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Abstract

While economists have extensively studied gender norms affecting women,
masculinity norms—social norms about how men should behave—remain
underexplored. This review first synthesizes how other disciplines have
studied masculinity, providing economists with conceptual foundations and
empirical patterns for understanding masculinity norms. We then discuss
how the study of masculinity norms can inform the economics literature on
gender gaps and men’s outcomes across multiple domains: health behavior,
labor supply and occupational choice, violence and aggression, and political
preferences. We also discuss paths for the transmission and persistence of
these norms. Finally, using novel survey data from 70 countries, we present
five stylized facts about masculinity norms.We document substantial global
variation in these norms and demonstrate their predictive power for various
socioeconomic and political outcomes.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Masculinity norms are shared expectations about how men should behave. They include beliefs
that men should be self-reliant, assertive, and emotionally restrained. In this review, we argue that
masculinity norms shape men’s lives by prescribing which jobs, health behaviors, and political
attitudes are deemed appropriate for them. While a rich economics literature shows how beliefs
about the appropriate behaviors of women impact women’s lives in many domains,1 only a few
papers in our discipline have studied, or even explicitly acknowledged, the role and strength of
masculinity norms. One reason for this asymmetry may be that “to economists, the default agent
in an economic model is male, so that masculine characteristics or behavior are seen as ‘human’
characteristics or behavior” (Lundberg 2025).

This relative blindness to masculinity in economics mirrors a pattern in other social sciences.
Nearly 40 years ago, sociologists noted that “although numerous studies have investigated social
attitudes toward the appropriate sex roles for women...considerably less research has examined
public attitudes toward the male sex role” (Thompson & Pleck 1986, p. 531). This realization
spurred a rich literature in sociology, gender studies, and psychology that advanced these disci-
plines’ understanding of masculinity norms and their consequences. We believe that economics
now faces a similar reckoning.2 Our goal is to encourage economists to considermasculinity norms
as one important driving factor (among many others) of economic decision making and gender
gaps, not as a comprehensive explanation for all gender-related economic phenomena. We be-
lieve that economists are well equipped to advance this field through theoretical development,
(quasi-)experimental analysis of the causes and consequences of masculinity norms, improved
measurement across contexts, and evidence-based policy recommendations.

This review is structured as follows. In Section 2, we synthesize how other fields—evolutionary
biology, anthropology, psychology, and sociology—study masculinity, providing economists with
conceptual foundations and empirical patterns for understanding masculinity norms. Drawing on
literature across these disciplines, we argue that masculinity norms are not simply the inverse
of norms governing women’s roles but constitute a distinct set of beliefs about appropriate male
conduct. Section 3 explores how incorporating masculinity norms can deepen our understanding
of gender gaps and men’s outcomes in several domains, including labor market and household
outcomes, health behaviors, educational choices, violence and aggression, and political populism.
Section 4 draws on the cultural economics literature to highlight themechanisms for the transmis-
sion and persistence of masculinity norms. In Section 5, we describe evidence from a new global
survey of masculinity norms fielded by De Haas et al. (2025) in partnership with the European
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the World Bank in 70 countries, ana-
lyzing both demographic variation in norm adherence and its predictive power for occupational
choices, health outcomes, and political preferences. Section 6 concludes and sketches directions
for future research on masculinity norms and their economic consequences.

2. MASCULINITY IN OTHER FIELDS

Before examining how masculinity norms shape economic outcomes, we review how other dis-
ciplines have studied masculinity. This interdisciplinary overview serves several purposes. First,

1For comprehensive reviews, readers are referred to Jayachandran (2015), Giuliano (2020), Bau & Fernández
(2023), and Anderson (2025).
2Weare not the only onesmaking this diagnosis.Others have noted how “of the largest and institutionallymost
developed social science disciplines, economics has probably been the most reluctant to contribute to studies
on men and masculinities, even though economy and economic considerations are absolutely fundamental
aspects of gender relations and the gendering of men and masculinities.” (Kimmel et al. 2004, p. 4).

Review in Advance. Changes may 
still occur before final publication.

128 Matavelli et al.



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.a

nn
ua

lre
vi

ew
s.

or
g.

  U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f N
ew

 S
ou

th
 W

al
es

 (
ar

-2
29

75
8)

 IP
:  

14
9.

17
1.

20
8.

13
7 

O
n:

 T
ue

, 2
6 

M
ay

 2
02

6 
23

:5
2:

37

EC18_Art06_Grosjean ARjats.cls March 5, 2026 12:7

it provides conceptual foundations for understanding masculinity norms as distinct from (rather
than simply the inverse of ) norms governingwomen’s roles. Second, it offersmicro foundations for
gendered behavior by clarifying some potential biological and social determinants of masculinity.
Third, decades of empirical work in psychology and sociology have established robust measure-
ment tools and documented relationships betweenmasculinity norms and outcomes across health,
violence, and workplace behavior, which can inform economic research. Finally, economists can
build on the theoretical and empirical progress made by other disciplines in understanding how
masculinity norms form, persist, and shape human behavior.

We first discuss biological explanations formasculinity norms, thenwe synthesize relevant find-
ings from anthropology, sociology, and psychology. Space limitations preclude a comprehensive
literature review, so we focus on insights most relevant to economic research.3

2.1. (Evolutionary) Biology

(Evolutionary) biology offers insights into the origins of masculinity norms by examining how
physical and behavioral differences between men and women evolved over time. In doing so, it
provides two complementary perspectives on masculinity. First, biological research has identified
sex differences, such as hormonal influence, that may shape male behavior both indirectly through
physical traits (like musculature and body size) and directly through effects on behavioral tenden-
cies in specific circumstances. Second, it explains how evolutionary pressures have favored certain
behavioral patterns (like male competitiveness and aggression) that have solidified as social norms
across cultures. Importantly, as we discuss below, contemporary biological research recognizes
that these two channels—biological mechanisms and norm-based behaviors—are not mutually
exclusive but often interact.

Darwin’s theory of sexual selection proposed that sex-based behavioral differences, such as
males’ high competitive drive and penchant for aggression, evolve because they provide advan-
tages in reproductive competition for mates (Darwin 1871). In particular, Darwin observed that
males typically compete more intensely than females because of their relatively lower costs of
gamete production. Building on this insight, Trivers (1972) proposed that total parental invest-
ment (that is, the cost not only of gamete production but also of gestation, lactation, and offspring
protection) determines competitive dynamics between the sexes. The sex with lower obligatory
parental investment (typically, among mammals, males) can potentially maximize reproductive
success through increased mating rather than parenting effort,4 helping explain why males often
compete more intensely across species.

When applied to humans, this framework faces some challenges from anthropological re-
search pointing to stable pair bonds and high levels of male provisioning (Alger et al. 2020).
Nevertheless, males may compete intensively prior to forming stable pair bonds to accumulate
status and resources. These insights have also recently begun to inform economic modeling.
For example, Alger (2021) develops a theoretical framework in which male–male competition
and male–female household formation represent sequential stages of an evolutionary matching
process. Male competitive behavior also evolved to extend beyond one-on-one contests to group-
based competition (Henrich & Gil-White 2001). That is, men can pursue status through two
pathways: dominance-based competition based on physical force and prestige-based competition

3Kimmel et al. (2004) and Levant & Wong (2017) provide comprehensive reviews of the study of men and
masculinities in the sociology and psychology fields.
4Although humanmales are often involved in provisioning and parenting, their effort is on average both lower
and more variable than that of their female partners in most cultures (Hrdy 2011).
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that showcases skills valued by the group. Rather than eliminating competitive drives, the shift
from physical dominance to prestige-based status has channeled men’s competitive instincts
into economic success, career advancement, and wealth accumulation, explaining why masculine
norms emphasizing competition remain prevalent in modern market economies (De Haas et al.
2025). This competitive dimension of masculinity has direct relevance for the large economics lit-
erature documenting gender gaps in competitiveness and their effects on labor market outcomes
(Niederle & Vesterlund 2011).

To test whether these competitive tendencies are biologically grounded, researchers have exam-
ined the role of physiological pathways, particularly those involving hormones like testosterone,
in driving masculine behaviors such as physical aggression and risk taking (Lippa 2016). How-
ever, meta-analyses have found only weak positive associations between testosterone on the one
hand and aggression (though stronger among men) and risk taking on the other, without evi-
dence of a causal link (Geniole et al. 2020, Yuan et al. 2025). These meta-analyses suggest that
testosterone’s relationship with behavior is complex and context dependent, driving status-seeking
behavior rather than simple aggression (Wingfield et al. 1990). Moreover, testosterone levels are
themselves shaped by social roles and caring behaviors: Men who spend time with babies or be-
come primary caregivers exhibit marked reductions in testosterone (Hrdy 2024). Socialization
also creates feedback loops between social behavior and endocrine function, as gender norms
that encourage risk taking and competitiveness can lead men to engage in behaviors that increase
testosterone (Van Anders et al. 2015). All of this challenges the simplistic view that testosterone
causes masculinity; instead, testosterone production may also be partly endogenous to gendered
behavior and cultural expectations. Lastly, there is stronger evidence for testosterone’s influence
in utero, where it may shape brain development (Bütikofer et al. 2019). According to brain organi-
zation theory, testosterone acts as an organizational hormone, producing lasting changes in brain
structure and function that affect responses to hormones and experiences later in life.

These findings relate to economic research on gender differences in risk preferences,which has
documented that men consistently exhibit greater risk tolerance (Croson & Gneezy 2009). How-
ever, the extent to which these differences reflect biological versus social factors such asmasculinity
norms remains an open question in both biology and economics.

2.2. Anthropology

While biology seeks to uncover and explain universal tendencies in masculine behavior, anthro-
pology offers a useful complementary perspective. Anthropologists viewmasculinity not merely as
a biological endowment but as a set of culturally shaped practices and expectations. According to
Gilmore (1990), cultures typically frame masculine adulthood not as an automatic biological tran-
sition but as a social achievement demanding proof through ritualized challenges.While boys are
usually indoctrinated and tested before being recognized as men, women’s transition to adulthood
tends to require less cultural intervention (Gregor 1985).

The anthropological perspective also challenges reductionist explanations of masculinity.
Gilmore (1990) argues that masculinity cannot be reduced to either universal patriarchal ex-
ploitation (since manhood tests exist even in egalitarian societies like the African Bushmen) or
purely evolutionary drives (since many peaceful societies still emphasize masculine achievement).
Instead, he argues that “the answer to the manhood puzzle must lie in culture; we must try
to understand why culture uses or exaggerates biological potentials in specific ways” (Gilmore
1990, p. 23). This anthropological framework thus bridges the biological foundations discussed
earlier with the social psychological approaches we examine next, which analyze masculinity as
both an individual identity and a social institution. For economists, this perspective suggests that
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masculinity norms, like other cultural traits, represent equilibrium responses to historical, eco-
nomic, and social conditions that can persist long after those conditions change (Giuliano 2020).

2.3. Social Psychology and Sociology

The literature in social psychology and sociology emphasizes that masculinity operates as a uni-
versal set of socially enforced expectations, shaped by institutions, peer interactions, and social
sanctions. In this subsection, we review core theoretical frameworks and the main empirical
instruments used to measure masculinity norms and link them to key outcomes.

2.3.1. Foundational theories. Although a biological perspective helps explainmale competitive
and dominance-seeking behavior across societies, it cannot account for the variation in how these
tendencies are expressed, channeled, or suppressed. Social psychology and sociology have made
important advances in this regard, developing both theory and measurement tools that capture
the multidimensional nature of masculinity norms.

Within psychology, early research was dominated by the Male Sex Role Identity paradigm,
which treated masculinity as a stable psychological trait that men either possessed or lacked. Pleck
(1981) critiqued this approach with the development of the Gender Role Strain paradigm, which
redefined masculinity as socially constructed and paved the way for research into how social forces
shape masculine ideals into specific behavioral expectations that vary across time, place, and social
groups.

Concurrently, sociologists developed the framework of hegemonic masculinity (Carrigan et al.
1985), defined as “the configuration of practices that represents the most honored way of being
a man in a given social context, distinguished from less respected masculinities and providing le-
gitimacy for the overall subordination of women in society” (Wedgwood et al. 2023, p. 83). This
framework emphasizes that masculine ideals are relational—defined in opposition not only to
femininity but also to subordinated forms of masculinity, in particular racial or sexual minori-
ties’ masculinities.5 These developments spurred a rich literature on masculinity in the social
sciences.6

2.3.2. Measuringmasculinity. Although psychologists and sociologists consider masculinity as
socially constructed and malleable, cross-cultural research has revealed some remarkably consis-
tent dimensions ofmasculine roles across societies (Gilmore 1990).These include the breadwinner
norm,7 restrictive emotionality, self-reliance, aggression, dominance over women, a disdain for
homosexuality, an emphasis on achievement and status, and avoidance of femininity (Levant &
Fischer 1998, Mahalik et al. 2003), a set of behaviors and ideals that align in particular with
hegemonic masculinity norms.

To measure these dimensions, psychologists have developed several scales, with the three most
influential being the Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI) (Bem 1981), theMale RoleNorms Inventory
(MRNI) (Levant & Fischer 1998), and the Conformity to Masculinity Norms Inventory (CMNI)

5Other terms such as “traditional,” “dominant,” or “dominance” masculinity refer to related concepts and are
often used interchangeably. Moreover, the plural term “masculinities” refers to multiple facets of masculinity
across contexts, social classes, races, ethnicities, sexual orientations, etc.
6In parallel, gender studies developed a more flexible understanding of masculinity. Butler’s (1990) theory of
gender performativity challenged the notion that gender naturally follows from sex, arguing instead that both
are socially constructed through cultural practices. While Butler focused on gender broadly rather than on
masculinity specifically, scholars in masculinity studies later applied these ideas to emphasize that masculine
identities are continuously enacted and therefore open to disruption and change.
7Economists have extensively studied the breadwinner norm but have typically focused on how it constrains
women’s choices rather than men’s.
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(Mahalik et al. 2003). These scales differ in their theoretical foundations. The BSRI measures
how individuals identify with masculine (e.g., self-reliant), feminine (e.g., warm), or neutral (e.g.,
friendly) traits. These traits are socially constructed and not necessarily opposite to one another;
rather, they are more or less independent characteristics. By contrast, the MRNI and CMNI fo-
cus onmasculinity as socially prescribed norms and expectations.TheMRNImeasures agreement
with normative beliefs across seven dimensions (e.g., “A man should never reveal worries to oth-
ers”), whereas the CMNI assesses behavioral conformity to 11 dimensions of masculinity through
statements such as “It bothers me to ask for help” and “Sometimes violent action is necessary.”
Most recent empirical studies on men and masculinity use (variations of ) either the CMNI or
MRNI.8 In Section 5, we summarize evidence from data collection in 70 countries using a short
form of the CMNI along with normative beliefs adapted from the MRNI (De Haas et al. 2025).

Recent work in economics has also contributed to the measurement of masculinity identity and
norms. Brenøe et al. (2024) develop a single measure,Continuous Gender Identity (CGI), adapted
from the psychology literature. The CGI asks individuals to self-assess (“Where would you put
yourself on this scale?”) on a Likert scale from 1 (very masculine) to 7 (very feminine).9 This
continuous approach to measuring gender identity predicts gender gaps in economic preferences,
education, and labor market outcomes beyond the explanatory power of binary sex categories.
Dean et al. (2025) measure attitudes toward men by randomly flipping the gender referenced (e.g.,
“Children suffer when their mother works” versus “Children suffer when their father works”).
They show that attitudes toward men in nontraditional roles are systematically less progressive
than attitudes toward women in equivalent situations, highlighting the distinction between norms
about men versus women.

Existing measures of masculinity often conflate personal preferences (i.e., “what I like”) with
first-order normative beliefs (i.e., “what I think men should do”). Further contributions to the
measurement of masculine identities and masculinity norms will have to account more carefully
for personal preferences as distinct from first-order beliefs and should additionally consider the
roles of descriptive norms (i.e., beliefs about what other men actually do) and second-order beliefs
(i.e., beliefs about what others think men do or should do).

2.3.3. Key insights. A large literature in psychology and sociology documents robust relation-
ships between men’s adherence to hegemonic masculinity norms (measured by the above scales)
and outcomes in health, violence and aggression, and behavior in the workplace.We now provide
a selective review of this empirical evidence.

First, in the health domain, a consistent finding is that men’s adherence to masculinity norms
predicts higher depression scores, suicidal ideation, and health-related problems, including al-
coholism and drug overdoses (see Wong et al. 2017 for a meta-analysis). Men with stronger
adherence to masculinity norms tend to stigmatize mental health problems (Mahalik et al. 2003).
Rather than seeking help, these men often respond to depression through risk-taking behaviors
such as substance abuse (Mahalik & Rochlen 2006). This pattern contributes to men’s systematic
underuse of preventive health services (Mahalik & Rochlen 2005).

Second, research in social psychology suggests that men engage in violence to establish and
defend their social status and power. This serves not only to assert dominance over women but

8Variations of these scales have been created to accommodate shorter forms, new masculinity dimensions, or
different contexts. Readers are referred to Thompson & Bennett (2015) for a review.
9While this measure captures how individuals position themselves on a gender continuum, it does not reveal
what specific traits or behaviors constitute masculinity. That is, it captures self-perceived gender identity, not
gender norms.
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also to maintain hierarchical relationships among men themselves.10 Such patterns reflect the
broader concept of precarious manhood: the idea that manhood is a social status that is difficult to
achieve but easy to lose, requiring public, performative displays to be maintained (Gilmore 1990,
Vandello et al. 2008). When men perceive threats to their masculinity, they often overcompen-
sate by displaying exaggerated masculine behaviors. This is particularly evident in honor cultures,
where masculine status must be earned and defended through displays of strength and a willing-
ness to retaliate (Cohen et al. 1996). Researchers have tested this theory in the lab by randomly
assigning participants to a condition designed to threaten men’s masculine identity (for exam-
ple, by providing feedback that they are less masculine than others). Consistent with the theory
that manhood is precarious, several studies find that men whose masculinity is threatened become
more aggressive and take greater risks (Vandello & Bosson 2013). An example from economics is
provided by D’Acunto (2020), who conducts online experiments to show that men whose gender
identity is threatened (or primed) increase their investment in risky opportunities and become
overconfident even in pure games of chance. The effects are larger for older men and for men in
regions with more traditional gender norms, suggesting that men take greater risks not because
they rationally assess better odds but because they psychologically inflate their chances of success
to preserve their sense of masculinity.

Third, research in organizational sociology has focused on masculinity contest cultures, that
is, environments that reward masculine behaviors over actual performance. Work then becomes
an arena for proving manhood because it enables men to acquire resources (money, power, status)
for dominance. Although these cultures may appear merit based, they systematically disadvantage
women and other underrepresented groups, both by defining merit standards around traits pre-
dominantly held by dominant men and by punishing members of out-groups for displaying those
traits—for example, assertiveness, ambition, and self-promotion (Brescoll &Uhlmann 2008). Em-
pirical evidence links masculinity contests to toxic leadership, reduced psychological safety, and
higher staff turnover, indicating organizational dysfunction that prioritizes status competition over
productive outcomes (Berdahl et al. 2018). Studies of masculinity contest cultures also connect to
economic research on gender gaps in career advancement and the glass ceiling (Goldin 2021).

Last, rigid notions of traditional masculinity may interact with broader economic transfor-
mations. The decline of heavy industry, mining, and manufacturing and the increase in service
employment have contributed to the “feminization” of the workforce, eroding traditional bread-
winner roles that provided economic security and masculine identity (Kimmel 2012). Such
economic shifts can create threats to core male roles: Michniewicz et al. (2014) show that men
fear being viewed as less manly after a job loss. Although there is limited quantitative work linking
masculinity norms with political attitudes and work-related outcomes, recent qualitative studies
in sociology discuss possible links between threatened masculinity due to employment shocks and
support for populism. In Section 3.7, we discuss in more detail how masculinity norms can shape
political reactions to economic upheaval.

2.3.4. Future research. In summary, research in psychology and sociology offers well-
developed tools for measuring adherence to and endorsement of masculinity norms across
multiple dimensions. For specific contexts, this literature shows that masculinity norms are linked
to poorer health outcomes and higher rates of violent behavior among men, and that masculin-
ity contest cultures shape men’s career choices and workplace conduct. Yet important questions
remain that warrant further investigation.

10Sociological perspectives similarly emphasize that masculinity is not a stable trait but a status that must be
repeatedly demonstrated and defended, producing hierarchies both among men and between men and women
(Connell & Messerschmidt 2005).
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First, research on the concept of precariousmanhood needs to clarify whether economic threats
universally challengemasculine identity or only in contexts where masculinity norms strongly em-
phasize breadwinning and to examine how men respond to threats in noneconomic domains like
relationship rejection or social exclusion. Second, masculinity contest cultures require systematic
quantitative measurement to assess their prevalence across organizations and understand their ef-
fects on talent allocation, workforce composition, and firm performance. Third, health research
should identify what enables some men to seek help despite norms that discourage such behavior.
This research could inform interventions that make help seeking less threatening to men’s sense
of masculinity. Research should also clarify which specific aspects of masculinity (e.g., emotional
stoicism, risk taking, or self-reliance) have the strongest independent effects on health outcomes.
Finally, measurement challenges persist, particularly the need to validate existing scales beyond
Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) samples and to distinguish the
role of injunctive norms, descriptive norms, and second-order beliefs about masculinity across
cultural contexts.

3. MASCULINITY NORMS IN ECONOMICS

Although few economists explicitly acknowledge it, several strands of the economics literature
can be connected to masculinity norms and their economic, social, and political impacts. In this
section, we focus on key contributions that have widely documented gender gaps and discuss how
considering masculinity norms can enrich our understanding of the origins and manifestations of
these gaps as well as inform the design of policy interventions.

3.1. Theoretical Frameworks

We briefly review theoretical frameworks relevant to understanding how masculinity norms can
shape behavior. As a particular set of social norms, masculinity norms can be defined as shared
beliefs about what individuals of a particular social category (in this case, men) typically do (de-
scriptive norms) or ought to do (injunctive norms) (Bicchieri 2017). In general terms, social norms
provide amapping between a social category and an expected behavior,which then influences indi-
viduals’ decisionmaking.How this mapping operates depends on the specificmechanisms through
which social influences are modeled.

A range of theoretical work in economics has considered situations in which individual behavior
is motivated by social factors, such as the desire for conformity (Bernheim 1994) or groupthink
(Akerlof 2016), identity or self-image (Akerlof & Kranton 2000), avoidance of social sanctions
(Fehr & Gächter 2002), and social image concerns (Bénabou & Tirole 2006). For example, in the
self-image framework, norms are internalized as preferences.11 A person who identifies as a manly
man then gets greater utility from actions that, according to masculinity norms, are aligned with a
male identity.12 By contrast, in the social image framework, individuals use their actions to signal
membership in a desired group (such as manly men), which may give them access to resources
(instrumentalmotives) or social status (hedonicmotives).Here the norms determine others’ beliefs

11Norms are considered internalized when individuals incorporate them into their personal value systems,
resulting in automatic or habitual compliance independent of external incentives or sanctions. During social
change, it is possible to observe a disconnect between internalized norms, which are deeply ingrained, and
changing social norms—a phenomenon that may generate anxiety and cognitive dissonance.
12The identity framework of Akerlof & Kranton (2000, p. 719) is more flexible in the definition of identity,
allowing even a social image motivation: “Since an individual’s self-concept may be formed by seeing oneself
through the eyes of others...these gains or losses may also depend on how others interpret i’s actions.” Here
we take a more simplified interpretation of the models so as to draw out the main distinctions between them.
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about someone’s group or type as a function of their behavior.13 These two frameworks differ in
their predictions: In the social image framework, behaviors change when they are observable to
others, while in the self-image framework the observability is inconsequential.14 Finally, beyond
explicit social motivations, norms can also be thought of in terms of equilibria in a coordination
game (Young 2015). For instance, in certain settings, the best response for men may be to be
aggressive toward other men if they expect others to be aggressive and friendly if they expect
others to be friendly.

3.2. Labor Markets and Organizations

Despite the considerable progress of women in terms of labor force participation and earn-
ings during the second half of the twentieth century, substantial gender earnings gaps remain,
at levels remarkably stable since the 1990s (Goldin 2021, Grosjean 2021).15 Women remain
overrepresented in lower-paying occupations and continue to face barriers to the most lucrative
positions.

3.2.1. Occupational sorting. The systematic sorting of women and men across occupations
and industries is a key determinant of persistent gender wage gaps. Gender differences in occupa-
tion and industry choice explained 20 percentage points of the average pay gap in the 1980s, and
they explain more than half of it today (Blau & Kahn 2017). Even within occupation and industry,
gender sorting across firms is correlated with significant earnings gaps, with women sorting into
smaller and lower-paying firms and appropriating a smaller share of the firm-specific surplus than
men (Card et al. 2016, Kleven et al. 2019). Gender gaps in negotiation over promotions and pay
have been documented, too (e.g., Recalde & Vesterlund 2023).

Several papers have empirically established that social norms about women’s roles (particu-
larly regarding domestic responsibilities and relative earnings) are key determinants of gender
gaps in labor markets (Fernández 2007, Bertrand et al. 2015, Folke & Rickne 2020). More re-
cently, the role of masculinity norms in occupational sorting has become salient following waves
of technological progress and globalization, which have disproportionately reduced male em-
ployment (Autor et al. 2019). Many displaced men have remained unemployed or left the labor
force, despite growth in service sector jobs. This behavior is consistent with rigid masculinity
norms that promote inflexible notions of what constitutes a real man and a real job. Such norms
assign social value to occupations based on their gender composition, systematically devaluing
female-dominated sectors (Goldin 2014). The presence of women dilutes occupational prestige
and reduces the identity-based payoffs for men, who may prefer to switch occupations or, absent
suitable alternatives, remain unemployed (Pan 2015). Consequently, men often refuse service sec-
tor jobs that conflict with their masculine identity or are perceived as feminine (Akerlof &Kranton
2000, Baranov et al. 2023) or about which they lack information, underestimate the returns to tal-
ent, or expect insufficiently competitive environments in which performance is not adequately
rewarded (Delfino 2024).

3.2.2. Tariffs. The consequences of appeals to masculine identity can be far-reaching. For ex-
ample, in recent debates about US trade policy, protectionism has been framed not only as an

13Additionally, norms may also determine the social value or esteem of group membership.
14Readers are referred to Bursztyn & Jensen (2017) for a more in-depth discussion and review.
15Even the recent convergence in earnings observed in some advanced economies since the COVID-19 pan-
demic partly reflects men’s retreat from the labor force rather than women’s advancement. This trend began
in the early 2000s and has been linked to falling prices of leisure activities, particularly video gaming (Aguiar
et al. 2021).
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economic strategy but also as a defense of traditional masculinity. Proponents of tariffs as a means
to revive manufacturing industries have invoked a narrative in which factory work represents real
manhood while portraying service sector employment as emasculating.

3.2.3. Masculinity contest cultures. Beyond occupational sorting, masculinity norms also
shape workplace dynamics within organizations and can contribute to the stagnation of women’s
economic progress. Gender differences in willingness to work long or inflexible hours have been
identified as a main contributor to persistent gender inequality and the glass ceiling (Goldin 2021).
While motherhood and care obligations partially explain these differences, economists acknowl-
edge that “our understanding of the precise sources of the returns to long/inflexible working hours
is limited” (Olivetti et al. 2024, p. 647).

The sociological literature on masculinity contest cultures offers valuable insights here. These
cultures enforce dominance masculinity norms within organizations, promoting zero-sum com-
petition governed by masculine ideals (such as displaying strength, showing no weakness or doubt,
and valuing work over all else) (Berdahl et al. 2018). They systematically valorize masculine qual-
ities, devalue traits culturally coded as feminine, and exclude racial and sexual minorities from
networks,workplace interactions, and positions of power.Recent economic research demonstrates
this dynamic. Smoking interactions that disproportionately advantage men can explain up to one-
third of the gender gap in promotions (Cullen & Perez-Truglia 2023). Follow-up work examines
social drinking as another domain of exclusionary male culture (Kanayama et al. 2025). Academia
also provides a revealing case, as it embodies core elements of masculinity contest cultures: hy-
percompetitive norms, hierarchical structures that divide an elite of those who have what it takes
to succeed from others, and the valorization of work over personal life. Dupas et al. (2026) docu-
ment more interruptions of female presenters during economic seminars, with more hostile and
patronizing questions that betray a sense of superiority over the speaker. Guadalupe et al. (2025)
find that masculinity contest cultures in academia not only harm employee well-being but also
reduce productivity—both its quantity and quality—across the organization, even among those at
the top.

Masculinity contest cultures also undermine work–family balance, reinforcing disadvantages
for women and discouragingmen from taking paternity leave.They can also foster harassment and
are associated with tendencies to resent women’s advancement, which is seen as taking away from
men in a zero-sum competition (Berdahl et al. 2018). These workplace dynamics may contribute
to systematic and persistent child penalties in the labor market—that is, worse trajectories in labor
market outcomes for mothers compared to fathers (Kleven et al. 2024).

They may also explain the relative failure of gender-neutral parental leave policies in atten-
uating child penalties (Olivetti & Petrongolo 2017). The take-up of paternity leave remains low
compared to maternity leave, even where policies are available (see OECD 2023). Masculinity
contests can contribute to this low take-up by imposing social sanctions on men who deviate from
expected behaviors. Using a survey experiment and large-scale audit study,Weisshaar (2018) finds
that fathers face higher penalties when they take time off for family care relative to mothers, par-
ticularly in tight labor markets, due to violations of ideal worker norms that are enforced more
rigidly for men than for women. These results suggest that understanding how masculinity norms
around fatherhood at the individual and organizational levels impact child penalties represents an
important avenue for future research.

3.2.4. Competitiveness. A substantial literature identifies gender differences in competitive-
ness and confidence as key drivers of occupational sorting and gender pay gaps (Niederle &
Vesterlund 2011). Existing evidence suggests that gender differences in competitiveness reflect
broader social structures rather than innate preferences (Gneezy et al. 2009, Cassar & Zhang
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2022). Given that competitiveness is a core masculinity norm, the lack of systematic research on
how masculinity norms shape these gaps is surprising. In recent work, we find that gender differ-
ences in adherence to masculinity norms explain 20% of the gender gap in competitiveness in a
global sample of more than 70,000 respondents (De Haas et al. 2025).

Other work indicates that individuals’ willingness to compete also depends on the propor-
tion of men relative to women in peer groups. Evidence from studies exploiting variation in
male-biased sex ratios—due to historical convict transportation to Australia (Baranov et al. 2023)
or the random assignment to university accommodations (Delavande et al. 2024) and Army
boot camps ( Johnsen et al. 2023)—shows that greater exposure to male peers predicts higher
male competitiveness. These findings underline that masculinity norms are an important, though
underexplored, mechanism linking social environments to gender gaps in economic outcomes.

3.3. Household Outcomes

Households are one of the main places where masculinity norms shape behavior, including bar-
gaining and the division of paid and unpaid work. This subsection reviews evidence on how
masculinity norms may affect household bargaining and responses to economic shocks, and how
they may influence fathers’ involvement and parenting.

3.3.1. Household bargaining. An extensive economics literature has established the influence
of social norms about women’s roles on marriage formation, marital satisfaction, household bar-
gaining, and the division of home production. A seminal study by Bertrand et al. (2015) shows
that households systematically avoid matches in which female earnings exceed male ones, and di-
vorce rates increase after the husband starts to earn less than the wife (see also Folke & Rickne
2020,Muñoz et al. 2025).Moreover, women compensate by increasing their labor supply at home,
even when they earn more and work longer hours in the labor market than their male partners
(Hancock et al. 2025). These patterns have real consequences: Women’s promotions and higher
earnings predict lower marital satisfaction and increased divorce rates. Despite significant ad-
vances in women’s career opportunities and earnings over recent decades, the gendered allocation
of housework has proven highly resistant to change. Worldwide, women continue to spend 2 to
10 times more time on unpaid care work, including housework, than men (Ferrant et al. 2014).

So far, these findings have been interpreted through the lens of rigid cultural norms prescrib-
ing women’s domestic responsibilities and earnings relative to men. Yet, although perhaps not
explicitly, several studies also suggest a potentially large role for masculinity norms. In particular,
husbands’ social image concerns have been highlighted as major drivers of female labor force par-
ticipation, often overriding personal beliefs about male and female responsibilities about domestic
and labor market work (Bernhardt et al. 2018, Bursztyn et al. 2020, Abou Daher et al. 2025).

3.3.2. Economic shocks. Considering masculinity norms can also deepen our understanding
of the social implications of the China import shock. Rising international manufacturing compe-
tition during 1990–2014 disproportionately reduced employment opportunities for young men in
the United States. Autor et al. (2019) study how these gender-specific economic shocks affected
marriage, fertility, and children’s living circumstances. They find that negative shocks to male rel-
ative earnings have reduced marriage and fertility, which is consistent with Becker’s (1985) model
of household specialization. Yet, these shocks have also increased male idleness and mortality from
drug and alcohol abuse as well as raised the share of unwed mothers. We have already discussed
how rigid masculinity norms may have contributed to male idleness by preventing men from
taking up jobs that did not fit their masculine identity.

The rise in unwed motherhood presents a puzzling pattern that traditional economic models
struggle to explain. Typically, increases in out-of-wedlock births reflect higher male bargaining
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power in relationships, yet this occurred precisely when men experienced negative economic
shocks that should have reduced their bargaining power. Theories of precarious manhood of-
fer a compelling explanation for this puzzle. Because employment—particularly in certain types
of “masculine” work—is tightly connected to male social status, unemployment represents an es-
pecially severe threat to men’s identity. Job loss means losing not only income but also self-worth
and social standing as men (Bosson et al. 2009).With their masculinity threatened, men often en-
gage in compensatory behaviors such as increased aggression and risk taking to restore their status.
They may also turn to substance abuse as a coping mechanism for the anxiety and stress that ac-
company both unemployment and threats to their gender identity. These maladaptive responses
can make men emotionally unavailable or even abusive in relationships.

3.3.3. Parenting. The household patterns documented above—wherein women continue to
bear disproportionate responsibility for domestic work despite significant advances in their ca-
reer opportunities and earnings—extend to perhaps the most consequential domain of household
production: parenting. The vast economics literature measuring time, monetary, and emotional
parental investment has almost exclusively studiedmaternal contributions.16 The few studies mea-
suring fathers’ time investment in children document substantially lower paternal investment
compared with maternal investment, even among dual-earner households where both parents
work full-time (Aguiar & Hurst 2007, Walker et al. 2024, Buzard et al. 2025).

Masculinity norms can shape fatherhood through both preference formation and social ex-
pectations around gendered parenting styles (Pleck 2010). In many cultures, expectations of
fatherhood remain anchored in traditional gender roles that prescribe men as breadwinners while
limiting their emotional involvement with children. These expectations are reinforced by core
masculinity norms emphasizing emotional stoicism and self-reliance, which constrain how fathers
interact with and invest in their children (Petts et al. 2018). Empirical evidence supports this con-
nection: Adherence to traditional masculinity norms as measured by the CMNI strongly predicts
fathers’ level of engagement and discipline style with their children (Petts et al. 2018). Given
the influence of parenting styles on cognitive and noncognitive skills formation, the influence
of masculinity norms on paternal investments and parenting styles can have profound economic
consequences.

3.4. Health

Men face substantial disadvantages in several preventable health behaviors and outcomes. Gender
gaps in deaths from drugs, suicide, and alcohol—the so-called deaths of despair (Case & Deaton
2020)—are widespread globally, with men being three times more likely to die from these causes
than women (Shirzad et al. 2024).This relative burden is also reflected in life expectancy: Globally,
men live on average five years less than women (GBD 2015).17 Incorporating a masculinity norms
perspective into research on men’s health can advance our understanding of the drivers of men’s
health behaviors, the conditions under which men seek or avoid help, and how masculinity norms
shape stigma.

16Exceptions include work by Del Boca et al. (2014), Dizon-Ross & Jayachandran (2022), and Walker et al.
(2024) as well as studies on paternity leave and work flexibility policies, including the one by Farre et al. (2023).
17At the same time, there are specific medical issues that disproportionately affect women.Moreover,medicine
on average has been viewed through a supposedly gender-neutral lens that in reality may disadvantage women,
as medical research and treatment protocols have historically been developed primarily based on male subjects
and experiences. These are real and important issues that deserve attention. However, they do not negate the
fact that men also suffer from gender-specific health issues, such as deaths of despair, which are influenced by
masculinity norms and merit investigation.

Review in Advance. Changes may 
still occur before final publication.

138 Matavelli et al.



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.a

nn
ua

lre
vi

ew
s.

or
g.

  U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f N
ew

 S
ou

th
 W

al
es

 (
ar

-2
29

75
8)

 IP
:  

14
9.

17
1.

20
8.

13
7 

O
n:

 T
ue

, 2
6 

M
ay

 2
02

6 
23

:5
2:

37

EC18_Art06_Grosjean ARjats.cls March 5, 2026 12:7

3.4.1. Health gender gaps. In economics, emerging research indicates that masculinity norms
may help explain health gender gaps. Schünemann et al. (2017) perform a counterfactual analy-
sis, endowing women with men’s preferences—making women less risk averse and valuing less a
healthy state—and show that these preferences can explain 70% of the gender gap in longevity.
Gendered preference differences likely reflect internalized masculinity norms around risk taking
and emotional expression. Consistent with this interpretation, previous work has established a
negative link between masculinity norms and male health (particularly mental health), risk taking,
and underinvestment in preventative health measures, including COVID-19 vaccination (Baranov
et al. 2023).

3.4.2. Help-seeking behaviors. Gendered health disparities partly reflect systematic differ-
ences in how men and women approach health care. The study of health outcomes through a
masculinity lens is well established in the public health, clinical, and social psychology literatures,
with research documenting how restrictive masculinity norms contribute to men’s health out-
comes and gender gaps in this domain (Fleming & Agnew-Brune 2015). Clinical research shows
that many men struggle to seek mental and physical health care due to restrictive masculinity
norms. Addis & Mahalik (2003) explain that help-seeking tasks (such as relying on others, ad-
mitting need for help, or recognizing emotional problems) often conflict with masculine ideals
of self-reliance, toughness, and emotional control. This creates a tension whereby seeking help
threatens masculine identity, normalizing help-avoidance behaviors. Health care delivery can re-
inforce these barriers. For example, traditional talk therapy often fails to engage men effectively,
leading to higher dropout rates (Seidler et al. 2018).

3.4.3. Depression measurement. Despite men being considerably more likely than women
to die from suicide, they are less likely to be diagnosed with depression as measured by standard
scales such as the Patient Health Questionnaire (Salk et al. 2017). Because masculinity norms em-
phasize emotional control and self-reliance, men are less likely than women to recognize and
report symptoms of emotional distress commonly assessed in standard measures (e.g., feeling
down, depressed, or hopeless). Hence, standard measures of depression likely underestimate its
true prevalence among men. Depression in men often manifests through behaviors usually not
captured in standard depression scales, such as engaging in risky behaviors related to substance
abuse and violence (Cavanagh et al. 2017). To address the methodological caveats, psychometric
scales specifically designed to measure depression among men have been developed, including
measures that incorporate such externalized risk behaviors (e.g., Rice et al. 2013). These alter-
native assessment approaches suggest that gender differences in depression may be substantially
smaller than traditional measures indicate.

3.4.4. Health impacts of economic displacement. A separate stream of economics literature
focuses on the impact of job displacement onmen.This work reveals that the relationship between
economic stress and health outcomes also operates differently for men and for women and does so
in ways consistent with masculine role expectations. Amorim et al. (2023) find that displaced men,
but not women, have worse health outcomes as measured by hospitalizations and deaths. Impor-
tantly, income shocks alone cannot explain these gender gaps. Instead, stress-related conditions
and disorders related to substance abuse explain half of these effects for men. External causes such
as injuries, accidents, and assault account for the other half. These factors represent direct mani-
festations of masculinity norms related to restrictive emotionality and risk taking, suggesting that
these norms shape how men respond to economic adversity through health-damaging behaviors.
Related work explores the health consequences of the China import competition shock (see also
Section 3.3). Several papers document increases in male mortality from substance abuse, health
care avoidance, and mental distress both in the United States and the United Kingdom (Autor
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et al. 2019, Adda & Fawaz 2020). These patterns are consistent with men turning to substance use
and avoiding help seeking when their traditional role as breadwinners, and thus their masculine
identity, is threatened.

3.5. Education

Education is another domain where masculinity norms can shape effort, aspirations, and major
choices.We review evidence on how these norms may contribute both to gaps that favor boys and
to gaps that favor girls.

3.5.1. Gender gaps favoring boys. Extensive research in economics has examined girls’ un-
derperformance in math and women’s low participation in STEM (see, for example, Niederle &
Vesterlund 2010).Fryer&Levitt (2010) provide compelling evidence that standard explanations—
such as reduced investment by girls in math, lower parental expectations for girls in math, and
gender-biased testing—do not adequately explain these performance gaps. Instead, their country-
level analysis suggests that broader gender inequality and restrictive gender norms toward women
drive gender gaps in mathematical achievement. This cultural explanation finds further support
in work by Nollenberger et al. (2016) and Dossi et al. (2021), which shows that the math gender
gap is related to gender equality in origin countries among migrants and is larger among whites in
the United States. Masculinity norms also contribute to these educational disparities: Since com-
petitiveness represents a core masculine trait, gender differences in competitive preferences help
explain math achievement gaps and gendered patterns in STEM-related subject choices (Buser
et al. 2014).

3.5.2. Gender gaps favoring girls. While much attention has focused on girls’ underperfor-
mance in math,masculinity norms also help explain the opposite pattern: boys’ underperformance
in other academic domains. These gendered educational differences become particularly pro-
nounced during adolescence, when boys face pressure to man up and conform to masculine
ideals. During this developmental stage, rejecting school values by avoiding behaviors perceived
as feminine—such as demonstrating academic effort and conscientiousness—can become a strat-
egy for asserting masculinity. This dynamic suggests that social image concerns may drive boys
to systematically underinvest in education relative to girls as they seek to maintain a masculine
persona. Bursztyn et al. (2018) provide evidence for this mechanism, demonstrating that students
strategically reduce participation in educational activities when they anticipate peer pressure that
stigmatizes academic effort. Their findings reveal context-dependent norms: In high-achieving
environments, it is “cool to be smart,”whereas in settings where achievement faces social sanctions,
it becomes “smart to be cool” by concealing effort. Although Bursztyn and colleagues’ analysis
does not examine gender differences, boys may be particularly vulnerable to these social pressures
during adolescence, when masculine identity formation becomes especially salient.

Previous work has studied how culture shapes gender gaps in math—which favor boys—but
less research explores determinants of gender gaps that favor girls. Boys underperform compared
to girls in reading and writing, invest less time and effort in schoolwork, and express more nega-
tive attitudes toward school (OECD 2019). Lundberg (2020) shows that socioeconomic status and
cognitive skills cannot explain these gender gaps. Instead, differences in behavioral outcomes and,
to a larger extent, aspirations appear to be the main drivers. Lundberg concludes that masculinity
norms that discourage academic achievement are a potential driver of boys’ underperformance.
Fortin et al. (2015) also show that girls’ GPA scores have improved over the years, whereas boys’
have stagnated. They find that gender differences in expectations about attending higher educa-
tion explain these increased gender gaps. These differential expectations translate into realized
outcomes: Women currently comprise the majority of college graduates (Goldin et al. 2006).
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Although economic factorsmay contribute to this trend—men face higher opportunity costs of ed-
ucation given their higher potential earnings across most occupations—masculinity norms likely
also play an important role in shaping boys’ educational disengagement. Understanding how spe-
cific aspects of masculinity norms, particularly those related to competitiveness, risk taking, and
avoidance of femininity, influence men’s educational choices remains an important area for future
research.

3.6. Violent Behavior

Not only are men more likely than women to take their own lives across all age groups, but men
and boys also engage in more physical and verbal aggression (Campbell 2007). For example, men
commit almost all homicides in the world and account for 81% of the world’s homicide victims
(UNODC 2019).

3.6.1. Competition and dominance. Violence is intimately related to competition and
dominance—core masculinity norms. These violent tendencies typically emerge in contexts of
scarcity and intense competition over resources, status, and mates. Studies document that unmar-
ried men, who face the most intense competition for access to females, exhibit significantly higher
rates of criminal behavior, including rape, murder, and assault (Henrich et al. 2012).

This competition–violence nexus extends beyond individual behavior to broader social dy-
namics. The influx of male migrants and associated mating competition has been linked to rising
anti-refugee violence and hate crimes in Germany, particularly in areas with deteriorating em-
ployment conditions (Dancygier et al. 2022). Economic pressures more generally appear to trigger
similar responses: Trade liberalization and increased international competition have been associ-
ated with higher crime rates (Dix-Carneiro et al. 2018)—for example, following the China trade
shock in the United States (Che et al. 2018). These patterns align with theories of precarious man-
hood, suggesting that threats to traditional masculine roles, whether through mating competition
or economic displacement, can manifest as increased aggression and violence.

3.6.2. Cultures of honor. Violence can also arise from the need to build a reputation for re-
taliation and revenge to deter theft in the context of economic precariousness and weak formal
institutions. So-called cultures of honor (Cohen et al. 1996), which rely heavily on aggression
and male honor, are common adaptations among populations whose economic means of liveli-
hoods can easily be stolen, such as herds of animals, and who live in stateless regions (Grosjean
2014, Cao et al. 2021). Cultures of honor are patricentric cultures that are also associated with
obsessions with women’s chastity and paternal certainty (Becker 2025) and often entail violent
punishment of women who escape control.

3.6.3. War and military service. The relationship between conflict and masculinity operates
bidirectionally, with each reinforcing the other. Masculinity norms can drive enlistment, as un-
enlisted young men face public sanctions and shaming for failing to meet idealized masculine
standards, including accusations of cowardice (Becker 2021). Consistent with this mechanism,
Baranov et al. (2023) show that men from areas with historically male-biased sex ratios, which had
developed heightened masculinity norms, were significantly more likely to volunteer for service
in World War I.

Military service, in turn, reinforces masculinity norms. Exploiting natural experiments such as
draft lotteries, studies show that conscription transforms men beyond combat training, making
them more authoritarian, belligerent, and likely to justify violence; more supportive of coups
against civilian governments; and less tolerant of out-groups (Ertola Navajas et al. 2022). These
effects manifest themselves in civilian life as well. Galiani et al. (2011) find that conscription
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increases the likelihood of developing a criminal record, while Autor et al. (2011) document
elevated rates of mental distress and post-traumatic stress disorder among Vietnam veterans.
Cagé et al. (2023) use the arbitrary rotation of French infantry regiments across battles and
generals in World War I to show how military heroism and loyalty to commanders predicted
the later renouncement of democratic values and collaboration with Nazi Germany in World
War II. These transformations appear to originate in hierarchies of dominance and male-
dominated environments rather than in exposure to violence per se (Dahl et al. 2021, Cagé et al.
2023). Consistent with these findings, De Haas et al. (2025) provide large-scale cross-country
evidence that men exposed to violent conflict during their impressionable years (ages 18–25)
adhere significantly more strongly to dominance masculinity norms.

3.6.4. Violence against women. Masculinity norms may play a central role in shaping intimate
partner violence (IPV) and other forms of violence against women (VAW). Norms that valorize
emotional stoicism and legitimize violence can help explain why some men resort to violence
as a means of expressing emotions. Early empirical work often interpret IPV as arising from a
male taste for violence (Aizer 2010) or as impulsive reactions shaped by visceral factors (Card &
Dahl 2011). In contrast, the theoretical literature has long acknowledged that IPV may arise from
multiple motivations, including instrumental goals—such as exerting control over resources—and
status concerns triggered by perceived threats to male authority.18

Recent studies have documented the high prevalence and economic costs of VAW in both the
workplace and in public spaces (Adams-Prassl et al. 2024, Amaral et al. 2025). Masculinity norms
may contribute to VAW in these environments through social image concerns—specifically,men’s
concerns about appearing manly to other men. Sharma (2023) provides evidence for this mech-
anism, demonstrating that anti–sexual harassment training for men reduces sexual harassment in
college settings primarily through men’s increased perception of social disapproval by other men
rather than through changes in their intrinsic attitudes toward sexual harassment.

Masculinity norms related to male dominance also emerge as a key factor in explaining VAW
in extreme contexts such as war zones. Guarnieri & Tur-Prats (2023) establish a link between
masculinity cultures and the use of sexual violence in warfare, demonstrating that sexual violence
in conflict is characteristic of groups with stronger norms of male dominance relative to their
opponents. This suggests that sexual violence serves not only as a weapon of war but also as an
expression of masculine hierarchies between competing groups.

3.6.5. Violence prevention. Violence prevention interventions increasingly focus on the psy-
chological drivers of violent behavior, particularly noncognitive skills and preferences such as
self-control and identity formation. A growing literature evaluates cognitive behavioral ther-
apy for high-risk men (Blattman et al. 2017, Heller et al. 2017). Heller et al. (2017) assess
Chicago’s Becoming a Man program, which incorporates discussions about masculinity along-
side other interventions. Although the program demonstrated significant reductions in violent
crime and improvements in school participation, the masculinity component cannot be evaluated
in isolation from other program elements. Similarly, Shah et al. (2023) find that a soccer-based
intervention educating adolescent boys on sexual health, masculinity, and gender-based violence
significantly reduces IPV. By contrast, Cullen et al. (2025) find that a couples training in Rwanda
that aimed to prevent IPV and promote gender equality resulted in increased violence. Their

18Readers are referred to Baranov et al. (2021) and Shah & Barski (2025) for reviews of these and other
motivations, their representation in economic models, and empirical evidence from randomized evaluations
of cash transfer programs and other interventions.
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data suggest this increase stems from male backlash against perceived threats to male authority,
as women’s more progressive attitudes conflict with patriarchal norms. Although these studies
engage with masculinity concepts, they typically do not explicitly measure masculinity norms or
isolate their specific effects. Moreover, significant gaps remain in our understanding of effective
interventions. Existing research emphasizes violence against women with less attention to how
masculinity norms drive male-on-male violence. This represents an important avenue for future
research, particularly given that male-on-male violence constitutes the majority of violent crimes
worldwide.

3.7. Politics

Recent commentaries highlight growing gender gaps in the support for democratic and liberal
values, particularly among younger generations (e.g., Financial Times 2024). Men are more
likely to vote for populist leaders and show greater support of strongman leadership than women
(Spierings & Zaslove 2017, De Haas et al. 2025). In addition, men occupy most political offices
across all levels of the political system (Paxton & Hughes 2017). Masculinity norms may play an
important role in explaining both demand and supply side factors that explain these gender gaps.

3.7.1. Demand side. Inglehart &Norris (2019) argue that cultural backlash, often mediated by
raw emotional reactions, is a potent force to explain the rise and electoral success of populism in re-
cent years. According to this theory, traditionally dominant groups—particularly white men—feel
threatened by decades of progressive social change, including women’s empowerment, minority
rights, and cultural globalization, which leads them to support populist leaders who promise to
resist liberal values and political correctness. The connection between deindustrialization and cul-
tural reaction, primarily among “angry white men,” may explain why only economic crises that
have disproportionately affected traditionalmale employment have been linked to the rise of right-
wing populism (Kimmel 2017).This pattern of cultural backlash suggests that threats to traditional
masculine identity may be a key mechanism linking economic disruption to political change. By
comparison, recent research suggests that recessions that had greater economic impacts on women
than on men, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, eroded the support for populist parties (Klassen
2022).

Further evidence points to a direct connection between masculinity norms and right-wing pol-
itics. The online media environment, particularly for young men, is increasingly prone to content
glorifying dominancemasculinity norms and resenting the socioeconomic inclusion and economic
progress of women and sexual minorities, echoing far-right political leaders (Barker et al. 2023).
Additionally, individual endorsement of dominance masculinity (as measured by the CMNI scale)
predicts support for US President Trump, even when controlling for political party affiliation
(Vescio & Schermerhorn 2021).

3.7.2. Supply side. The supply side of political competition also reveals patterns in which mas-
culinity norms can determine candidate selection. In recent years,manhood has been at the center
ofmany political campaigns, and various candidates have strategically representedmasculine ideals
while trying to emasculate their opponents (Katz 2016).DeHaas et al. (2025) document a positive,
statistically significant, and sizable correlation between average CMNI scores and the adoption of
a populist agenda by political parties across European countries.Moreover, the contemporary po-
litical arena often operates as a masculinity contest culture, preventing women from entering and
succeeding in politics. Behaviors considered feminine, such as the use of emotional language in
political discourse, is more common among groups less empowered in politics, including women
(Gennaro & Ash 2022).
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4. ORIGINS, PERSISTENCE, AND EVOLUTION
OF MASCULINITY NORMS

Just as historical circumstances have shaped gender norms that guide women’s behavior
(Giuliano 2018, Fernández 2025), masculinity norms may have similar historical origins. Baranov
et al. (2023) demonstrate one such example through their study of convict-era Australia,where his-
torically male-biased sex ratios created a shortage of women and intensified competition among
men. These conditions produced enduring changes to masculinity norms that persist today in
the form of greater opposition to same-sex marriage, higher rates of violence and suicide, and
increased occupational gender segregation. While this study provides important initial evidence,
more research is needed to understand the full scope of historical influences on masculinity norms
across different contexts.

Regardless of their historical origins, once established, masculinity norms demonstrate re-
markable persistence across time.Understanding how these historically rooted masculinity norms
persist requires examining the mechanisms through which they are transmitted and reinforced.
This section describes four key pathways: institutional channels that formalize masculine identity
and norms through rituals and organizational structures, horizontal transmission through peer
interactions, vertical transmission from parents to children, and the role of misperceptions that
can perpetuate norms even when individual beliefs may be shifting.

4.1. Male Socialization and Conflict

Anthropologists have documented formal rituals involving violent, painful, or dangerous phys-
ical challenges used to signify the passage into manhood in preindustrial cultures around the
world (Gilmore 1990). Very similar patterns appear in modern organizational life: Factories,
elite schools, and the military all use similar socialization processes—physical challenges, hier-
archy, and group loyalty—to perpetuate masculinity norms. Criminal organizations exemplify
this through rites of passage that bind young men to the group while glorifying violence and
toughness (Vigil 1996). Conflict and military experience operate similarly, enforcing masculine
codes through hierarchical structures, dominance, and ritualized initiation. In a recent study
(De Haas et al. 2025), we document a robust long-run correlation between historical militarized
conflict and present-day masculinity.We further show that even within a country, cohorts exposed
to militarized conflict as young adults (18–25) demonstrate stronger adherence to masculinity
norms.

4.2. Horizontal Transmission

Beyond formal rituals and institutions, informal socialization within organizations also creates
dominance hierarchies based on masculinity norms. Schools represent a particularly important
social environment because peer interactions during childhood and adolescence are a major influ-
ence on the development of gender normative behavior. Baranov et al. (2023) document higher
rates of bullying, exclusively among boys, in areas of Australia with historically more male-biased
sex ratios. They interpret these results as both a manifestation and a persistence mechanism of
masculinity norms.

4.3. Vertical Transmission

While socialization in schools shapes masculinity norms within peer groups, another important
pathway of transmission operates across generations (Agostinelli et al. 2025). Baranov et al. (2023)
provide evidence for vertical transmission by showing that historically male-skewed sex ratios
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continue to influence contemporary attitudes among Australian-born individuals compared to
foreign-born residents.

4.4. Misperceived Norms and Persistence

When people misperceive others’ views, they may act against their own beliefs just to conform
to the perceived norm (Bursztyn et al. 2020). In the context of masculinity norms, overestimating
others’ beliefs can perpetuate harmful behaviors. For example, men may avoid help seeking or use
violence if they incorrectly think that this is what others expect them to do.Matavelli (2025) docu-
ments that adolescent boys and girls systematically overestimate their peers’ agreement with mas-
culinity norms.Through field experiments withmiddle school students, she finds that brief discus-
sions aboutmasculinity reduce thesemisperceptions by approximately 50%.The study reveals that
adolescents avoid these conversations because they underestimate how interesting such discus-
sions will be, creating a cycle in which incorrect expectations prevent the very conversations that
would correct misperceptions.This suggests that creating structured opportunities for boys to dis-
cussmasculinity during early adolescence—when these beliefs are still forming—may help prevent
the solidification of misperceptions and break the cycle that sustains restrictive masculine norms.

4.5. Evolution of Masculinity Norms

While transmission and persistence mechanisms explain how masculinity norms endure, under-
standing how these norms change over time is equally important.19 Gender norms that constrain
women have evolved considerably in recent decades (Goldin 2024), but changes in masculinity
norms remain less well documented, largely due to limited systematic measurement.Nevertheless,
Connor et al. (2021) identify four emerging themes in contemporary masculinity: inclusivity (sup-
porting gender, racial, and sexual equality), emotional intimacy (encouraging closer relationships
and emotional expression among men), physicality (promoting nonsexual physical contact like
hugging), and resistance (rejecting violence and risk taking while embracing caregiving and work-
life balance).However, these changesmay create new challenges.While contemporarymasculinity
is generally less restrictive, changes in norms can generate stress or conflict among individuals who
have internalized traditional expectations, potentially contributing to gender role strain (Levant
& Wong 2017). Several questions merit further investigation here: How do more contemporary
masculinity norms shape outcomes for men and women? In what ways do tensions between tradi-
tional and contemporary forms play out across different social contexts? And how can we develop
tools to track these evolving norms over time?

5. STYLIZED FACTS FROM GLOBAL DATA

In the previous sections, we described how understanding various gendered patterns in economic,
social, and political outcomes may be enriched by recognizing that masculinity norms also shape
these behaviors and attitudes. Much of the literature cited in this review implicitly or explicitly
references masculinity norms, yet these norms are rarely measured directly.

This section summarizes findings based on masculinity data we collected in 70 countries
through the Global Masculinity Survey (Baranov et al. 2025, De Haas et al. 2025). We mea-
sure adherence to masculinity norms using a subset of questions from the CMNI, introduced in
Section 2.3.2. We focus on five core dimensions of masculinity (henceforth, CMNI-5) that

19For a comprehensive survey of the literature on cultural change, including empirical evidence on how envi-
ronmental factors, historical experiences, learning, and policies shape cultural evolution, readers are referred
to Fernández (2025).
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reinforce male dominance, particularly over women and nonconforming men, as measured by
agreement with the statements in parentheses: importance of winning (“Winning is the most im-
portant thing”), violence (“Sometimes violent action is necessary”), help avoidance (“It bothers me
when I have to ask for help”), control over women (“I love it when men are in charge of women”),
and disdain for homosexuals (“It is important to me that people think I am heterosexual”).

To complement the measurement of adherence to masculinity norms, we also measure norma-
tive beliefs about the male role (henceforth, Normative Masculinity Index) in the following five
dimensions: importance of winning (“Men should be aggressive and competitive to get ahead”),
violence (“Men should use violence to get respect if necessary”), help avoidance (“Men should
figure out their personal problems on their own without asking others for help”), risk taking (“It
is important for a man to take risks, even if he might get hurt”), and emotional control (“Men
should act strong even if they feel scared or nervous inside”).

We asked bothmen andwomen to rate their agreement with each statement on a 4-point Likert
scale. We then constructed the CMNI-5 and Normative Masculinity Index so that higher scores
indicate greater adherence to masculinity norms and stronger normative beliefs, respectively.We
also elicited normative expectations about help avoidance by asking respondents to predict the
percentage of adult men and women in their country that agree or strongly agree with the state-
ment “Men should figure out their personal problems on their own without asking others for
help”.20 Finally, we measure personal norms about women’s roles and relative position in society,
which we refer to as traditional gender role norms, using a standard battery of questions frequently
used by economists (e.g., “A woman should do most of the household chores even if the husband
is not working”).

These new data show that masculinity norms vary widely within and across countries. Five
stylized facts emerge:

■ Gender differences. Men display greater adherence to masculinity norms than women in
every country (Figure 1). Similarly, men have more restrictive normative beliefs about the
male role than women (Supplemental Figure 1).

■ Age patterns. Adherence to masculinity norms and endorsement of related normative be-
liefs follow distinct age patterns amongmen.21 Adherence declines steadily with age,whereas
endorsement of normative beliefs rises through early adulthood, peaking around age 30, be-
fore gradually declining. Although a substantial gap exists between adherence and beliefs in
young adulthood, this gap narrows over time and disappears entirely by age 60 (Figure 2).22

■ Masculinity versus gender role norms. Masculinity norms correlate positively with tradi-
tional gender role norms, but more than half of the variation in masculinity norms remains
unaccounted for by gender role norms (see De Haas et al. 2025, figure 1).

■ Masculinity norms predict behaviors. Masculinity norms predict behaviors related to
health, economics, and politics, even when controlling for traditional gender role norms.
For example, a one standard deviation increase in the CMNI-5 score is associated with a
5.2 percentage point increase in the willingness to work longer hours. In health, domi-
nance masculinity norms predict greater risk taking and poorer mental health. In politics,
adherence to masculinity norms predicts support for strongman leadership (De Haas et al.
2025).

20Readers are referred to Baranov et al. (2025) and De Haas et al. (2025) for more information on the data
collection process and sampling and further details on how we built each index.
21Cross-sectional data on masculinity norms, like ours, cannot disentangle age versus cohort effects.
22To enable direct comparison between adherence and normative beliefs, we restrict both indices to the three
items that cover the same domains: help avoidance, importance of winning, and acceptance of violence.
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Figure 1 (Figure appears on preceding page)

Distributions of adherence to masculinity norms, as measured by the five core dimensions of masculinity in the Conformity to
Masculinity Norms Inventory (CMNI-5), by gender and country. Each panel displays the distribution of the CMNI-5 items—an index
of adherence to masculinity norms based on work by Mahalik et al. (2003)—as a kernel density by gender for each country. Total sample
across the 32 countries is 41,679 males and 38,519 females. P-values reflect tests of gender differences in CMNI means within each
country. Further details about the survey and index construction are provided by De Haas et al. (2025).

■ Misperceived norms. Across countries, the majority of men and women overestimate
others’ support formasculinity norms.Moreover, 84%of countries in our survey exhibit plu-
ralistic ignorance, a situation in which people perceive the minority view to be the majority
view (Baranov et al. 2025).

These stylized facts demonstrate that masculinity norms operate distinctly from traditional
gender roles, are predictive of important economic behaviors, and may persist partly through sys-
tematic misperceptions, highlighting both the scope for policy intervention and the mechanisms
through which change might occur. Additionally, they motivate some of the questions for future
research that we discuss in the next section.

6. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

In this review, we have argued that masculinity norms represent an important but underexplored
dimension of economic behavior. Drawing on insights from evolutionary biology, anthropology,
psychology, and sociology,we discussed how the study of masculinity norms in economics can help
explain persistent economic puzzles: why men avoid certain occupations despite unemployment,
why workplace cultures resist family-friendly policies, why economic shocks disproportionately
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Figure 2

Adherence to and normative beliefs about masculinity norms by age, as measured by three dimensions
corresponding to the domains of help avoidance, importance of winning, and violence. The figure displays
adherence to these three dimensions in the Conformity to Masculinity Norms Inventory (CMNI-3) and the
Normative Masculinity Index as a function of age in the male sample using local linear regression, with
corresponding 95% confidence intervals (CI). Both indices have been residualized to remove country fixed
effects. Total sample across the 32 countries is 41,654 men for the CMNI-3 and 41,803 men for the 3-item
Normative Masculinity Index. Further details about the survey and index construction are provided by
De Haas et al. (2025).
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affect men’s mental health and political attitudes, and why gender gaps in education and health
persist despite policy interventions.We have discussed howmasculinity norms can spread through
institutional socialization, generational transmission, and peer networks and often persist through
systematic misperceptions about social expectations. Lastly, using novel data from 70 countries,
we documented five key stylized facts: universal gender differences in adherence to masculinity
norms, declining adherence with age, partial overlap with gender role norms, strong behavioral
predictive power, and widespread pluralistic ignorance.

Looking ahead, we propose three research priorities. First, we encourage economists to more
explicitly incorporate masculinity norms when studying men’s socioeconomic outcomes and gen-
der gaps. For example, research could examine the causal role of masculinity norms in shaping
occupational sorting, the division of labor within the household, men’s and women’s demand for
health services, and political attitudes. Experiments could be designed to identify how these out-
comes change in response to manipulations in the descriptive and normative beliefs about what
other men do or should do or threats to men’s masculinity (e.g., Bosson et al. 2009). Economists
could also work closely with policymakers to design and evaluate policies aiming at improving
men’s outcomes in domains where gender gaps favor women and improving women’s outcomes
through, for example, programs to combat IPV. Second, future research could explore the so-
cial and historical paths of transmission of masculinity norms. How do masculinity norms spread
through peer networks, families, and organizations? When and how do they change over the life
course? New work could also investigate how women may reinforce masculinity norms, for exam-
ple, through preferences in the (online and offline) dating market. Third, future research should
expandmasculinity measures to includemoremodern dimensions. For example,Reeves (2022) has
argued for moving beyond critiques of toxic masculinity toward defining positive masculine iden-
tities that preserve valuable aspects of traditional masculinity while discarding harmful elements.
This presents interesting opportunities for experimental research. For example, can interventions
that teach alternative masculinity norms—such as emphasizing strength through vulnerability or
competition through collaboration—improve men’s outcomes without perpetuating harm?
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