;female] ‘ a good man is a man who cares for his family and friends’ 
and 
[participant 80;female] ‘a good man is kind towards the people that are close to him and supportive of them’.  
Whereas 13 data items (100% male; 25% of male respondents) focused on men as breadwinners and protectors ,for example:
[participant 83;male] ‘a good man is a provider and defender for the household’
 and 
[participant 74;male] ‘be strong and able to look after himself and be financially secure with a family’ 
Integrity.  Data (N= 59; 63% female) referenced the expectation that a good man should be honest with others and treat others with respect for example:
[participant 98; female] ‘a good man treats not only women but men with respect too…he has respect for everyone no matter what life choices they make’  
and 
[participant 56;female] ‘a good man is honest and respectful and treats others how they’d like to be treated’

The main theme places men within a social context and reflects a stereotypical view that men hold a position of power and privilege that should be used for the benefit of others. The terminology used by females reflects the need to ‘support’ and ‘care’ for others which could be interpreted as financial provision and protection, or more broadly to include emotional support. Male responses were less ambiguous; there was a clear expectation that a man should protect and financially support others. Female participants were more likely to highlight an expectation that male power should be exercised with integrity, which could be interpreted as advocating for avoiding behaviors such as control and dominance.
Theme 2: Personal Characteristics
The data items coded in this theme (n = 104; 42% of total) reflected a broad range of intrapersonal characteristics and behaviours with responses reflecting three sub-themes.
True to Self.  Data (n = 44; 70% female) reflected views that a good man should be authentic. For example:
[participant 80; female] ‘a good man…does not feel the need to prove his worth to anyone’
and not hide who they truly are, even in the face of social pressures for example:
[participant 24;female]  ‘a man is whatever and whoever he chooses, no matter the opinions of others’ 
Competence.  The data items coded in this sub-theme (n = 32; 75% male) responses reflected a stereotypical view of masculinity (i.e., that a good man should be competent and successful).  There was a distinction between the importance of striving and ambition to achieve success for example: 
[participant 126; male] ‘a good man works hard every day to achieve what they want’ 
and 
[participant 30;male] ‘a good man is ambitious’ 
and the competencies thought necessary to achieve this aim for example:
[participant 51; male] ‘ a good man is strong, successful, active and confident’ 
and 
[participant 61;male] ‘a good man is…creative and smart’
Managing Emotions.  Data (n = 25; 84% female) reflected the importance of men expressing their emotions and displaying vulnerability for example:
[participant 1;female] ‘I don’t think a man has to be strong or show no feelings, I think a man who shows their feelings is much stronger’ 
and 
[participant 80;female] ‘ a good man isn’t afraid to show his feelings and doesn’t bottle them up’.

The overarching theme highlighted key differences between genders. Males generally expressed more hegemonic views of masculinity (e.g., men as smart, successful) whilst female participants generally expressed views based in gender equality, allowing for men to act in ways that may be considered feminine (e.g., men showing vulnerability).

Theme 3: Equality 
The data items coded in this theme (n = 26; 10% of the total; 85% female; 33% of female respondents) referenced several perspectives of equality. Whilst the level of responses was relatively low in comparison to other themes, it was considered an important theme because it highlighted attitudes towards masculinity relative to other genders. For example, participants expressed the importance of men treating all people equally:

 [participant 59;female] ‘a good man is a man who believes in equality of genders, race and sexuality’

With a focus specifically on attitudes towards women it was believed that men should treat women with respect, for example:
[participant 44;male] ‘a good man must have respect towards women’ 

However, most of the views (n= 14) challenged the perspective of gender specific characteristics, and alternatively promoted more generic characteristics reflective of a good person. For example:
[participant 104;female] ‘I think that the more we separate it into what makes a good man or woman the more we reinforce the problems with toxic masculinity and misogyny in general’ 
and 
[participant 32;female] ‘what makes a good man is what makes a good human’ 
and
[participant 72;female] ‘all men are different’

By considering masculinity relative to other genders the responses suggest a more progressive and modern attitude. Whilst it remains important to treat all genders equally and respectfully, there is the suggestion that gender itself is potentially divisive and should not be the basis of specific characteristics and beliefs. Instead, characteristics should be applied generically, recognizing the diversity of people as individuals.
[bookmark: _Toc69833270]Discussion

	We used a mixed methods approach to explore adolescents’ perceptions of  masculinity. Several findings from the data support our expectation that boys are more complacent about hegemonic masculinity than girls. The quantitative analysis revealed that compared to girls, boys reported higher hegemonic ideology and less engagement with the topic of masculinity. When presented with different media representations of masculinity (as either in line with stereotypes or as emphasizing equality between genders), boys felt more comfortable with stereotypical representations, while girls were more comfortable with headlines depicting gender equality. 
	Data from the qualitative analysis further evidence boys’ complacency compared to girls. When asked to describe a ‘good man,' boys’ responses tended to draw on personal characteristics that are in line with hegemonic masculine norms (e.g., competent and successful) while girls’ responses focused on traits often branded as feminine (e.g., showing vulnerability). Likewise, in data describing a ‘good man’s’ attitudes towards others, boys used stereotypes of men as ‘strong’ (e.g., using words such as ‘protector’, ‘provider’, ‘stoicism’ and ‘success’) while girls’ stereotyped men as ‘protectors’ (e.g., using words such as ‘caring’ and ‘supportive’). While this demonstrated the importance of gender stereotypes in how these adolescents’ construct masculinity, boys seemed to focus on strength generally, while girls’ focus was on the importance of men using their strength to help others. Finally, responses centering on ‘Equality’ were overwhelmingly female, mirroring their increased comfort with gender equality suggested by the quantitative analysis. Girls, more than boys, showed evidence of thinking critically about gender norms; they tended to express opposition to the idea that the genders should be concepualized differently (as they were asked to do in the question), believing it more productive to focus on men (and women’s) superordinate identity as human. Overall, responses show that boys are more aligned with stereotypical ideas about masculinity than girls.
In the quantitative analysis, we were specifically interested in whether media representations of masculinity would moderate differences between boys’ and girls’ attitudes. However, our manipulation of headlines as either drawing from hegemonic masculinity or as portraying gender equality did not impact on participants’ hegemonic ideology, self-esteem, or on their reported engagement with the topic. One reason for this might have been that reading media headlines was not enough to offset other socializations experienced by young people. Indeed, gender stereotypes are deep-rooted with children taught about gender through their social environment (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). While the media is certainly omnipresent, signals from home (e.g., a father’s adverse reaction to his son playing with dolls), school (e.g., accepting boisterous play among boys but not girls), and the community (e.g., a church where men and women perform different roles), all serve to reinforce messages about appropriate behavior based on one’s gender. While the media headlines might not have been strong enough to offset these, we did find that boys felt more comfortable with headlines portraying hegemonic masculinity while girls felt more comfortable with headlines that represented the genders as equals. Hence, the manipulation was successful in highlighting existing differences between boys and girls in their attitudes towards masculinity. 
We also theorized that self-esteem might help boys resist conforming to male stereotypes and as such, predicted that high self-esteem would be related to lower levels of hegemonic ideology. However, unlike previous studies  (i.e., Chu et al., 2005) no relationship was found. Given the nearly two decades between the current study and this previous work, it might be that more differences exist between adolescents growing up in the midst of significant social movements related to gender (e.g., the #MeToo movement) and those who have not. It also suggests that other factors may be at play when determining boys’ conformity to hegemonic masculine norms. For instance, higher self-esteem was associated with lower engagement. It is possible then, that boys who feel positively about themselves (and with that, their social identities) are less interested in dissecting their male identity. While we did replicate previous research suggesting that boys report higher self-esteem than girls (Orth, 2018), there was no relationship between self-esteem and any of the other variables in our female sample. However, lower engagement was associated with higher hegemonic ideology for girls; hence, it may be that acceptance of hegemonic masculine norms means girls are less motivated to think critically about masculinity. These are premises that should be investigated in future research.
Overall, our results support previous work showing that for adolescent boys in particular, male stereotypes continue to guide their concept of masculinity (Kågesten et al., 2016). However, we extend this literature by demonstrating that gender stereotypes still hold weight, even among those who grew up in the midst of intense media coverage of narratives about masculinity. Indeed, our sample was between the ages of 12 and 15 during the #MeToo movement, a time which is crucial in the development of gender norms (McCarry, 2010). Yet, despite the media scrutiny of masculinity during participants’ formative years and the unprecendented openness to different masculinities compared to previous generations (Anderson, 2009), gender stereotypes continue to guide young people’s beliefs about masculinity. 
It is important to note that our participant sample was living in a predominantly white, rural, middle-class area in the UK. As such, we can not generalize these findings to young people with other social identities and backgrounds. The lack of diversity in our sample may contribute to beliefs and ideas that are insular and more reliant on stereotypes about gender. However, even if this is the case, young people’s access to social media mean they have likely been exposed to different ideas and perspectives on masculinity. The fact that engagement in the topic varied by gender, and was related to self-esteem (in boys) and hegemonic ideology (in girls), offers a glimpse into some of the factors that might be used to encourage young people to think critically about masculinity and how it impacts on their lives and the spaces they occupy. Given the effect that beliefs about masculinity (and gender roles generally) have on everything from young people’s health and career prospects (Meeussen et al., 2020) to their understandings of gender-based violence (Edwards et al., 2022), this is an important area for researchers to consider.
Conclusion
How adolescents view masculinity is not only a product of how they have been socialized, but an indicator of the views they will carry into adulthood. Given the wealth of evidence that beliefs associated with hegemonic masculinity are detrimental to men’s wellbeing (Meeussen et al., 2020) and put women at a disadvantage (Cassidy & Krendl, 2019), it is important to examine adolescent’s perceptions and the factors that influence these. The current study adds to this conversation by suggesting that for young people coming of age during the #MeToo movement, at least those growing up in a largely white rural area in the UK, hegemonic masculine ideals still hold weight. Importantly, in our sample, boys seemed less invested in the topic of masculinity than girls. As a crucial time for the development of gender identity (McCarry, 2010), adolescence seems an opportune time to engage young people in critical thinking about gender roles and the impact of gender stereotypes in our society. It is here that we believe the current study to be particularly useful. Our data points to variations in young people’s engagement with the topic, hinting that gender, self-esteem, and current ideology might play a role. Future research, therefore, should investigate these further so that tools can be developed to encourage young people to think critically about masculinity. Considering the consequences of adhereing to hegemonic ideals, such an initiative would be a benefit to all.
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Figure 1. Thematic map outlining main themes
Note. * denotes majority female opinion and ? denotes majority male opinion




