
Gender Blind Men’s Services: 
Square Pegs in Round Holes?

Dr Tim Dunne
Consultant Psychologist
International Men’s Day

19th November 2016
Dublin



Introduction

• Male Gender Blindness

• Why?

• Societal Male Gender Expectations & Pressures

• How this affects Services

• What needs to be done about it



What is Male Gender Blindness?

• Men make up : -
• The majority of suicides (4:1)
• The majority of homeless people
• The majority of those addicted to drugs/alcohol
• Most of the prison population
• Men have lower life expectancy
• Men do worse in education
• Men are more likely to die at work
• Men are less likely to seek help



Why?

• Society tends to keep the spotlight off any 
issues which adversely affect men & boys 
perhaps because it is too uncomfortable

• Gender issues have come to mean almost 
exclusively women’s issues

• 40 years of feminist campaigning have led to a 
situation where an ideology has been created 
that believes that only females can suffer 
because of their gender (Seager, 2016)



Why?

• This means that the whole issue of Masculinity 
has become associated with power & privilege

• The success of Feminism has led to 
assumptions about all males being powerful & 
privileged when clearly they are not

• Even in the golden age of Patriarchy, most of 
the men who died fighting in WW1 did not 
have the vote either until 1918



 Male Gender Expectations & Pressures

• Every culture/society across the globe has  gender 
differences – universal

• Men are usually called upon to take risks for the 
protection of the social group -  fighting, hunting, 
providing & protecting

• This means that different rules, expectations and 
pressures apply to males than females

• Usually more pressure on men to appear strong just as 
there is more pressure on women to appear 
beautiful/attractive



 Male Gender Expectations 
& Pressures

• This means that an unconscious pattern of collusive 
avoidance has grown up in society in relation to 
male vulnerability, unless it is to mock so-called 
male weakness (eg) cuckold or charivari in medieval 
times

• Suicide rates (4:1) is one of the most easily identified 
yet least discussed (and even denied) sex 
differences, until very recently, with people quick to 
explain it away in terms of men’s use of more lethal 
methods



 Male Gender Expectations 
& Pressures

• Until fairly recently there seems to have been a 
blanket resistance to acknowledging gender as 
an important variable in suicide research

• Seager et al (2014) found that 2 “Rules” for 
Masculinity (ie) being a “fighter/warrior” and 
“mastery & control” were significant predictors 
of suicidality while at the same time “Rules” 
for Femininity (maintaining harmony) acted as 
a significant buffer against suicidality



Services 

• Old BT Ad – “Its Good to Talk”
• This has become the norm in Society now for 

all kinds of problems
• However, we now know from Trauma 

Research that Broca’s area of the Brain shuts 
down during Trauma (van der Kolk, 2015)

• The implications of this finding means that 
certain Talk Therapies are contra-indicated



Services 

• NICE (UK) has suggested that that conventional 
counselling is not effective in Trauma

• Critical Incident Stress Debriefing (CISD) has 
also been found to ineffective after a major 
disaster and may “create” more victims

• All of this suggests that encouraging men to 
open up and talk is not necessarily the most 
helpful



Services 

• Services need to re-frame seeking help as 
“taking control” or “taking action” if they are to 
attract men

• CALM (Liverpool) used the phrase “Silent does 
not mean strong”

• Widen the definition of Strength for men to 
include help seeking similar to the definition of 
beauty for women by Dove soap to include a 
wider range of body shapes



Services 

• Use Role Models that engage with the world 
that men inhabit such as Sports Stars, 
Musicians, Comedians etc

• In Merseyside the suicide rate dropped from 
55% above the UK average to significantly 
below the average over 10 years 1999-2010 
due to campaign by CALM



Services 

• This shows that men can 
seek help if we change the 
way we listen rather than 
expecting men to change 
the way they talk



What Services need to do

• Samaritans – attract as many men callers as 
women

• Undertook a more gender aware campaign 
“Men on the ropes” and “Man Talk” where 
their volunteers were encouraged not to label 
male banter as irrelevant and evasive but see 
it as a way to establish trust and connection



What Services need to do

• Services for men are oriented to certain 
traditional problem behaviours such as drug & 
alcohol services, homeless, young people etc

• This fails to recognize the bigger picture of the 
mental life of the male gender as a whole

• Statistics consistently show 2 clear things : 
Men are more likely to take risks & less likely 
to seek help of any kind



What Services need to do

• This helps to explain why men continue to 
underuse Mental Health services

• Merely urging men to seek help is unlikely to 
succeed

• A better approach is to adapt services to what we 
already know about male psychology

• “Most MH services are offered within a feminised 
culture where the client is expected to “open up” 
about personal feelings” Sullivan et al (2016)



What Services need to do

• Services need to change 
the way they listen rather 
than expecting men to 
change the way they 
express their distress
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