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Article – Empirical Research: 
 

Gender roles and mental health: A modern 
male’s dilemma. 
 

Callum Cairns, Rhiannon Corcoran, & Maria Haarmans 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Until recently, it was largely accepted that depression was around twice 

as likely in females, than in males. If this was true however, how is it 
that suicide has long stood out as one of the leading global causes of 

death in young men? 
 

RECENT research from Lisa 

Martin and colleagues (2013) 
asserts that males do not 

experience depression in the same 
way as females, and that their 

symptomology is specific to them 
exactly because of their gender. 
Martin suggests our reliance on 

traditional symptoms when 
attempting to diagnose men results 
in a massive under-diagnosis of 

depressed males (if indeed they are 
available to medical practitioners 

for diagnosis in the first instance), 
and thus skews our perception of 
both the gender balance within the 

diagnosed group, as well as of the 
appearance of the condition itself. 

Importantly this is argued to be a 
direct result of the gender roles 
found within masculinity, and 

their influence on all aspects of 
male behaviour – particularly due 
to their potentially negative 

outcomes for emotional wellbeing 
and mental health.  
 

    Now let’s quickly define what we 
mean when we talk about gender. 
‘Gender’ refers to the socially 

constructed roles, behaviours, 
activities, and attributes that a 
given society considers appropriate 

for each sex, thus shaping the 
perceptions of social groups on  

 

what it means to be ‘masculine’ or 

‘feminine’. Traditionally speaking, 
the definition of each contains 

characteristics that would be 
considered polar opposite to their 
respective other, such as the 

attribute of provision in 
masculinity versus caregiving in 

femininity. These qualities are also 
known as ‘Gender Roles’; entailing 

standards, expectations, or norms 
which individuals fit or do not fit 
to, with varying degrees. As these 

are socially moulded categories, it 
is worth remembering their 
breadth and composition can differ 

greatly across geographical and 
anthropological samples. 

 
    Gender, then, plays a huge part 
in sculpting individuals’ niches 

within relationships, families, and 
social groups, as well as setting 
behavioural expectations of 

themselves and those around 
them. However, while having a role 

or purpose is a healthy mind-set to 
possess, for males the gender 
norms thrust upon them can also 

carry along a potential for negative 
effects and psychological 

outcomes. Pleck (1995) calls this 
state of mind “Gender Role Strain” 
[GRS], and he had three main ideas 

about how these effects can be  
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harmful. Firstly, “Gender Role 
Discrepancy” highlights that males 

cannot always live up to masculine 
ideals, and as such may experience 

lowered self-esteem and 
consequent mental health issues. 
The acquisition process for these 

ideals can also be traumatic, with 
long-term negative consequences - 

defined as “Gender Role Trauma” 
(indeed research has noted that 
boys showing resistance to 

masculine norms in their pre-to-
late adolescent stage adjusted far 
better socially and psychologically 

than those internalising norms 
earlier). The third idea emphasises 

the idealized male role norms can 
have negative consequences 
despite their accomplishment, 

such as distance from the family in 
favour of provision, such that it has 

been named “Gender Role 
Dysfunction”. 
 

    As Robert Levant (2011) points 
out, GRS emphasises gender roles 

are contradictory and inconsistent, 
and over-conforming to them has 
more severe impacts on males than 

females. Male “Gender Role 
Dysfunction” implies adherence to 
male role norms & results in a 

pattern of negative outcomes for 
both the man and others around 

him, labelled as the psychological 
state known as “Gender Role 
Conflict” [GRC] by James O’Neil et 

al. (1986). O’Neil (2008) specifies 
four broad conditions in which 
men can experience GRC: via a 

gender role transition (such as 
adopting a fatherly role); via 

intrapersonal experience (within 
the self); and interpersonally from, 
as well as projecting towards, 

others. One particular study by 
Steinfeldt and colleagues (2011) 

shows this particularly well. Their 
study of college football players 
 

found a significant negative 
relationship between “Restrictive 

Affectionate Behaviour Between 
Men” [RABBM], and overall life 

satisfaction, which not only 
encompasses individuals 
suppressing their own emotion 

(intrapersonally), but implies their 
projection of this same value onto 

their teammates (interpersonally).   
 
    The vast amount of societal 

evidence examining the impact of 
gender norms on the lives of the 
modern moulding male only 

continues with further reading. 
Take the attribute of ‘toughness’ as 

an example. The negative impacts 
of males’ endorsement of this 
quality are evident throughout the 

research literature and impact on a 
variety of aspects in their social 

and personal lives, one such 
aspect being help-seeking 
behaviours. Research on help-

seeking, a widely recognised 
problem for men, has specifically 
noted the influence of GRC on men 

referring other men towards 
psychological help, and 

interestingly: Pattyn, Verhaeghe 
and Bracke (2015) may provide an 
explanation for this in their 

examination of sex differences in 
mental health service usage. It was 
found that men attributed more 

shame and blame to mental health 
problems than women (arguably 

due to a belief that this 
demonstrates a temporary lapse in 
‘strength’ or, as we have noted, 

‘toughness’). 
 

    Adhering to a norm of 
‘toughness’ has also been shown to 

negatively impact emotional 
expression in already shy men. 
This area is another aspect of male 

gender role norms which has been 
found to have negative 
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psychological effects - a continuing 

effort to suppress emotions, or the 
“boys don’t cry” mentality. 

Emotional suppression is intrinsic 
to the male gender, with 
characteristics of strength and 

constancy emphasising its 
importance. One explanation of 
this could be found in the research 

of Kahn (2009), who outlines a 
theory that modern men believe 

they need to give up their 
femininity (primarily the 
expression of emotion) in order to 

maintain ‘power’ or ‘strength’. 
However, as noted by Nolen-

Hoeksema (2012), suppression in 
both genders is positively 
associated with depression and 

anxiety (as suppression of emotion 
is seen as a maladaptive form of 

emotional regulation compared 
with expressiveness), while 
conversely research has noted that 

improving emotional regulation 
strategies has been shown to 
relieve depressive symptoms. 

 
    In light of this we return to the 

work of Lisa Martin and colleagues. 
Their development of the “Gender 
Inclusive Depression Scale” [GIDS; 

2013] found evidence to suggest 
men were more likely to exhibit 

gender-specific depressive 
symptoms such as substance 
abuse, anger, and risk taking 

behaviour as opposed to symptoms 
more typically presented by 
females such as withdrawal, sleep 

problems, and complaintiveness. 
Indeed it is proposed the 

differences in symptomology 
between male & female depression 
are, yes, due to socialised gender 

norms, but more accurately also 
entail implicit definition of 

acceptable coping mechanisms 
(much like the acceptable 
emotional regulation strategies 

mentioned above). 
 

For example, Wang and Gorenstein 

(2015) noted in their examination 
of depression in the workplace that 
men endorsed different 

symptomology to women for 
depression, with, for example, men 

citing being late to work; versus 
women reporting crying at work. 

    There are further mental health 
implications too. Alongside men’s 

restrictive emotionality, Levant et 
al. (2014) found emotional 

suppression was a predictor for a 
phenomenon they dubbed 
“Normative Male Alexithymia” 

[NMA]. Alexithymia literally means 
‘without words for emotions’, and 

other definitions develop this 
further saying that alexithymic 
subjects have problems with both 

verbalising emotions as well as 
nonverbal emotion recognition. 
The NMA hypothesis asserts that a 

socialised form of alexithymia 
exists throughout the male 

population, with evidence that 
adherence to traditional masculine 
ideology accounts for variably high 

levels of a sub-clinical form of 
alexithymia in men. Research has 
also suggested depressed 

individuals displayed lower 
empathy, emotional accuracy, 

affective response rate, and even 
altered neurological patterns of 
empathy (in fact depression has 

been associated with an emotional 
processing deficit in many different 

sensory domains). 
 
    One adaptive use of this 

empathy mechanism is the use of 
the observation of facial expression 
change to anticipate an oncoming 

emotive state. For our research, we 
utilised Palumbo & Jellema’s 2013 

study of involuntary emotional 
anticipation. Their work outlined 
an effect they dubbed the 

“Overshoot Effect”, whereby  
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people tend to judge the final state 
of a face which changes from 

happy to neutral, or from angry to 
neutral, as being either angry or 

happy respectively. As emotional 
suppression has been shown to be 
associated with depressive 

symptoms, it seemed likely this 
form of adaptive empathic 
processing would also be impacted 

by suppression measured via 
Gender Role Conflict (using the 

Gender Role Conflict Scale 
developed by O’Neil and colleagues 
in 1986).  

 
    Our study investigated the effect 

of male gender norms and gender 
role conflict on male depressive 
symptoms, as well as the 

relationship between male-specific 
depression and affective empathic 
processing. As hypothesised, we 

found a significant relationship 
between male role norm adherence 

and “Gender Role Conflict”. There 
were significant relationships 
between our measure of “Gender 

Role Conflict” and depression 
scores too, but not between male 
role norm adherence and 

depression scores. Interestingly 
this seemingly indicates a 

sequential relationship between 
male role norm adherence, 
“Gender Role Conflict”, and 

depression scores. Additionally, 
though our subjects did show the 

“Overshooting Effect” Palumbo and 
Jellema previously found, there 

was only a trend-level relationship 

between depression scores and a 
minimised “Overshoot Effect” 

(studied by comparing the mean 
depression score of those that did 

overshoot and those that did not). 
However, we speculated a 
relationship between each of the 

factors which is best illustrated by 
this model below. 
 

    The model hypothesis which 
adherence to male gender role 

norms gives rise to the 
psychological state known as 
“Gender Role Conflict”. The 

relationship between GRC and 
Male Depression is thus cyclical, 

as while GRC influences Male 
Depression, the emotional 
inexpression found in males 

alongside their preoccupation with 
‘toughness’ prevents them from 

combatting this depressed state, 
thus feeding back into their state of 
conflict. The relationship with 

affective empathy is merely 
speculated as we did not find 
enough evidence to say for certain 

it exists, but we hope with further 
and broader research it might be 

better understood.   
 
    To summarise, the issue with 

the male gender as it currently 

manifests itself is a complex one. In 
many dimensions the attributes 

and expectations attached to it are 
confusing and demoralising for 

those who cannot live up to their 
ideal masculine self. 

 



- 6 -                                            British Mensa’s: ANDROGYNY, Summer Edition – June 2017 

 

However, perhaps the more 

pressing consequential issue from 
its endorsement is a potentially 

heavy toll on the mental health of 
those conforming to it. To say it 
impacts all areas of men’s lives 

would be obvious – gender is an 
intrinsic part of our identities and 

provides us with a place in the 
world in which to settle – but to 
understand fully the breadth and 

depth of how males are shaped and 
primed negatively is somewhat 
daunting. Needless to say, it is 

equally essential.   
 

Callum Cairns et al. 
ccairns33@gmail.com 

With thanks to Letizia Palumbo and 
Noreen O’Sullivan. 
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