
FLEXIBLE 
MASCULINITIES
AT WORK

These expectations for men are widespread in society, and they are especially problematic in the

workplace because masculine traits become the default expectation for the behavior of all employees,

regardless of gender. These workplace expectations, called masculine defaults,3 are typically over-

valued, and this overemphasis can negatively affect everyone at work.

Although there is no single "right" way to be a man, certain social environments

—including the workplace—put pressure on men to behave in a certain way.1

At the exclusion of other traits and behaviors, men are often expected to be2:

Because of masculine defaults:
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MEN
Feel pressured to follow masculine

expectations and behave in only one way

to be successful at work.4

Can experience decline in their mental

health and ability to thrive at work.5

Using data from over 7,000 men working in

offices across 13 different countries,6 we

found that when masculine expectations in

the workplace are high7:

69% of men experience low psychological

well-being8—compared to only 38% of

men in organizations with low masculine

expectations.

34% of men experience high workplace

withdrawal9 (e.g., neglecting tasks, being

late for work, making excuses to get out of

work)—compared to only 5% of men in

organizations with low masculine

expectations.
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WOMEN AND 
NONBINARY PEOPLE

Are disadvantaged because they don’t “fit”

workplace cultures that value masculine

defaults.10

Are punished when they try to conform, and

also when they don’t.11
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ORGANIZATIONS
Overemphasize a narrow range of

leadership traits and miss out on critical,

broader-ranging skills and behaviors across

their leadership.

Fail to reward employees with a full range of

human traits necessary for success.
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Ask Yourself: 

Does your workplace reward traits that are stereotypically masculine (e.g., assertiveness, risk-taking,

boldness) or stereotypically feminine (e.g., empathy, warmth, patience)?

Why It Matters:

Historically, workplaces reward stereotypically masculine over stereotypically feminine traits

and characteristics.12

A wide range of leadership traits are important for individual and organizational health and

productivity13 and should be welcomed and rewarded regardless of who is displaying them.

Recognize the traits and behaviors that are
valued in your workplace.

Scenario:

Joe and Chris are both high performers up for promotions. Joe is praised for being

assertive and directive and is promoted. It is commented that Chris is humble and leads

with a more collaborative approach; he is passed over for the promotion and

recommended for some leadership skills training.
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Ask Yourself: 

How often are people of all genders encouraged to put work above all other considerations, including

their mental health, well-being, and loved ones?

Why It Matters:

Masculine defaults not only harm others, but men themselves are harmed by the pressure and

anxiety those defaults can create.14

Although no one institution, person, or group is responsible for creating the problem, we all

have the power to resist the ingrained urge to hold men to masculine defaults.

Acknowledge where your workplace could integrate more flexible
thinking about gendered expectations.

Scenario:

Pablo and his wife are about to have their first baby, and he wants to take time

off to bond with their new child. He overhears his co-workers saying his

request is “taking it too far” and, “It’s not like he's giving birth; why does he get

to take a vacation while the rest of the team picks up the slack?”

COMPETITIVESTOIC
STRONG

RISK-
TAKING

WHAT YOU CAN DO: 
Challenge deeply embedded assumptions 
that men should prioritize work above their 

lives outside work. Make a point of engaging 
in dialogue when you notice instances of rigid 

thinking about gender norms and then use 
questions to probe where that thinking is 
coming from and how they might reframe 

their perspective.

WHAT YOU CAN DO: 
Reconfigure hiring policies and practices 

that disadvantage gender minorities.16 
Begin formally rewarding traits 

stereotypically considered “feminine” such 
as cooperation in leadership evaluations. 
Review Catalyst Award-winning practices 

from The Hartford and UPMC to learn how 
these organizations have removed 

masculine defaults from their processes.

Scenario:

Dylan notices that the law firm has many more partners who are men than

women and nonbinary people. When Dylan expresses this concern to a senior

colleague, he replies, “Well, that’s how it’s always been. Just give it time.”
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Ask Yourself: 

In your workplace, where would you look for structural inequities? Would you know how 

to recognize them?

Why It Matters:

Having more equal gender distributions at every level of an organization, including in roles

that are traditionally considered "for women," can promote more gender egalitarian beliefs.15

Ensuring that promotion criteria are based on a broad range of traits traditionally associated

with both men and women will result in a more well-rounded leadership team.

Think systemically about how to mitigate masculine defaults and
gender stereotypes in your workplace.

WHAT YOU CAN DO: 
Notice situations when others, or 
yourself, default to “masculine” 

expectations. Reflect on how these 
assumptions shape your own 

behavior and your perceptions of 
others.

By promoting flexible 
masculinities, leaders can address 
and mitigate masculine defaults to 
improve the well-being of people of 
all genders as well as organizations.

The term “flexible masculinities” describes authentic expressions of masculinity 
that embody a full range of human characteristics, emotions, and behaviors.

PROMOTE FLEXIBLE 
MASCULINITIES IN  3  STEPS
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